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      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.
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      “How long are you going to hide away in here sulking?” Hordas asked Jalek, pushing past him into his living quarters.

      Jalek didn’t try to stop the young warrior as he plopped down on a chair across from the main sitting platform. He might as well get this over with. The sooner he let the other male see he was in a good mood, the faster he’d leave. He felt Hordas watch his every move as he came back to sit on the large sitting platform the Earthian females called sofas.

      Hordas didn’t waste time starting up his attempt to cheer him up, saying, “It couldn’t have been that bad. You’re not being sent back home in dishonor or publicly reprimanded. And aren’t they going to allow you to be a part of the retrieval team to get the mask back?” He paused to give Jalek an opportunity to respond. When Jalek refused to add anything to the conversation, he continued, “So what if you left a measly breathing mask at an abandoned Terran space station? Isn’t that thing floating in a belt of space junk anyway?”

      Jalek refused to look up. That should signal he didn’t want to keep discussing this. Instead, he fidgeted with a piece of loose fabric from one of the cushions on his sofa and offered, “I’m not sulking or hiding. I’m… planning, and it’s an Earthian space station. They like to be called Earthians remember?”

      Hordas waved a hand of dismissal. He’d never been big on diplomatic pleasantries and saw it all as a fickle point of semantics. “Planning… planning what?” Hordas asked, as Jalek tried to ignore the intense glare from the warrior he counted as the closest person he had to a friend. Hordas’s attention couldn’t be good. If he pried too much, Jalek wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep him out of it.

      “Nothing much. Trying to see how I can get back into the good graces of Lord Tordin before we reach Olodia.”

      “Didn’t you say the commander already gave you orders and wants you back in training on the next cycle? How are you going to change anything between now and then with your plan? Jalek, I wouldn’t test him on this. Not this time. You said it yourself, you messed up and now you have to make it right. It’s easy to get back in good graces with the commander—by following his orders, my friend.”

      “And that’s what I’m going to do, by making everything right.”

      “How? By doing what? The best way you can do that is to go back through training and show them you’re worthy of your rank. If you stay focused, you can show Lord Tordin you deserve to be the Lead Protocol Officer. This time you don’t have the distraction of Lady Phoebe to make you lose focus.”

      Lady Phoebe.

      He still held a softness in his heart for the beautiful Earthian seer, called by the Goddess. Currying her favor hadn’t been a success. She’d only had affection for Lord Malm and now he fully understood that, after the harrowing mission they’d recently returned from. Watching Lord Malm and Phoebe interact when he was conscious had been hard, but he knew they were meant for each other. From this moment forward his attention would be on his career and redeeming himself. He didn’t have time for females and mating. He had to earn his reputation back as a warrior and that left no time for the frivolous pursuit of females.

      A shudder of embarrassment raced through Jalek at the thought of how stupid he’d been to make such blatant mistakes. Yes, females were out of the picture for him. The severity of his situation would dictate his next moves.

      Before he could monitor his reply to Hordas, he found himself confiding in him as he said, “Lord Tordin had to inform the IGA… the IGA, Hordas. I might have broken one of the biggest laws by leaving that ‘measly’ breathing mask behind. Do you know what that means? I not only brought dishonor on myself, but the entire fleet and especially Lord Tordin.” Jalek threw a cushion across the room and sat up for emphasis. “I look up to Lord Tordin and because of me, he had to let IGA and most likely Lord Quan know I messed up. No, correction, he told him he messed up and took total responsibility for the entire thing.”

      “He did that?” Hordas asked. His look of amazement did nothing to make Jalek feel any better about his predicament. Hordas was a lot like Tordin in Jalek’s estimation, and he’d always admired his actions. They were spot on and seemed to come effortlessly … unlike Jalek, who was always overanalyzing every move to make sure he did what he thought others expected of him. It was tiring and had only served to make him appear careless. That was not how he wanted to be known and he’d do what he could to change that, starting now.

      “Yes, he did. Now I have to re-earn his trust and respect. I can’t allow him to take the punishment for what I did. I should have known better and taken my time. I should have been more aware of the situation and what I was doing.”

      “Hey there, don’t belittle yourself. It could have happened to any of us.”

      “No, don’t try to make it anything but what it is. I’ve been messing up for a while now and I have to make this right. You wouldn’t have made that sort of mistake. You would have remembered to take a tally of your equipment and actions, no matter what the situation,” Jalek said, collapsing back against the sofa’s cushions.

      “I don’t know what I would have done. I wasn’t there. And, if I had been and Lord Malm had given me the tight time constraint he gave you to save his mate, I could have easily done that and worse. Take this as a blessing from the Goddess to learn and grow.”

      “Come off it, Hordas. I know you’re trying to make me feel better but the truth is the truth. I’ve been lax in my attention to detail. Others have had to pay the price for my carelessness and its high time I rectify that.”

      Hordas sat up more to get Jalek’s attention and said, “Jalek, don’t do anything stupid. You’ve got Tordin on your side. He won’t allow anything to happen. I know you want to fix things, but this might be the time for you to go along with his orders and re-certify your credentials like he commanded. You go through the training, take the tests and you’re done. If you get right on it, you can have it done before we reach Olodia.”

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Yes, I am. Tordin is full of wisdom. He and Lady Kyra make an excellent team. You can’t go wrong obeying his orders. He’s just, and wouldn’t ask you to do anything he wouldn’t. That’s why he’s taking the full brunt for the missing mask. That’s how he leads and that’s why I pattern myself after him. He’s fearless and doesn’t back down from that oppressive IGA counsel—especially that pompous ass, Lord Quan. You know, I heard he supposedly has a spoiled son somewhere in the warrior officer class, who gets everything he wants. I wonder what Lord Quan would do if it was his son instead of Tordin?”

      At the mention of Lord Quan, Jalek’s stomach flipped in that familiar way it always did when hearing his father’s name. This was another reason why most of the warriors didn’t know his parentage. He agreed. His father was an ass of the highest class and, at this moment, he felt like he was in that same class. He was a privileged, arrogant, and entitled hopeful warrior, making matters worse for Tordin instead of better. Tordin had done nothing but be kind to him. For all his efforts, Jalek had been reckless and mediocre at best in his responsibilities and actions.

      “I’m pretty sure Lord Quan’s son feels the same about him and does everything he can to be the best he can.” He gave Hordas a quick look to move the conversation along to another subject. “How is everyone adjusting? I heard some of the warriors have been offered positions back on Olodia to lead their own missions.”

      It was Hordas’s turn to look down and avoid Jalek’s stare. “Yes, that’s correct. I was one of them.”

      Before he could try to downplay the honor, Jalek wanted to assure Hordas he was happy for him. The warrior was brilliant and fearless. He had that special something that made for a great warrior—something Jalek wanted to make certain he learned and owned from here on out. On this last mission—involving an attack by a rogue battle ship, an uncomfortable jaunt on the red dwarf Planet Rogolas, and a heroic fight to get back to the mothership—Hordas had proven his honor, strength, and reputation as a great warrior in the heat of battle. The opportunity couldn’t come to a better male.

      “That’s great, Hordas! I’m so happy for you. You deserve it. I don’t know what I would have done without your steady focus. You’re an excellent warrior and they would be blessed by the Goddess to have you.” He continued to look at Hordas to make sure his friend knew he meant every word he spoke.

      “Maybe, but I want to stick around here a little longer and learn more from Tordin and Malm. They’re the best and I want to be the best—you know?”

      All Jalek could do was nod in agreement. Lords Tordin and Malm were the best. They hadn’t relied on their royal titles to get them their ranks. They continually earned every accolade and honor they received. He saw that clearly now. Lord Malm’s order came back to him, to learn every class of ship and other weapon inside and out. He would do that and so much more.

      After a few more pleasantries, Hordas left, leaving Jalek to return to his planning. If it was the last thing he did, he’d retrieve the mask and show everyone he was worthy to be the warrior Tordin thought he was when he gave him the title of Lead Protocol Officer.

      Now to figure out how to get to the jump before the rest of the crew and get over to the space station before anyone knew he was gone. As soon as they entered the Earthian galaxy, he’d be on a jump to retrieve the mask and his honor.
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      The wreckage of the space station jerked and careened as the impact of another piece of junk slammed into it. Simona looped a practiced arm around the tethering cord and held on as the station settled itself from another collision. She wouldn’t let a little thing like space junk keep her from investigating this site. She’d managed to get away from everyone. She was off for the next four days on an unofficial mini-vacation, and she could spend as much time as she wanted combing this station for clues, evidence, and insight as to what happened to cause one of the greatest tragedies of recent history.

      “Oh no you don’t, old girl. I’m not going anywhere,” she said, releasing the tether and reestablishing the gravity connector in her boots to the tilting floor of the station. “Shh, open up and let me see what you’ve been hiding for so long. I’m here to give you some justice—you know, to tell your true story. Be good to me and I’ll give you the attention you deserve. I need to know the truth,” she said, releasing that last part as a solemn plea into the dead space of the cavernous expanse.

      She’d been here years before when she was starting out as a trainee for the agency, but the seed of her desire to be here had been planted long before when she was a child in school, hearing about the tragedy for the first time. As if it were burned into her conscience, she remembered the educational video showing a possible reenactment of what happened to make this once stable space station veer off course and into an explosive minefield of space junk. By the time she’d found out about it, the event had become known as the modern-day Titanic.

      The station was supposed to be stable beyond reproach and had housed thousands of the greatest minds of the day. When it veered off course and encountered multiple explosions from some of the larger pieces of space junk floating without restraint, the world watched in horror as it lost some of the most promising minds of that generation. Hundreds either died or went missing. After all the bodies that could be found had been retrieved and given proper burials, the station had been put into a quasi-stabilized stasis on the outer edge of the belt of space junk. Several governments used it for training of their agents, and as a reminder to never take anything for granted in space.

      A few good things had come out of it, though. Her agency had been developed to investigate such things. The Global Federation of Space Travel had an entire agency devoted to cleaning up and keeping all the space junk compacted to this one area. For a while, without legislation and enforcement, the orbital field around Earth had looked like a scrapyard with the junk wreaking havoc on communications and military satellites. Today, the worst was kept in a certain quadrant with the least dangerous corralling it in, in an outer ring.

      Most wouldn’t consider this a fun vacation excursion, with all the bumps, jumps, crashes and all, but for Simona it was a dream outing. Just the same, she wasn’t being careless. She tested the connection of the tethering line that snaked through the dark hull of the station all the way from her transport pod as a precaution. She wouldn’t let a little turbulence deter her from investigating this site, but she also wouldn’t let that same turbulence be the thing that took her out of this life. As the lead supervising agent of her region, she knew first-hand from all the incidents she’d investigated how one ill-advised move could end a life.

      That’s why she operated with as much wisdom, foresight, and tenacity as she could conjure on everything she did. Her attention to detail, patience, and skills of deduction helped her suss out many clues and answers others had completely missed. Her reputation as an investigator was so good, many of the other agents gave her the nickname Sherlock. But little good this had done her so far. She might be a lead investigator, but in the eyes of those who mattered, she still wasn’t good enough to be the Deputy Director.

      She shook the irritating thought from her mind as she continued to rummage through the debris, working her way to ground zero of the incident—the engine room. When she’d been here before as a trainee, the area had been off limits to them. That fact had continued to irk her to this day.

      With no gravity, electricity, or air, the space station in its silent darkness resembled a cave of horrific relics. Still, Simona looked around the dark area smiling so hard, she must have looked like a supreme idiot. She was here and could do what she’d wanted, get into that engine room to have a look around.

      The notion that they’d missed something had plagued her dreams and daydreams for so long, this almost felt surreal. Recently, the recurring dreams she had about this place had become stronger and more frequent, to the point she was driven to get here. She still didn’t know who the guy with the piercing amethyst eyes was… or if he was a figment of her imagination. He was so beautiful; it was like he was too perfect to exist in real life. He was in that part of the dream she always pushed aside, to concentrate on the real part that mattered. Investigating the space station.

      She’d planned everything to make sure she’d be left alone. All her reports were up-to-date and turned in. Her partner, Jennings, was covering their cases and with her help, up-to-date on all his stuff too. She’d checked out the transport pod within the guidelines of the agency, and made sure to show a pattern of checking it out on her off days to curtail questions. Yes, she was looking at a good few days to work in peace.

      The occasional sway of the station felt almost meditative as she worked her way through it to the last recorded section of activity in its hull. According to history and her training, this section is where they’d found the remains of the commander of the station. He’d been like the captain from the Titanic. He’d gone down with the ship, so to speak.

      Simona continued to inch her way through the obstacle course of debris and destruction as she cleared a path to the place her coordinates led her. Taking in the eerie sight of the dark area illuminated only by her LED lamp added to the awe of the moment. The indicator light at the corner of her integrated helmet readout flashed green, letting her know she’d made it to the right area. Time to do what she did best, investigate.

      “Simona… Simona, come in now. I need you to come to my office for a quick briefing on your last report. I’ve got a meeting about one of your cases in a few hours.”

      Damn, damn, damn—what now?

      That screeching sound broke the meditative trance she’d been in, working through the debris of the station. Simona tried to ignore it. It was Marshall, her new boss. The same Marshall who she’d practically dragged through training and constantly helped for the better part of the last seven years. He had been her partner, but in truth it was more like babysitting.

      “Come on Simona, I know you can hear this. Answer me or I’m writing you up… I mean it,” the voice booming through her intra-communicator threatened.

      She knew he said that last part to bait her into responding. Marshall was testing her patience. He knew she was off until next week—the little shit. After that many years working together, he knew how to push her buttons. There was no way he could write her up on her vacation. He was nuts and a pest to boot. Sure, she liked him—like an annoying brother—but she didn’t have to like that he not only didn’t tell her he’d put in for the same promotion, but had also presented some of her notes and ideas as his own. Sure, she wasn’t supposed to know that last part, but what good was it to have friends in various parts of the government if not for juicy intel when needed? Marshall had smiled in her face, used their friendship, and stepped on her back to get what he wanted—her dream job!

      The grinding of teeth against teeth and the sound of heavy breathing snapped her back from silent musing into the irritating moment again. She hated the fact that she still liked him on some level. He was the man-child who needed help all the time, and she was the stupid sister-mother always helping him. But, it had to end now. She was still pissed about his promotion. He didn’t deserve to have any extra anything from her—not now, not anymore.

      Simona continued to ignore him as he kept pestering her for the next hour or so. He meant to wear her down, like any brat worth his salt would. The fact that he was her boss didn’t make a bit of difference. He was still Marshall to her—nobody fancy.

      As the newly appointed deputy director of all the space-related investigators, Marshall Adler held pull and power—if he knew how to work it right—which he didn’t. That’s where Simona Crowley came in. She was his secret weapon. It was her hard work that had pulled them both through the last seven years of drudgery as investigators for the now global space program. He’d whined and complained the entire time, fretting over this and that.

      For all her trouble, she’d been given a title of Supervising Agent and her partner at the time—yes, that would be whiny-assed Marshall—had been given the coveted job of Deputy Director of field operations. She had mixed feelings about it. Sometimes she was cool with it and others, she was as pissed off as a hornet denied an aptly-placed sting on the ass of a jerk. God, she wanted it to be Marshall’s ass so badly. What she couldn’t stomach the most was him trying to get her to help him do his job at every turn.

      As part of the Global Space Federation Investigation Unit or GSFIU for short, she was a member of a highly-trained group of operatives. They were elite and covert. Her older brother, whom she loved and adored, liked to call her a space cowgirl for all he knew about what she did. Secretive in their missions, the GSFIU was responsible for investigating any and everything space related. If someone reported seeing a UFO, they were the ones to investigate. If a tragedy like a shuttle exploding or space equipment malfunctioning happened on the surface or in space, they were the ones to investigate. And, if there was some unanswered mystery hanging over any part of the space program, they were the ones to investigate.

      Solving mysteries was in Simona’s wheelhouse. She’d show the agency how badly they’d messed up with overlooking her for the job. She’d solve the mystery of the space station and rub their noses in the fact that they overlooked her for the promotion. She was determined to keep Marshall completely out of this project. He wouldn’t get the chance to steal her glory or win this time.

      Marshall wailed again into her intra-communicator. He must need her awfully bad to keep the pestering up for so long. Most likely, it was some über important meeting where he’d have to dazzle the suits with a demonstration of intelligence and why he was the rightful choice for the job.

      Typical.

      She kept working, rummaging through the piles of twisted metal and debris of the site. Marshall would be all right. He always got his balls in a knot when she wasn’t close by to make him look good. She blew out an exasperated breath. He’d been her friend and a pest to the highest degree. Her feelings about the entire matter left her frustrated and confused. He was always going to be a whiner. She knew that. Marshall didn’t need her to be back at the satellite space complex. He wanted her there to make him look good. She was done feeling guilty about anything. That was his job to deal with the meetings, not hers. She was on vacation, end of discussion.

      “Marshall, what do you want? Come on man. I’m on my own time, doing my own thing.”

      “No, you’re in an agency-issued transport doing God only knows what. Where are you? And please don’t tell me you’re at that dilapidated wreck of a space station. I know you’ve been itching to get over there. You’re starting to make me think you have some type of fixation disorder, you know that?”

      “Don’t care. You’re being a pest.”

      “Don’t call me a pest. I’m being your boss and giving you an order to come in for an emergency meeting.”

      “Marshall, it’s too late. You already said you need me to help you get ready for one of your meetings. I’m on vacation, dude. And again—what I do with my own time is none of your concern, but in the spirit of friendship I’ll say I’m doing a little adventure hunting at the moment.”

      “I knew it! You’re at that trap! Get back here now. That’s an order.”

      “Ha! If you think you can order me around like that, I see I haven’t kicked your ass around the gym enough. I don’t owe you an explanation of where I am, especially on my personal time. Get off my line so I can get back to what I was doing. I’ve got to go.”

      “You know the rules. That wreck is classified and you can’t remove anything without the proper authority. Now come back or I swear I’m sending a transport to bring you back.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she said, not believing him for a minute. “They must be really making you dance like a puppet today. No dice. I’m off, so deal with it.”

      “I would and I should. You’re trying to run over me and I’m putting my damn foot down. You need to understand that your antics make me look like I have no order in my own group. Come back now or I’m sending a few of the guys over there to get you.”

      Simona didn’t know what had gotten into Marshall. He was actually attempting to stand up to her—bless his heart. She would give him props for that—for a hot second. However, he had to know she’d do what she wanted and this was her personal time. She could and would finish up what she was doing. There was something pulling her back to this site and she’d find it, if it was the last thing she did.

      “Get with Jennings to get you up to speed on everything and I’ll answer any specific questions you have when I get back.”

      “You just won’t do anything I ask of you, huh? I get it. You’re pissed because you think the job should had gone to you. Well it didn’t, and they didn’t make a mistake in hiring me for it so you need to get over it. Jesus Simona, why do you have to be so damn stubborn? It always has to be your way as the only way. You know what? One of these days, your stubbornness and refusal to see things any other way than your own is going to get you in trouble. Newsflash Simona, you are not the Grand Poobah of all things investigating and you will need help from others—mark my word.”

      Marshall’s words stung for the five seconds she allowed herself to process them. She didn’t have time for his grandstanding. He knew she was the stronger candidate and he was trying to justify himself. She was so over it. “Bye Marshall,” was all she said, hanging up the connection.

      Done.

      That should buy her at least an hour before he squawked again. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be enough time for him to do anything but his job. It was time Marshall got off her tit anyway.

      Simona went back to investigating the corner of wreckage that had caught her eye. The station still tilted at a precarious angle and she didn’t want to disturb too much of it, just in case one of the many bureaucratic offices wanted to make a stink about it. Releasing the gravity stabilizers from her boots to move more freely through the atmosphere, Simona glided closer to the corner that held her interest. She wanted to take her time and look through everything—without someone hovering nearby.

      She adjusted the makeshift lighting to get a better view of a particular spot that seemed to call to her both in her dreams and now. As she waded toward the corner, next to a large support column, she felt the oddest sense of something there. Simona could feel it. She was onto something.

      Once she made it to the corner and tethered herself to the closest spot of flooring with her gravity stabilizers, she started sifting through the pile of fallen ceiling and other debris. The more she worked the more she realized she must be in the area where they found Captain Mark Reynolds.
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      The Goddess must be smiling on me, Jalek thought as he powered up the thrusters of the jump transporter.

      After his last encounter with one of these jumps in that death-defying trip to Rogolas and back, he’d picked the one with the most resources, including cloaking capabilities, and more than enough weapons on board. He’d taken Malm’s command to heart and learned everything he could about all the classes of ships, jump transports, weapons and equipment. There was no way he was getting caught off guard again. His plan was in full swing. He’d be able to redeem himself and retrieve that blasted breathing mask before anyone caught up with him.

      Taking another cue from Malm’s style, he used patience and planning to scope out his opportunity. Jalek bid his time each day dutifully going to training for warrior officers to re-certify himself as one. Each day he did above and beyond what was required, paid attention to everything they presented, asked questions that impressed the instructors and yes—planned. To the outside world he appeared to be just another eager warrior hoping to pass the battery of tests.

      They assumed his enthusiasm was fed by his desire to keep his credentials as an officer in the Olodian Royal Warrior Force, but internally he knew he burned with the need to correct at least one of his mistakes. Jalek didn’t expect to ever get another shot at being an officer with this plan, but he’d at least have his dignity and honor back by being a male of conviction to do the right thing. He’d make sure the IGA knew it was his mistake, not Tordin’s. They’d also know it was him who’d fixed his own mistake, and not Tordin. He was done letting others fight his battles and protect him from life. He was a fully grown warrior and he’d prove it.

      Upon closer inspection of the situation, he felt a driven determination like never before, almost as if he was being summoned back to the space station. Yes, maybe the Goddess was helping him after all. Jalek knew he had received a windfall of blessings in his pursuit to make it back to the space station before anyone else when the biggest opportunity to do that presented itself front and center.

      After consulting the Healers and Lady Phoebe about the matter of the mask, Tordin had decided to return to the space station, instead of going to Olodia first. The Healers and Lady Phoebe had stressed the importance of returning posthaste. They believed doing so would thwart the possible discovery of their technology. Not needing any additional warning to keep that from happening, Tordin used the fastest hyper sling vortex available to them to hopscotch over to the Earthian galaxy. What could have taken months only took days.

      After the Fleet had emerged from the hyper sling vortex into the Earthian Galaxy, Jalek had slipped down to the hull of the ship and gotten one of the fastest and most well-equipped of its jumps. He’d planned all of this down to the most minute detail, making sure to go when no one was around. After performing the checklist, securing himself in the pilot seat and starting the thrusters, the memory of the last time he’d been in a jump clouded his mind for a brief moment.

      Jalek shooed the thought away but couldn’t remove the residue of the feeling that he’d been a colossal fool. In hindsight it was so clear and evident how much he hadn’t known that would have helped in the attack that led to them fleeing to that hot, dry planet Rogolas. There was no way anyone should’ve survived that ordeal with what they had to work with. The aftermath could have been so much worse, if Lord Malm and Lady Phoebe hadn’t been there to step in and save them all.

      He’d been blinded by his affections for Lady Phoebe and a false sense of importance. He knew that now and wanted to put it all behind him. He’d focus on the task at hand. He had many cycles to become a great warrior. Then, and only after he knew he was a great warrior, would he give any attention to females. They were scarce back on Olodia, but if he was a great warrior, when the time came, he’d be considered a great mate to enter into a bond with.

      He remembered to check his suit to make sure the cloaking device was in good working order as well. This time he would be stealthy and as invisible as possible when entering the Earthians’ space station. He’d debated about taking his vo-link and the side of caution won out—he took it. He knew his plan was solid, but it didn’t hurt to take the device should he encounter something unexpected. The engines began to settle down in volume, letting him know they were warmed up and ready for him to take off.

      He was ready to depart from the massive hanger of the mothership. It was the middle of the sleeping cycle and most of the ship was in that mode of rest. He had the entire area to himself… or so he thought. As he did one last check of the jump before leaving the transport bay, he noticed Palon rushing in with a few of his technical operations warriors. But it was too late. By this time he had already warmed up the thrusters, was seated in the jump’s cockpit and pushing back from the slot where it was docked. Jalek ignored the flailing hands of Palon and his crew of warriors as he positioned the jump to exit the area and accelerated without another glance back.

      He left the mothership and started toward the belt of space junk that orbited just out of range of the Earthian Galaxy. The coordinates were a little different from the last time he’d been here, but that was to be expected. By his calculation, it must be at least fifty Earth years into the future now. He neared the station and noticed both how large the space junk belt had grown and… another craft was docked close to the gaping hole from the original explosion. He immediately knew he’d made a major mistake. He hadn’t taken the time to scan the area before coming here. A quick scan would have revealed whether or not other life forms were here. This was not a mistake someone with his training and experience should make.

      Stupid.

      “This is why none of them think you’re ready and Hordas is getting honors and missions offered to him and you’re not,” he said scolding himself for the obvious oversight.

      He had to keep it together. He was not the old Jalek; he’d grown. This must be a simple test to see how I adjust to the unknown. He offered a prayer to the Goddess for direction and wisdom and continued toward the station. No matter what, he would go and get that mask back. Then he remembered he was cloaked and could board without anyone noticing.

      One good thing was that no one had followed him. Jalek didn't know what to make of this since he was radio silent from the mothership, but he was glad that no one had come after him. He wanted to keep this blunder to himself. Lesson learned though: when planning, plan for the possibility of what others might do as well. He internally added that to his growing list of shortcomings he’d been collecting. A great warrior knew all of this already, but he also believed he could learn and cultivate it as well.

      He thought about what Hordas would have done with this plan. Knowing the brilliant warrior, he would have already anticipated this and had a contingency plan in place. Stop it, no use trying to be like Hordas. He had to do this now. He was here and that is all that mattered. As he neared the station, he engaged the cloaking device on the jump. Cloaking consumed a lot of power and he’d wanted to conserve as much as he could to make the trip as quickly as possible. He slowed the vessel to dock next to the smaller Earthian vessel they’d called a pod. He would be able to move without detection into the space station. He docked and also cloaked the suit he wore.

      Finally, he’d done it. The plan had worked.

      The area was pitch-black but he could make out a faint light in the distance, close to where he’d been the last time he was here. It was a good thing he’d decided to bring the heavier suit for cloaking work. He’d need to get over there and make sure they hadn’t found the mask yet. Making his way into the space station like before, he noticed someone moving around the wreckage. This can’t be good, he thought.

      Then he stopped and looked into the distance to see a solitary person moving through the wreckage as if searching for something. After he made sure no one else waited in the docked pod, he watched the nondescript being wade through debris until it stopped and pick up something to examine it. He had to get closer for a better view. They were alone but to his horror he noticed the person moved with determination and focus. They’d found something, but hopefully not the mask. He prayed to the Goddess this person wouldn’t find it. Everything had gone fairly well until now. Sure, they were in the same exact spot he was going to start looking, but maybe they wouldn’t find it. Hopefully?

      Even in the darkness of the of the space station his eyesight was able to detect that this person must be an Earthian and that they were on a mission to find the very thing that he had come all this way to retrieve. The being moved with a grace that caused something deep within him to stir. This must be a female being. He shook his head. He wouldn’t get distracted with the thought that this might be a female.

      And just like a bad dream he watched as the figure picked up the breathing mask. His breath caught and paused as the being held up the breathing mask, looking at it in the light of the portable illumination device she’d set up. He had to make a move—it was now or never. He had to get this breathing mask back. There was no way he was leaving without it, especially now that it had been found. He couldn’t run the risk of them being discovered by this species; he had to get the mask back before the female realized what it was. He advanced as quickly as he dared without being detected. When he was within reach of snatching the mask, the being turned around in a circle and appeared to be mouthing some words of warning. They were in a vacuum and sound didn’t carry, but he knew at that moment, he’d been detected and the female was aware of him.

      He could see her face clearly now through the transparent visor of her helmet. She was Earthian. Unlike his helmet, which was mirrored as a defensive protection during warrior engagement with hostiles, she had one that illuminated her face with lighting all around the edges of the visor. She was beautiful and reminded him a little of Ladies Kyra and Phoebe. Her coloring looked to be somewhere in the middle hues of theirs, like a medium cinnamon-brown, but her overall look was similar. She was taller and slightly larger than them, but must be from the same part of Earth they were from. It didn’t matter, they were all still considered delicate and tiny in comparison to the Olodian males’ statures. While he took in an appraisal of her appearance, he failed to notice her preparing to take a swing at him.

      The female managed to connect a somewhat impressive punch with his torso area. He watched her eyes grow large at the realization that she’d hit him as she continued to mouth something with more excitement. Was that a laugh? He didn’t have time to process that last facial gesture when she lunged toward him, landing in his arms as she tried to beat and kick him. This female had fire and a warrior’s heart. In spite of the seriousness of the moment, Jalek marveled at her courage and ability to be focused in her pursuit. He admired her tenacity.

      She flung her arms wildly, fighting him and the space around them. It would have been amusing if he didn’t need to get the mask and leave. It was too late to go undetected, but hopefully he could still pull this off. She couldn’t see him and he would get some distance between them as soon as he plucked that mask out of her little hands.

      Jalek didn’t want to hurt the Earthian female. With care, he released his hold on her enough to pull away and restrain her hands, while prying the mask out of them. Once he did this, it set her off. She kicked and clawed at him with greater fury, causing the cloaking mechanism in the suit to sputter. Evidently the suit’s cloaking device was not made for close combat. For a brief moment he knew she saw him. Jalek saw the recognition of that fact reflected back to him in her eyes as she adjusted her line of sight upward to look him in the vicinity of his face.

      She charged him like any formidable warrior would, tackling him to the ground with speed. This was definitely not going according to plan. How had she managed to turn everything around into her favor so fast? His plan was, as Lady Phoebe would say, shot to hell in a runaway jump.
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      “Halt! Don’t take another step! I don’t know who or what you are, but I know you’re here,” Simona said turning around in a 360-degree circle to take in her surroundings.

      Someone was here with her. She knew it and could feel the hair on the back of her neck standing on end. She wasn’t usually one to get spooked, but this place’s atmosphere was ripe for supporting the notion of ghosts and weird occurrences if one was into believing that sort of thing. Too many lives had been lost here and she wouldn’t rule out anything. Originally from Louisiana and her family from the Caribbean Islands, she respected the power of the invisible as much as the tangible. As long as electricity existed, it served to prove a point that what you couldn’t see was just as real—and possibly as deadly—as what you could see.

      The presence grew stronger as she tried to make out anything. It felt extremely real and she knew she wasn’t going crazy. Simona trusted her instinct and gut intuition above anything else. That trust had proven to be the key to solving many cases and keeping her safe. This was in addition to her fierce fighting ability. She wasn’t afraid to “throw down” if needed. Broken nails could be repaired; broken necks couldn’t.

      She was trained in many fight styles but preferred to get dominance in a fight quickly. So what if some of her fellow investigators—cough, wimpy guys—had called her overly combative? They shouldn’t have put their hands on certain areas, namely her ass, even by “accident.”

      What many in the outside world didn’t know, beside the fact that her division of investigators even existed, was that the job called for a lot of vigorous activity. Even with all the running, jumping, training, and fighting all the time, Simona still carried enough weight on her 5’11 solid frame and ample curves to be considered full-figured. She’d been described as thick by her last boyfriend and that had suited her fine. Just because she could pull out some whoop ass in a flash didn’t mean she was rough around the edges though. No, Simona prided herself on being very feminine too, loving fashion and all things girly.

      Many of the men she worked with saw the feminine side of her and often mistook her appearance and manner for weakness, until she wiped whatever floor they stood on with them. Girly or not, she could hold her own. None of them were too big to fall. She was a fast, smart-thinking fighter in a pinch. Once she managed to pin them to the ground, the power of her thighs alone would be enough to choke them out and give her a victory. Simona had always determined to walk a balance of feminine grace and strength. She took after her Jamaican grandmother after all, and that woman had accomplished so much in her life, there was no way Simona would let the legacy falter. She had earned every accolade she’d received, plus some.

      On a chance this was not some ghost, Simona reared back and punched the air. When her fist hit something firm, she smiled in acknowledgement. Her ghost was nothing more than flesh and blood with some gadget that allowed an invisibility shield. The gadget was cool and she’d love to get her hands on one—minus the person attached to it. That person being here on a classified site was not so cool.

      Many years of training and good habits kicked in. She immediately activated her intra-communicator to connect directly with Marshall. He came on the line in a huff.

      “Simona, what the hell? You’re supposed to be here right now. Where are you? And, if you tell me you’re still on board that piece of junk, I’m firing you!”

      “Marshall, shut up and listen to me. Send backup. I’m still at the space station and I’m not alone. There’s someone here with me. Not sure of specifics yet, but I think it’s a man wearing some sort of invisibility cloaking device.”

      Marshall was silent for a moment but she could hear him breathing on the line. “What? Are you suffering from some sort of oxygen depletion? There’s no one over there with you. I’ve activated the nearest satellite to send a feed and I don’t see anything out of the ordinary except your pod.”

      “Marshall, quit being such a damn dick! I told you I’m here now with him. I just punched him and know what I felt. Send someone over. I’m going to try to take him or whoever this is down.

      “Well, well, see how quickly my words came back to bite you in the ass? Who needs whom now?”

      “Gloat all you want, but for the last time, get someone over here—now!” she said, yelling.

      The adrenaline of the moment and Marshall’s refusal to take a simple command threw her into a berserker’s rage. Before she could regain her composure, she took a running start and leaped in the direction she thought the guy was in. What felt like a massive body enveloped her. It was go time and she let loose, kicking and punching in whatever direction she could. Simona knew she was fighting the empty space most of the time, but managed to lands some good kicks and shoves here and there.

      Before she knew it, she was slightly lifted off the floor and the weird-looking apparatus she’d found was plucked out of her hands. The moment was surreal as she watched the thing float away from her.

      That’s it. This brazen ass hat is going down! How dare he steal from me.

      Simona instantly regressed back to schoolyard fight days and unleashed a flurry of swipes, kicks and clawing that would make her ten-year-old self proud. Most of these hits connected to the guy. Then it happened. His gadget must had failed because she saw him for a brief moment. What amounted to a giant, over seven feet tall, stood before her. Simona didn’t care though. It didn’t matter how large they were, they could all be taken down. Plus, her momma didn’t raise no shrinking violet.

      Gotcha, you bastard!

      She took advantage of the momentary shock of his gadget failure and charged him. “Oh no you don’t!” she said, yelling and lunging for the lower part of his torso area.

      Her takedown was fast and almost textbook in execution. She felt them collapse onto the floor. Evidently his gravity stabilizers were engaged as well because he had just gotten taken down to the ground with the use of good old gravity. She held fast onto the now invisible giant she currently had pinned between her powerful legs.

      ‎Brazilian jiu-jitsu had always been a style she excelled in and this giant intruder’s ass was hers. Maybe he was from some rogue private sector company with fancy technology trying to pilfer the site, but she was going to make sure he was hauled back to the satellite complex to be booked and processed for trespassing. Whatever that apparatus she’d found was, it must be worth a lot for him to be here and willing to steal it. She looked around for the piece in question and couldn’t locate it anywhere in the dimly lit, cluttered floor they were currently sprawled across.

      She punched in the vicinity of where she thought his stomach would be. Simona hoped it was enough to incapacitate him long enough to figure out how to make him visible again. Her fist met with what felt like rock-hard muscle. If she could figure out which way was up and where his neck would be, she could maneuver and get a choke hold on him. It wasn’t a legal move, but this dude was huge and she needed every advantage she could get. Judging by the width of his torso between her thighs, he must be easily 300 pounds of solid muscle. Where did they grow them this big?

      Before she could position herself to get him into a hold, he shifted and tossed her onto her back. Simona kept her thighs wrapped around him and squeezed with all her strength. She had to get him down again. Like most women, her strength was largely concentrated in her legs and keeping him on the ground meant she could subdue him. It was clear by the sheer size of this guy, she wouldn’t be able to do that if he got back to his feet.

      She reached up, grabbed onto what felt like arms corded with more muscle and managed to get into a position that straddled his lap. Simona pushed with all the force of her own weight. Not even the slightest budge. She tried again, bucking like she was attempting to get a horse to run. This was also a no-go. Again she tried, and this time she knew for certain this was a man—a very large man by the size of the bulge beneath her. Instead of pushing him back down, all she’d managed to do was end up looking like she was attempting to ride him in some sort of twisted erotic scene. Without notice, her body reacted by flooding her with the unmistakable warmth of arousal. The sensation held a mixture of personal disgust and sexual enjoyment. She sometimes marveled at how fast she could get into the strangest predicaments.

      That was not what she wanted or needed at the moment. She couldn’t even see the guy and she was getting sexually flustered. That’s what she got for being on that  break-up-inspired cock fast. Yeah, after more than two years of celibacy, she was reduced to the self-control of a toddler on fifty pounds of sugar. God have mercy on her, as soon as she got home she’d make sure to spend some personal time with her go-to boyfriend, the Mr. Hitachi muscle massager.

      Hormonal confusion gave way to anger at the unwelcome feelings, as she used the resulting surge in strength to shove him back down to the ground. This time she noticed that not once had he tried to hit her. The only thing this guy had done was try to keep her from hitting him.

      “Why, you arrogant old-fashioned bonehead! What? You’re too good to hit back and defend yourself?” she asked continuing to try to land punches as he blocked and held her hands away from both their bodies.

      Then it dawned on her. He couldn’t hear a word she said. They were in a vacuum and he wasn’t connected to her communication system. Oh no, what if he was from some other agency and she was the one in the wrong? If he’d been a thief and crook, he would have fought back by now, right? She didn’t want to think of how bad this could turn out for her if he was from a sanctioned project. Simona was the one here without permission from her supervisor—Marshall—and without prior authorization. Plus, she was the one caught red-handed with a piece of the space station in her hands. Oops. He might have been the one sent to make sure she didn’t take anything from the site. This time her peppery temper and assumptions had possibly put her on the wrong side of the law. That’s what she got for begrudging Marshall his promotion. Simona was getting schooled by an age-old lesson—revenge never paid off.

      She was the one who had to get out of here, before the guys got here or worse, before he got her taken to wherever he was from. This is what she hated about all the bureaucracy in government. Nobody talked to one another, thus everyone always stepped on each other’s toes. Instead of getting that promotion away from Marshall, she could very well be going to jail. Talk about the tables turning in a flash. Yep, she could have just gotten herself into a noose she couldn’t get out of.

      It was time to see if her assumption was right. She stopped struggling and opened her fists to show surrender. When the invisible giant didn’t release her, she began to mouth, “I give up. Let’s talk. Who are you?” She pointed at the general direction of his face with that last part. This must be what actors had to deal with when acting with a green screen.

      Still, he held on, refusing to release his grip. Uh-oh. Maybe he didn’t speak English. She tried again, this time asking if he spoke English as slowly as she could. Working in these conditions was worse than enduring any of Marshall’s dry, long-ass staff meetings. She’d be a better team player and support Marshall if he got her out of this mess. She promised.

      Simona was in a full-on self-coaching session when she felt herself being lifted up into the air and placed back on her feet. Maybe the guy did understand and was about to work something out with her. She stood there in silence waiting for his next move. Before her eyes, a huge man in an equally impressive flight suit materialized in front of her. To look at his face, she had to crane her head back. The giant lifted his outer mirrored visor to reveal a clear one and his face. In the poorly-lit place, all she could make out was what looked like one of the most gorgeous guys she’d ever seen. But, she had to be patient and wait to see if they could communicate and get to the bottom of this possible misunderstanding.

      Whatever country, company or agency he was from deserved a bonus for getting him on board. Something about him instantly set her entire body on fire in an awesome buzzing sort of way. He was absolutely breathtaking, but she’d reserve judgment until she put this specimen under the microscope. She had to see if his awesomeness held up in the light.

      Simona motioned to the portable light next to the corner where she’d been working. He didn’t move, nor did he try to keep her from getting it. When she came back with the LED lamp and positioned it so she could see his face better, her breath caught in her throat. Large, sexy violet-colored eyes from all those dreams stared back at her.
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      It took a moment for Simona to catch her breath and regain her composure. There was no way this guy could be the same one from her dreams. That was impossible… had to be. This couldn’t be real; reality and statistics supported that notion. Maybe this was still a dream? She was on board the space station, like in her dream. The guy with the violet eyes was here, also like her dream. Then she remembered that old saying that the more one knew, the less they knew they knew—or something like that. She decided to let it go. Maybe he was the same man and maybe not. At the moment, she had to make like the United Nations and get some peace talks going. Without the luxury of sound, all he had to go on would be her actions. She wouldn’t allow him to think of her as a criminal trespassing.

      It was time to pantomime for her continued freedom. Simona made huge sweeping gestures to indicate she was from the GSFIU and was no harm or threat—any longer—to him. He continued to stare at her with a slight look of amusement on his symmetrical face.

      In a sign of good will, Simona took off her flight suit glove and extended a hand toward this perfect-looking specimen of a guy. He glanced down at it like she offered him a snake. She mouthed her intention to properly greet him.

      “Great, maybe he’s the idiot and I’m the stupid one giving him a show he can’t process or understand.”

      Without mouthing a word, the large man took off one of his gloves and extended it as well.

      “Okay… this might work. We shake and agree to be civil to one another. Then, we can go from there,” she said, taking her time to mouth the words slowly so he might be able to make out what she said.

      No sooner had she said that, then she saw three pods docking in the distance of the opening of the hull. Good, help had arrived. The guys would help her get to the bottom of this. The tall man followed her line of sight to see the others pulling up. Before she could turn back around to see his reaction and let him know her colleagues had arrived, she felt his hand encase hers in a hard yank. The force of his pull spun her back around and into his arms as he looked into her eyes with a fierce look of disapproval.

      In the blink of a moment, she encountered a powerful shock of electricity that coursed through her entire body. It was so strong, it made her hiccup. Was he electrocuting her on the spot? What she’d done hadn’t been that bad. Sure, she was most likely the one trespassing, but to play judge, jury, and executioner was a bit of overkill. Simona looked back up into those soulful eyes again, trying to make him understand she meant no harm when another jolt of forceful power surge through her. It was as if it was emanating from him. He must be the electric current. She tried to shove herself away from him, but felt the energy drain from her as everything went dark.

      

      [image: ]

      “Lady, please wake up. Lady… Lady, can you hear me?” Jalek asked, still holding the slumped over Earthian female in his arms. He knew she wouldn’t be able to hear him, even if she were alert, but it helped him deal with the situation.

      She was unconscious and he supported her slumping weight as he watched more Earthian pod vessels enter the area where they were docked. He’d felt the strong currents of power flow through him and then through both of them when they’d touched. He didn’t know what she wore to cause the pulse, but he didn’t like being shocked when he was simply trying to be cordial before taking his leave.

      Another gentle shake of the female and he knew she’d be out of it for a while. If only he could figure out how to disengage her gravity stabilizer. He could move her around to someplace safe with virtually no effort.

      Think Jalek, you have to get out of here.

      He saw a flicker of light out of the corner of his eye as he tried to find an area to place the, as of yet, nameless lady. The others were at the entrance of the hull and shining lights into the darkness, most likely looking for her. There was too much dangerous ragged metal littering the area to safely leave her here. He had to make a real effort to get out of here before it got any worse. The light she’d brought over had to go. His sight was well enough to move around and get back to the jump, but what about her?

      He had to think.

      She’d seen him and she’d surely tell the others about him. When they didn’t find anything about him, that would lead them to deduct that there was an alien presence there. Plus, she’d found the breathing mask. If she could describe it to them, they’d also know it wasn’t of this planet.

      Great. The plan he’d been so sure of was now officially the worst idea he’d ever had.

      Jalek doused the lamp with a quick smash. Hopefully they were still too far away to realize the light had ever been on. He still had to figure out what to do with her. She’d seen him. That couldn’t be good. Even if they didn’t believe her, he knew deep down she wouldn’t give up trying to locate him again. This lady had already shown her streak of determination, and that wouldn’t stop just because he’d left.

      Think Jalek! They’re almost here, his inner voice scolded him.

      Then the answer was clear. It came to the front of his awareness like a bubble popping to reveal a new message. He’d take her with him. Sure, it wouldn’t go well with Tordin at first, but once he explained everything and why he had to bring her along, all would be fine. Jalek cloaked himself, picked her up, and began to pick the fastest path through the obstacle course of wreckage he could negotiate. He had to stay on the shadowed edges of the space to avoid the others seeing what might look like a floating woman moving through the area. He held a breath and remained still when he came to the opening of the ship, where the others were congregated.

      It appeared they mimed calling for her from the edge of the hull of the vessel. There were six of them and they all seemed to be male. It didn’t matter. Even if they were twice the strength that that vile Brantley had been, he would be able to subdue them if needed. The lady continued to remain still as the dead in his arms. The lights from her visor seemed to illuminate a beacon to their current location. If those males turned even thirty degrees to their right, they’d see her “hovering” in the air. Jalek sent a silent prayer to the Goddess for help and a way out of this predicament.

      When he was about to make a run for it and come within arm’s reach of the males, the entire station rocked from an impact from one of the smaller pieces of junk in the area. Thank you, Jalek mouthed in appreciation for the help of the Goddess. That was the needed distraction he’d use to get to the jump.

      Without another thought, he took off in a run. He wished he had Lord Malm’s ability to leap and temporarily fly, but his fast speed would have to do. In another moment, he was mere steps in front of the group of men. One of them turned directly toward him and noticed the fast-moving floating woman moving toward the edge of the station.

      Jalek then knew he had yet another issue. He needed to see the jump himself. It was still cloaked and he couldn’t remember exactly where it was, and running into it hoping to locate it that way with his hands full was out of the question. He had to de-cloak it to get the door open. One thing he had done right was to leave the engines running. The vacuum eliminated the sound and the cloak had hidden the bright red glow of the idling engines.

      The same male who’d spotted them alerted the others, and he now had an audience of six pair of eyes on him and the lady. He threw her over his shoulder to reach the panel on the arm of his suit to temporarily de-cloak the jump. Without the freedom of movement to program anything, he chose the default flash option to show the jump for a few moments. The males must have been in some sort of shock themselves because none of them moved toward him.

      The jump materialized a few steps in front of him, giving him time to locate the opening to enter, before returning to cloaked status. He opened the jump and took the few steps up in one leap, keeping the feminine form over his shoulder and protecting her helmeted head in the effort. Once he had her placed on the floor, he closed the hatch and prepared to take off. Now that he was inside, he could see everything. He knew that he had to get the female into a secured seat. Jalek only hoped her suit would continue to function, providing her with air, long enough for him to get away.

      Jalek made quick work of getting her latched into the closest seat to the cockpit. Then he secured himself and saw the others aiming a strange device toward his jump. He engaged the engines and noticed a spike in EMF activity, but not enough to incapacitate him or anything on his transport vehicle. So they were trying to stop him—clever but wrong energy. The jump ran on hydrogen and not electrical energy. He looked back at them as he pushed off the platform and noticed this time they used another piece of equipment that seemed to cause the cloaking to fail for a few moments.

      Jalek was too far away to make out every detail of their faces, but still close enough to know they’d seen him and the jump. Yes, this plan was totally ruined and the worst ever. Now, there were at least six other Earthians who had seen him. And, he couldn’t be sure that machine of theirs didn’t have image-capturing ability.

      He turned the jump in the direction of the mothership and punched it, but not before noticing the others scrambling to their own pods. Within a few moments, he saw all four pods racing after him in the same vicinity. Their speed couldn’t match that of this jump, but it might be enough to get close enough to do something else from their little bag of tricks. He only hoped there was someone still awake and willing to answer his distress call. With the dread of a thousand defeated warriors, he opened the link to the command bay of the mothership to give an update.

      “This is Officer—I mean Candidate Jalek. I request a full cloaking of the fleet.”

      Once the young warrior on overnight duty acknowledged his call, he gave his coordinates and expected time of arrival. He also gave the short version of why there were four Earthian pods approximately ten Earth minutes behind him. He made it to within visual sight of the fleet and heard the voice of doom.

      “Jalek, come in, this is Tordin. Why are you out there and not in your quarters at this time of night?”

      “Sir, I’ll be more than eager to let you know that, but at the moment I need you to cloak the entire fleet. We have company coming fast and hot behind me.”

      “Yes, I know and we are waiting for you to dock. Then we will cloak and take off to avoid them. Once you dock, I want you to report to the Healing Section for protocol decontamination and for a debriefing with me and Malm.”

      That was it. He would most certainly be shipped back to Olodia in a shuttlecraft without a second thought. He knew that tone of voice and it meant Tordin was in no mood to entertain anything but swift discipline. He knew it would be bad and now wasn’t the time to show any wavering. This plan might reek of bad and incomplete planning, but he would own it and take responsibility for it. Jalek looked back at the lady and she was still out. Her head hung in what looked like a very uncomfortable angle forward.

      That was the other thing he’d have to explain. He’d thought explaining her presence would be the biggest issue. With the pods in close pursuit, that would relegate her presence to an afterthought. If the ships couldn’t get out of the galaxy before the pods reached them, he could basically kiss breathing goodbye. Both Tordin and Malm would have him thrown in the same temporary jail where Cordin was being held.

      The docking area of the mothership was ablaze with activity. It seemed his little jaunt had caused the entire ship to be summoned awake. When he entered and slowed, he noticed other warriors suiting up and was thrown into confusion. When he came to a stop in the same slot the jump had been before, he was met with a group of his peers, Hordas chief among them.

      He opened the hatch with the female in his arms. The group of warriors stood there with their mouths agape. Jalek descended the steps and walked toward the main entrance to make his way to the Healing Section, as he’d been commanded by Tordin.

      “Jalek! What were you thinking?” Hordas called from behind him.

      Without missing a step, the answer flew out of his mouth in retort, “I was following my heart to do what is right. I had to make things right,” Jalek said and looked down at the unconscious female. Her presence underscored how much he hadn’t made things right for her.

      When she woke, he would have to pay the price and try to explain everything to her. Once she’d boarded this craft, she became the charge of Emperor Gordin, and thus under his protection… but she could never return to her home planet. Jalek was sure he’d broken some other laws by having her here, but he would learn of those once Tordin had an opportunity to discipline him, yet again. He just hoped the time in prison wouldn’t be too long. He didn’t relish the thought of being a prisoner, but it was too late to change what he’d done.

      With the lady still laid out in his arms, he made it to the Healing section and was met by not only the Healers, Tordin, and Malm, but the other ladies as well. Great, could this night get any better?
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      “What made you think it was a great idea to steal a jump, bring an Earthian female back with you, and possibly start an intergalactic war by being seen by a group of Earthians?” Tordin asked as Jalek sat in the Healing Section, a room away from the still-unconscious female. The room where they currently convened was cramped. Not only were Tordin and Malm there, but their mates as well.

      Despite the tension of the room, Tordin was far from done with his interrogation. He came close to where Jalek sat and said, “Those Earthian vessels almost discovered us. You gave us mere moments to shield and get prepared for their arrival. That was too close for comfort and you put us all in danger, Jalek!”

      “I didn’t know, I mean, she was…” Jalek paused to take a breath and regain his composure. Now wasn’t the time to revert back to his old way of going silent when the circumstance was tense. He took a few more stabilizing breaths and spoke up with as clear of a voice as he could muster. “Lord Tordin, I didn’t know she’d called for backup. She fought like a great warrior and I couldn’t hear her say anything in the vacuum of space on the station. I couldn’t understand what she was trying to say. All I knew was that she offered a hand of greeting and the next thing I knew the other pods were arriving. Then the strangest thing happened. She fell unconscious in my arms and wouldn’t wake. I panicked when I saw them preparing to board the station.”

      “Did any of the others see you and the jump besides her?” Tordin asked, looking over again at the slumbering female in the other room.

      “Yes. I had to de-cloak the jump for a few moments to get us safely in. As you can see, she wore a helmet with a light source, so they saw me carrying her.”

      “Wait, you mean they watched you carry her from the station to the jump? That would mean she looked like she was floating on the air.”

      “Yes, that’s correct sir,” Jalek said, choosing to ignore the giggle that came from Lady Kyra at hearing that part. “I wasn’t able to disable her light source and get to the jump before they realized what was happening.”

      “And you brought her back here. Please tell me you at least got her visual approval to be escorted to our ship.”

      Jalek didn’t want to directly answer that up front. He needed to explain and then it wouldn’t sound as bad as it did. Now that Tordin reminded him of the IGA mandated law to get permission from all non-Olodian citizens not classified as prisoners to board any of the vessels, he realized yet another issue he’d created. The ships were considered physical land of Olodia and being on board was like being on the planet. Everyone had to have gone through the proper process for being here, and that meant certain laws had to be obeyed.

      His throat felt as dry as the atmosphere of Rogolas. He needed a big drink of gaiata. As if understanding his need, one of the Healers came in and gave him a large carafe of gaiata. Everyone in the room waited while he got the much appreciated boost he needed from the elixir.

      He placed the empty container down and said, “She saw me and would have told everyone about that encounter. It was that, and the fact that she found the breathing mask.” He paused to take in the reactions of the inhabitants of the room. When Jalek saw them working to process that, he continued, “I had to bring her back. Somehow, she was electrocuted by something she had with her and has been unconscious ever since. It all happened so fast. I didn’t get a chance to ask her if she agreed to board before I needed to make my hasty exit.”

      He looked around for an ally. All eyes continued to stare at him, giving neither support or condemnation. Fine, Jalek would make his case—no matter what this crowd gave him to work with. He was done second-guessing and trying to be the perfect warrior. He made a decision and he’d have to stick with it.

      Courage renewed, he continued, “The inside of that station has dangerously sharp pieces of metal all over and continues to be arbitrarily hit by space junk. If I’d left her there unconscious, she could have died before the others found her.” He took in another long breath for more courage. Every eye in the room continued to be zoomed in on him and the heat of scrutiny was starting to take its toll. He spoke again, his plea for understanding weighing the words down, “Sir, I couldn’t leave her there after she’d seen both me and the mask,” he said, hoping Tordin could understand the dilemma he’d been in. The huge lump in his throat refused to leave.

      Tordin ran a hand through his hair. That couldn’t fair well for Jalek. Tordin made eye contact with him and said, “You disobeyed a direct order and most likely kidnapped that female. Without her consent, what you’ve done is counted as kidnapping. I don’t have to tell you how bad that is, Jalek. I would advise you to pray that when she wakes up she gives her consent to be here.” Tordin gave him a scrutinizing look that showed how disappointed he was with him.

      Instead of gaining his honor back, he’d managed to heap even more dishonor on. Hopefully getting the breathing mask back would count for something.

      “I know, but I got the mask back.”

      “Yes, but you also almost caused us to have a zero-degree incident with those Earthians. This fleet was a heartbeat away from a direct and possibly hostile encounter with Earthians. Did you not see your comrades suited up and waiting in the transport area for orders to go out and deal with them if needed? If we hadn’t gotten cloaked and knew to grab your jump in time, they could have spotted the entire fleet. There’s no telling what could have happened. As it is, they believe their own comrade,” he said motioning to the female in the other room, “has evaporated into space at the least and probably think aliens have abducted her at worse, which would be correct.

      “Jalek, could you not think past your own need for redemption? This fool’s errand has opened so many issues; I can’t even begin to comprehend all the fallout that will happen.” Then Tordin went to stand by his mate and said, “That poor female. What if she has a family, a mate, or children? What have you made her give up? Jalek, this whole affair is far worse than you realize. We haven’t even dealt with what she will need when she comes to. She has every right to want to demand to be taken back home. You know that can’t happen and that is not what we are about. We don’t usurp any intelligent being’s rights. We are better than that. Jalek, you’ve brought dishonor on us all.”

      Jalek was still too hopped-up on adrenaline to adequately process the reason Tordin used this tone to speak with him. He’d gotten the mask back. That should be enough, shouldn’t it?

      “Before we try to figure out how to unravel this situation, is there anything else we need to know?” Tordin asked, fatigue and frustration evident in his voice.

      Jalek thought hard. He had to make sure he told them everything. Scanning his memory of what happened, he remembered the incident of the Earthians causing the cloaking system to fail for a moment.

      “Sir, the Earthians had a device that they pointed at the jump. It caused the cloaking system to stop for a few moments. I’m not sure if they were able to capture an image of the jump or not, but I do know they saw it and me in my flight suit, in the cockpit.”

      “Shit!” Lady Phoebe said, no longer able to keep quiet. Malm gave her a look, but she ignored him and said, “Maybe we can find out when that woman wakes up in the other room. You know, to tell us what that thing was and if they have the capability to get a picture of your jump. There’s great importance in finding out what they did to your vessel, and you said she summoned them? If she did, she should know what capabilities their equipment would have as well.”

      Tordin spoke up, “True. Check with the Healers to see if she has any other injuries and—”

      “Excuse me Commander Tordin, but with all due respect I wasn’t finished,” Lady Phoebe said and turned back to Jalek and asked “Jalek… please walk me back through what happened right before the woman went unconscious. You sort of skipped over the particulars. How do you know it was her equipment that caused her to fall unconscious?” She and Lady Kyra shared an inside look that only females seemed to understand and said, “Take your time, but give us a blow-by-blow account of what happened… please and thank you.”

      Tordin spoke up again, “Lady Phoebe, may I ask why this line of questioning is relevant to the situation? Are you getting something from the Goddess?”

      Lady Phoebe responded with that grin Jalek still found so alluring and said, “You can say that. It seems this is, in some part, the Goddess’s doing.” Then she turned her focus back to Jalek and asked, “Jalek, did you feel anything as well when the lady went unconscious. Did you two touch each other in any way before this happened?”

      Jalek felt the lump from his throat drop to his stomach. It couldn’t be. There was no way this was an unction of the Goddess. No way.

      “Jalek, you may be too gorgeous for words, but I’m not going to play that quiet game with you tonight. Speak up dear,” she said. A hint of amusement tinted her voice and facial expression.

      Leave it to these females to believe every interaction with a female meant the Goddess was at work. That was definitely not the case here. He had no desire to be with that lady in there. She was a fighter, kicker, slapper and everything else that had to do with pain. There was nothing about her that he could remotely find loving. So what if she was beautiful in appearance? Actions were the true mark of beauty, and she was far from beautiful in how she’d attacked him for no good reason.

      The thought of how aroused he’d been when she’d straddled him, trying to pin him down flashed through his mind, leaving a guilty accusation that he wasn’t being completely honest. He was definitely attracted to her, but liking her was a different matter. Remembering that he was in a verbal waiting game with Lady Phoebe, he gave in and answered her question.

      “Yes.”

      “Yes what?” she prodded.

      “Yes, I felt something.”

      “Felt what? Don’t make me drag it out of you Jalek. I could have Malm take you to task for making me stay up this late in my condition.”

      Malm took a step forward with that menacing look he got when he was irritated and about to do bodily harm to someone. His mate was carrying their babe and he’d become the most temperamental whenever anyone did anything to displease Lady Phoebe. She knew how he could get and used it mercilessly on everyone from Lord Tordin down to the Healers. Lord Malm spoiled her and reinforced that fact every time she wanted something.

      Jalek spoke up, letting the last of his dignity go to Rogolas, or Hell as Lady Phoebe called that despicable place. “I felt the jolt of electricity… twice. And yes, it happened after we shook hands in greeting.”

      “Was it skin to skin?” she asked.

      “Yes, of course. We both took off a glove and shook hands.”

      “What happened next? Did you begin to feel this undeniable need to protect her?” Tordin asked.

      Jalek thought before speaking and realized his need to get her to safety and out of that space station could be attributed to that. Even though she’d beat on him without cause, he still wanted to make sure she was all right.

      “Yes, I guess so. But sir, she’s not a nice person. Her tendency is to use her fists first and then speak. I’m still not certain why I even cared enough to help her. She beat on me without cause.”

      “Jalek! Did you hit her or cause her harm in any way?” Malm said, speaking up for the first time.

      “Of course not, sir! I would never do harm to any female. I restrained her the best I could to keep her from continuing to beat on me is all. That… lady in there is a natural warrior. She tackled me to the ground like she was playing on one of our physical recreation teams. That’s not the worst of what happened. She also kicked, punched, and clawed at me so much that it caused my flight suit’s cloaking to sputter. That’s how she saw me. I don’t think the suit was ready for her rage.”

      Lady Kyra laughed and mumbled something only the two women could hear. They quietly laughed and gave Jalek a look of appreciation. It was comforting in a wonderful way.

      “Kyra and I think it’s best that when she comes to, we’re the ones who go in and speak with her first. Once we help her get acclimated, we’ll send for you fellas. Jalek, from the looks of her, Kyra and I’d say she’s nice, just no nonsense. You’ll have to get a chance to know her before pronouncing judgment. We’ve both been there. Let a woman of color show some assertiveness and everyone immediately says we’re not a nice person.”

      “But she beat on me—like a warrior would, for no reason. That’s not being a nice person, and she’s extremely strong,” Jalek said, not liking how Lady Phoebe was sticking up for a female she didn’t know over defending him.

      He sat back with his back pressed hard against the wall. So what if he was sulking. Everyone in the room was telling him all the stuff he’d done wrong. Not one of them realized how much he’d wanted to do the right thing.

      Lady Phoebe rose and came over to him. “Jalek please stand up. I want to give you a hug,” she said laughing and pulling him against her in a warm embrace. He marveled at how her slightly rounded stomach brushed up against him, reminding him she’d be a mother soon. His affection for her had changed to honor the blessing she was. She was an example of the creator Goddess in his midst. Then she released him to capture his gaze and said with the biggest smile, “You, dear young warrior, are the proud recipient of a Goddess-approved mate. Your bringing her back with you was the plan of the Goddess. Welcome to the big league, kiddo!”

      Jalek, like the other warriors in the room, was too stunned to refute what she said. She was a seer of the Goddess, but she had to be wrong about this. It must be wishful thinking on her part. That… lady in the other room was most definitely not his mate. By all that was holy and good, please let her words be wrong.
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      Violet eyes peered into her soul as he moved closer. Night after night for the last few weeks, the dream had visited her in some form or fashion. The beautiful-beyond-belief stranger was always here, invading her personal space and advancing on her. He never allowed time for her to react or catch her breath. His presence, clean and fresh, enveloped her, allowing nothing to escape his intense gaze.

      Simona’s mind tried to make sense of the experience, getting caught in a never-ending unsuccessful loop. The man in the dream was too perfect to be real. This was not the sort of man she could ever attract in real life, not that she looked down on herself. It was just a matter of fact. This man was not the normal type she dated. He was here again, interacting with her like a familiar lover. In spite of common sense telling her this couldn’t occur in nature, everything in her wanted it to be so. Yet, she knew he didn’t and couldn’t exist. Simona felt the dread of waking up each time the start of her day neared. The dream was hard to shake and she remembered most of the details, unlike most of her other dreams.

      Simona woke up to the worse case of disoriented panic she’d ever experienced. It happened from time to time—a little gift from the subconscious impact of doing her job. Doctors said it was called night terrors and was most likely her body’s way of releasing all the stress and strain of what she did for a living. Simona didn’t like feeling like her body was in full on betrayal mode, but it had become part of being her—sometimes she rebelled against herself—not crazy at all, right? If she could talk directly to that part of her that did this, she’d say that it was a sucker-assed punk move, but in the meantime she took it in stride and kept life moving.

      This time was different and on another level of intensity. Her recurring dream of the mystery man had morphed into an odd, semi-nightmare scenario where she found some strange object, fought the guy, and then tried to be nice to him.

      Weird.

      Usually when she woke up like this, she’d be drenched from head to toe, but this time it appeared she might be hallucinating. Simona didn’t feel like anything was normal and her body screamed from some sort of lack, in a way she’d never experienced before. She couldn’t put her finger on what it could be though. Did she need oxygen, water, food, more sleep—what was it? Opening her eyes to the soft lighting of the room, more confusion and disorientation gripped her.

      “Where the hell am I?” she said sitting up while trying to adjust to her environment. This was no one’s hallucination—she could feel it in her gut that everything about this place was real. She had to be on guard if this wasn’t her mind playing a quick, yet highly effective and cruel trick on her. That part of her trained to stay on alert kicked in and helped her get her heart rate lowered. “Good, I can do this. Take it slow and don’t invite any unnecessary drama if I’m not alone. Damn it, I’m talking to myself,” she said looking around for some sort of hidden camera or surveillance. “Hey, if you can hear me out there, I don’t always talk out loud to myself, just so you know. I’m actually quite sane on a typical day.”

      She slid off the extremely high bed and took a few test steps; so far so good. She could still walk as normal. What wasn’t normal, was what she had on. The clothes currently sheathing her body were nothing she’d ever owned. It appeared someone had taken the liberty of undressing and redressing her in one of the softest, silkiest pairs of pajamas she’d ever seen.

      “At least you’re not cheap,” she said, still talking to the person she thought might be watching her every move.

      The room was pleasant enough and there didn’t seem to be any locks or bars anywhere. She walked around the space, checking things out to get an idea of what this was and where she might be. She saw a clear pitcher of a blue-green liquid with a note attached. The writing looked to be done in a woman’s hand.

      Drink me—yes, all of me. Your body needs me in order to feel great. I’m odorless and tasteless, but extremely good for you—promise.

      “Huh, what do you know. I’ve been put in a rendition of Alice in Wonderland.”

      Simona picked up the large container of the liquid and sniffed. Sure enough, there was no odor. She looked for a glass to pour some of it into but couldn’t find anything. Her body was weak and she knew she didn’t feel quite like herself. She eyed the container and note again and decided she had nothing to lose. If it was drugged, she’d know soon enough.

      The liquid reminded her of water but felt so refreshing, she couldn’t get it down fast enough. Simona chugged the entire container of liquid in a few minutes flat and looked around for a way out of the room. She had found the entrance, which was flush with the wall, when it opened and two beautiful women entered.

      They smiled at her and motioned for her to take a seat on the bed. The darker in complexion of the two had another container of that liquid with her and placed it on the table next to the one she’d just emptied.

      “Okay, great. I see you got my message to drink the gaiata. How do you feel?” the dark beauty asked.

      Simona stared at both of them. The other woman was a caramel-colored beauty and held a loving hand over her slightly-rounded belly. She must be pregnant and looked vaguely familiar. Both of them looked like they could easily be women from the circles she hung out with, but what were they doing here and what did they want with her?

      The second woman spoke with more authority, like she was the older of the two and said, “Kyra, we need to introduce ourselves first, don’t you think? If this was me, I’d be pissed you talked about gaiata before giving me some answers.” Then she turned to a stunned Simona and said, “Am I right? I know I might even be a little angry.”

      All Simona could do was nod her head in agreement. She couldn’t get a read on either woman. They seemed to be highly intelligent, strong and… nice. She had nothing she could attach to why they would be the ones to walk through that door. Her mind sent flashes and bits of information, trying to piece together the last day or so and how she’d ended up here. That blasted dream came back to her—no, not a dream, it had been real.

      Right!

      She’d been on the space station doing some investigating when a tall, extremely handsome man came and took a piece she’d found from the station away from her. He’d been… invisible, but she fought him until she realized he wasn’t going to harm her. Then some of the guys from the agency came and that’s when everything got fuzzy.

      Simona pulled on her memory to try to get from that moment to here and nothing worked. She couldn’t understand for the life of her why she couldn’t remember what happened, and how she’d come to be in this room with these women. Violet eyes flashed before her mental eye and she remembered the guy again. Yes, he’d touched her and shocked the shit out of her.

      It was him.

      “Oh my God, that sucker must had roofied me,” she said thinking out loud, no longer paying attention to her visitors.

      “No, there were no chemicals involved, I assure you,” the darker beauty said. She really needed to try to remember what the other one had called her. It appeared this one was the perkier one of the two. The other one was a little bossy. She spoke again, as if hearing her mind and said, “Excuse us, Phoebe’s right. Let me introduce myself. My name is Kyra and I’m a member of the technical operations staff here on board.” She turned to look at the other lady and said, “And this is Dr. Phoebe and she works with the medical staff here as well.”

      Simona stared at her. She wasn’t giving up any information until she was sure this wasn’t some trick to get her to give up classified secrets—although she didn’t really have any that would make much of a difference to people on the surface. Instead, she decided to see how far their good will went and started asking questions.

      “Thank you. It’s nice to meet both of you—Kyra and Dr. Phoebe.”

      “Oh, no need to use doctor. I’m simply Phoebe. I used to be a doctor back on Earth,” the lighter-complexioned one said before she caught Kyra shoot her a side-eye that would make the best diva proud.

      Hmm, they weren’t on the surface then, but where? She knew the general vicinity of the English-speaking satellite stations and had visited enough to know they all pretty much looked the same inside. This room looked like nothing she’d ever seen. She’d play along for now.

      “All right then, thank you Kyra and simply Phoebe,” Simona said adding a smile to that part to break the ice and get them to soften up to answer her questions.

      She was going to conduct an interrogation that couldn’t seem like one. A glance at that container of liquid and she was extremely thirsty again. After she excused herself and took another long drag of that addictive liquid, she was ready to start. She began with an innocent warm up.

      “You two both seem to be from the East Coast, is that right?” She waited for them to feel obligated to respond.

      It was Phoebe who spoke up, “We’ll be happy to answer your questions, but first we need to know a few things about you, like your name and what you remember before waking up here.”

      Shit.

      This one was smarter than she’d given her credit for being. The woman was a doctor, maybe she had run some tests on her and experimented with her blood before coming in here. Simona tried to do a covert scan of her body to feel for any area that might be sore from a needle or tissue sample. Her body appeared to be intact with no areas of concern.

      Good.

      She tried to hedge with a look of exhaustion but both women gave her that universal, “child please” look when she didn’t speak up.

      They all sat in silence for a few agonizingly long minutes. These heifers had skills. She gave them silent props and opened her mouth to speak. “Looks like I don’t get what I want until I give you what you want, right?” Nothing. They continued to stare at her, waiting. “Right. Let’s get this started then. My name is Simona Crowley and the last thing I remember is encountering a mysterious man on board an old US space station. I shook hands with him, and then I remember nothing until I woke up here.”

      It was Kyra’s turn to talk. “Okay, nice to meet you Simona. What were you doing on board that space station?”

      She caught that I’d left that part out. Check. I’m going to need to seriously up my game with these two. Their interrogation skills are finessed, yet to the point. I see more clearly now. They must work for some other agency that’s secret like ours.

      “I work for an agency that conducts investigations. I was on board conducting such an investigation when I was interrupted by that man. Is he part of your agency?”

      The two women exchanged looks, but no insightful expressions. “What is the nature of your investigation on the space station and which agency in specific are you from?” Kyra asked, again not taking the bait to offer any more information.

      Simona smiled, enjoying the opportunity to interact with women who were on top of their game. But their line of questioning couldn’t go well for her. If they were from another agency, she’d admitted she was on board investigating. A quick check with her superiors and they’d find out it wasn’t sanctioned. They might not be so nice after they found that part out. The next time she woke up, it could be in a prison cell, locked away in some place time forgot. Simona looked down at the beautiful clothing. She was going to miss these pajamas.

      “Well? Aren’t you going to answer us? Geez, you act a lot like him. I see why the Goddess matched you two,” Phoebe said, not making a lick of sense to Simona, beyond the part where she still expected an answer.

      Time to deflect.

      “Hey, what’s with all the questions? I just woke up God only knows where. How about you two answer a few of my questions now, like where am I?”

      “Fair enough, but before we do you still need to answer that last part. What agency are you from and what kind of investigation were you conducting on the space station?” Kyra asked. Then she came close to the bed and reached a hand out to Simona. “Look, I kind of understand how you might not want to give out that sort of information, but we aren’t here to do you any harm. We just need to know for our own safety. Your answer will give us important information that could save countless lives.”

      Simona stared at the woman’s outstretched hand, but refused to make physical contact with her. For all she knew, she could be shocked again and end up somewhere else. Um, no thank you! She did believe that the woman believed her own words. She got the feeling they didn’t knowingly mean her any harm and wouldn’t try to do anything to her if she told them the truth. Simona had to find out if she could trust the situation. Giving up her last bit of bargaining power wasn’t something she was apt to do quickly.

      “No offense,” she said still looking at Kyra’s outstretched hand, “but I don’t want a repeat of the last time I participated in a handshake. As for your other questions, I work for a part of the Global Space Federation program that investigates events, accidents, and cases within the realm of space travel on the surface and the satellite complexes.” Simona looked at both of them and finished, “I gave you something, now give me something in return.”

      Phoebe spoke. “I’m going to say this once. Listen to everything I say. It is all true and no, this is not some sort of joke. When I finish, you will tell us what you were investigating on that space station. Do we have an understanding?”

      Simona nodded her understanding and agreed to the bossy one’s terms as she sat back into the large bed. Kyra took a seat and Phoebe started talking.

      “We’re on board the mothership of a fleet of space vessels inhabited by an alien race of warriors currently headed to their home planet of Olodia. We are in a cloaked hyper sling vortex that will cut travel time between Earth and Olodia significantly. Their planet and galaxy are approximately forty light years away from Earth.” Phoebe stopped and motioned to Kyra to get some more of that liquid for her to drink. “Keep drinking that. You’re going to need to keep hydrating for the first few cycles and you’ll need it for this next part,” she informed Simona, as she waited for Kyra to bring back more of the liquid from another room she hadn’t noticed before.

      She drank yet another one of those containers of the stuff and Phoebe started talking again. Simona still couldn’t shake the feeling that she knew Phoebe somehow. Maybe they did hang in the same circles before. She turned her attention back to what she was saying. Simona had a feeling Phoebe wouldn’t appreciate having to repeat herself.

      “The man you met in the space station is one of our warriors. His name is Jalek. Yes he’s Olodian, yes he really is that gorgeous, yes you did meet him, yes, there was a shock of electricity between you two when you met and no, he didn’t do it on purpose or plan to bring you here.

      “Jalek reacted to the backup you called in. He had to do something with you when you lost consciousness, to keep you from being injured or even dying in the wreckage of the station. He was there to retrieve a breathing mask that you found.” Phoebe looked her in the eyes, capturing her undivided attention. “You have to know he meant you no harm and only wanted to protect you.” As if reading her fears, the woman added, “Before you ask, no one has or will perform any weird experiments on you either. We,” she paused to point at Kyra and herself, “are married to two of the warriors of this fleet of ships. I hate to tell you this, but no, we will not be returning to Earth to return you and yes, this really is an alien spacecraft.”

      Talk about a plot twist—aliens.

      Simona had been kidnapped and brought on board a spacecraft by this alien warrior, Jalek. Wow, she had to let that settle for a moment. Then she did a check in with her gut to make sure she’d heard this woman correctly. In that moment, all was calm with her famously fickle gut intuition. No way were they telling her this with a straight face. Come on—seriously? She looked at both of them, really looked at them to see if there was any tell-tale sign they were going to crack and blow whatever cover story this was they were trying to pull. Both women remained calm and smiled back at her.

      Kyra said, “I see you are taking this way better than either one of us did. I kept fainting at the drop of a hat for the first week or so.”

      “And I was in a life-threatening coma for months. When I woke, I was so pissed and mad, I made HDL, I mean, the Healers, and Kyra miserable. I hope you take the time to let this sink in. We’re here to help you, but you have to help us too. Please Simona, what where you investigating on that space station? Remember, you agreed to tell us,” Phoebe reminded her.

      This must be what a complete and abrupt dissociation from her mental faculties was like. They sat here telling her she was on board an alien spaceship, headed to a foreign galaxy she’d never heard of and she was calm. Nothing in her gut screamed lie or cuckoo or anything else. Simona knew she had to be off balance between her reasoning and her body. Usually by now, everything within her would be blasting alarm bells and warnings. Instead, she felt… at peace.

      “Did that liquid have anything in it, like a sedative or something to keep me calm?”

      Kyra stood to come near her again with a look of concern on her face, “No, there’s nothing in the gaiata. Are you feeling ill? Phoebe can take a look at you or have one of the Healers come in. We didn’t want to overwhelm you with seeing them, or any of the warriors, before we had a chance to break the ice of where you are.”

      “Please, I’m fine,” she said waving the concerned woman off. “I’m not sure why I’m so calm about all this is all. Phoebe,” she said, directing her attention to the other woman, “I did as you said and listened to everything. I believe you and Kyra believe everything you’ve told me. It’s going to take a little while for me to absorb what you’ve said and get comfortable with it. I think I might be in shock.”

      “You appear to be quite lucid and stable, but I’ll give you a moment to get used to this.” Phoebe rubbed her belly with the care of a mother-to-be and added, “How about we get some food into you? Don’t worry, their food is highly compatible with our biology and tastes great. In the meantime, how about you answer our question? I can see you have a stubborn streak in you, but I promise, no harm will come to you. Now fess up. What were you doing on that station?”

      Was this a new take on an old story? Was she in some sort of cult and the brainwashing process was taking place?

      Her entire body remained relaxed and at rest. She didn’t have an urge to fight her way out of here or become aggressive, although she wasn’t sure these women wouldn’t continue to impress her with some awesome fighting skills. If what they’d exhibited so far was any indication, she could be certain they wouldn’t be in here with her without some sort of backup or ability to restrain her if she became violent. Plus, the pregnant one had that look—the one that said she liked to get rough sometimes.
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      The two other women were relentless in their efforts to find out what she was doing on that site. Simona knew there was nothing left to do but confess.

      With a deep breath for support she said, “I was on the station looking for answers as to what happened. No one has been able to figure out why a perfectly sound operating system would start to malfunction like it did. I wanted to be the one who finally solved this great mystery.” She looked at them to see relief on their faces. This gave her the added courage she needed to continue, “I was there on my own time. My investigation wasn’t sanctioned by my agency, so I was the one trespassing. I thought your… warrior was there as a thief at first, but when he didn’t try to fight me back, I realized he might be from another agency. I want to apologize to him for being so aggressive.”

      Phoebe said, “He’ll be happy to know you are remorseful. From what I gather, you roughed him up quite a bit and that’s saying something for an Olodian warrior to admit.”

      Simona didn’t want to face him just yet. She was a bit embarrassed about her behavior and still didn’t know what to make of the fact that he resembled the man from her dreams.

      “So this was all about you trying to figure out what happened to the station? You weren’t looking for any type of alien interference?” Kyra asked.

      She was confused about those questions but answered truthfully, “No, there was never any thought that aliens were involved. What do you know? Did these warriors have anything to do with that tragedy?”

      Phoebe answered, “No, of course not. They were there to help when we—the station—went into distress. Like I said before, a breathing mask was left by accident and Jalek was there to find it and bring it back before anyone discovered it.” Phoebe got up and started pacing. “Does anyone know about that mask besides you?”

      “No, I don’t believe so, but you said ‘we’ when you referred to the space station. Do you have any connection to it or know what took place? Please, I have to know,” she pleaded, hoping this wasn’t all in vain.

      Kyra wore a pained expression and spoke up. “Thank you for answering our questions. Now, to return the favor. We were—’

      “Ladies! How long have you been here? You’re not wearing your vo-links and your mates woke everyone up to look for you. The entire ship is on alert looking for you two,” one of the largest men Simona had ever seen said, coming into the room and cutting Kyra off.

      “Surt, get a grip. You worry too much. We’re fine. It’s not like we’re able to slip away and go on an impromptu shopping spree at the next galaxy over. We’ve been right here, getting a chance to know this lovely young lady,” Phoebe said, with a wink at Simona.

      The man could easily be on the cover of a romance novel with his brawny sex appeal. His golden hair and eyes to match stood out against his tanned skin. He was awe-inspiring and Phoebe talked to him like he was a worrywart. Kyra laughed and shooed him away. Did either of them see how fine that man was? And what about that deep, manly voice? He had everything working for him. All she could reason was that their husbands must be awesomeness prime for a man like this to get only a passing glance.

      He must have been used to the women’s ways and ignored them, turning back to the entry and yelling, “They’re in here with the new female. She’s awake!”

      Thunderous sounds of footsteps filled the area as more very large men came to her entrance.

      “Um hello? Lady in her sleepers in here?” Kyra chastised the group outside the room, as she went to deal with them.

      Phoebe turned to the one she’d called Surt and said, “Hey honey bun, do you have any clothes for our guest back from the tailors yet? Looks like she’ll need to make her debut now. I don’t think any of us will be able to keep the fellas out of here, now that she’s awake.”

      He let loose a wide smile that enhanced his features even more and nodded. Before she could regain her composure from his first appearance, he was back with a trunk that looked like it had been crafted for perfection. He gestured toward her for permission to approach. When she gave her permission he deposited it on the bed, opened it, and stood back. Inside were clothes that looked every bit haute couture. Simona held up a top that was long enough to cover her tall frame and appeared to be able to cover her with comfort as well.

      “They’re beautiful, aren’t they?” Phoebe asked motioning to the garments.

      Simona nodded, continuing to take clothing, accessories, and what must be toiletries out of the case. “Yes, simply breathtaking. These pieces are exquisite.”

      “They make each piece based on your three dimensional scan, so everything fits perfectly. That is one perk that helps me get over the loss of coffee.”

      “Wait, there’s no coffee?” Simona asked, dreading the loss.

      “Or chocolate, although Phoebe’s husband, Malm, is working on locating both of them or their equivalents,” Kyra said, coming back into the room.

      Phoebe’s smile broadened at the mention of her husband’s name. “Chop-chop, enough with the yakking. Young lady, you need to get dressed so the lead warriors, Commander Tordin—Kyra’s husband—and his first officer, my husband Malm, can come in here. No offense, but you’re a beautiful woman and I don’t want to put them to the test of having to look away. You and Kyra are very well-endowed up top and I know every one of these warriors loves the curves of a woman. So scoot and get dressed in there. That’s a bathroom. We’ll be out here when you’re ready.”

      “No problem, but why do you think you’re older than me? We look to be about the same age.”

      “How old are you, love?” Phoebe asked.

      Simona didn’t know why she felt the need to prove her point with this bossy woman, but she gave in. “I’m almost twenty-seven.”

      “Ha! Yay! I’m no longer the youngest one,” Kyra said doing a little jig that made Simona laugh in spite of herself. “I’m twenty-nine, so show some respect and obey your elder,” she said, laughing so hard Simona couldn’t help but laugh with her.

      “I trump you both. I’m thirty-two. I’m the elder to be obeyed and I say to hurry and get dressed. Don’t you hear them outside? I don’t want Surt to get trampled trying to keep them at bay any longer.”

      “Yes, that would be a tragedy. That man is fine!”

      “Hey, keep your eyes off him. One’s already been prepped for you,” Kyra said, pushing her into the bathroom.

      Simona didn’t understand a lot of what they talked about, but she felt good, like they might become friends. That would be nice, especially since she was on a ship headed away from her home. If she could get upset and kick some ass, that would be normal. She didn’t know why it all was fine with her, like it was always meant to be. Maybe this is why she was obsessed with the stars and getting into space since she was a kid.

      As she dressed, a part of the conversation came back to her. Phoebe had said “we” when she spoke about the space station. Simona didn’t remember all of the people who perished on the station by name, but Phoebe’s name was too familiar to ignore. Simona dressed and pulled on her memory to figure out if these women were related to anyone on that station. It would make sense and certainly explain their strong interest.

      Dr. Phoebe, Dr. Phoebe… why did her name sound familiar. Dr. Phoebe… Brown! Oh My God—it couldn’t be! There had been a brilliant young doctor named Dr. Phoebe Brown on board, and her remains were never recovered. Many said she was one of the most advanced medical researchers of her time. Many of the cancer protocols used today stemmed from her research. There was no way this could be the same woman.

      Simona burst out of the bathroom yelling, “It’s you! You’re Dr. Phoebe Brown! But the accident was over fifty years ago! How are you here, looking like it just happened?”

      She stopped short when one, two, three, four… ten pair of eyes all turned to look at her with extreme interest. What the hell? The women were there and so were eight of the most gorgeous men she’d ever seen. They were giants. All of them well over seven feet tall, she should know. With her height of over six feet in high heels, she’d gravitated to the taller athletic types and knew a seven-plus footer when she saw one.

      Heat burned within her as the awareness of one man in particular made her zoom in on him. She looked past the two giants who stood next to the ladies, past Surt, who’d brought in clothes for her, and through the break between a small group of four more men to see him hanging back, closer to the entrance of the room. Vibrant, piercing amethyst eyes met her gaze as she refused to look away. It was him, the one from her dreams. She knew it, plain as day. There was no mistaking him now.

      My God, he’s too perfect to be real, she thought as she started walking toward the silent warrior. Like the parting of the Red Sea, bodies moved out of her way to make a path. It was sort of like a scene from a movie, if she cared to take a moment to analyze the situation. Simona had never been shy and was determined to come face-to-face with the man, alien, beautiful god-like man… or whatever he was. She couldn’t fight the instinct to be near him. She swore it felt like a magnet pulled her forward.

      He stood still, looking at her with a blank expression. That wasn’t very encouraging, but she would apologize and hopefully start over. When she was directly in front of him, she attempted a warm smile and extended her hand again.

      “Hello, I’m Simona Crowley and I thought maybe we could give this another shot.” Her hand went untouched as he continued to look at her with an expressionless stare. “All right then, I would like to apologize for my behavior earlier. I had no right to attack you like that. I would like to start over and be friends, maybe?”

      He took in a breath as if trying to hold back what he really wanted to say. Instead, a deep, solid voice flowed out of him, enrobing her with its richness. “Hello, my name is Jalek and thank you for your apology. All is forgiven. I would like to express how remorseful I am for placing you in this predicament and am fully prepared to take my punishment for bringing you on board this vessel without your permission. I apologize for kidnapping you… Simona.” With that said, she watched in surprised amazement as he turned and walked out of the room.

      Simona felt the heat of embarrassment flood her body as she knew everyone in the room had been glued to their conversation. She turned around to see the confirmation of that assumption. No matter, she was a trained government agent and could handle herself. In the meantime, she wanted to know what the guy meant by punishment for kidnapping her.

      “Excuse me, who’s in charge here?” she asked, looking through the crowd.

      An Adonis, with eyes like brilliant diamonds, came forward with Kyra still holding his hand and said, “That would be me. I’m Tordin and commander of this fleet. On behalf of Emperor Gordin of Olodia, welcome.”

      “Yeah-yeah, sorry but I’m in no mood for formalities. Can you please tell me what that guy is talking about? What punishment is he going to endure for me being here? I demand nothing happen to him because of me. He might be a little dramatic and rude, but he doesn’t deserve to be punished for bringing me here. I’m still trying to piece together everything that happened. Knowing the agents that came to the station, they might have done something to provoke him.”

      “By his own account, they did nothing except point a few machines at his transport vessel. One of them was able to disable his cloaking system for a moment. When you’re more rested, we would like to see if you can tell us a bit more about that device and if your colleagues may have taken any images of his craft or him,” this Tordin said with a voice even deeper than Jalek’s. Kyra tugged on his hand. He bent down to listen to her whisper in his ear and then said, “Please excuse me. My mate has reminded me that you might want to eat and freshen up before we get into all of that.”

      “Nope, I’m fine. Carry on. I want to get to the bottom of this. If I’m going to be here and live among you, I might as well get up to speed and figure out where I can fit in.”

      The group of men shared looks of amazement, but remained silent. Then Tordin spoke again. “So, are you saying you don’t wish to file a complaint against Jalek?”

      “No, I do not. He did what anyone would in his situation. I’m here now and there’s no point crying over it.”

      “I see,” Tordin said eyeing her with an apparent look of admiration. “In order to move forward and assure your presence on our vessel to be legal, there are a few matters we must take care of, if you are willing to go through them.”

      Simona listened as Tordin introduced a council member named Counselor Rilic, Phoebe’s husband Malm, and the famous trio of Healers who Kyra and Phoebe were so found of. The women and the Healers hung back while the others sat around a table Surt brought in and fulfilled the steps for her to become a citizen of Olodia. Through the process, Simona’s mind kept wandering off, thinking about Jalek. She could tell he was in pain over what he’d done, but for him to refuse to shake her hand was in poor taste. Then her internal critic quickly reminded her she’d done the same to Kyra.

      What goes around comes around.

      After the process was finished, the only thing she wanted to do was find Jalek to let him know he was off the hook where she was concerned. The Healers said they wanted her to stay in their area for another day, or cycle as they called them. She agreed without a fuss.

      “Good, this will give Malm time to find living quarters for you. Tomorrow, once the Healers release you, someone will come to escort you to your rooms and give you a tour of the ship if you’d like,” Tordin said, preparing to leave with his bright and energetic wife Kyra.

      She could tell the two couples were meant for each other. Malm was quiet but powerful, and the exact man Phoebe needed to keep her in line. Tordin and Kyra played off each other, even using the same way of speaking. They loved to say “okay and so” a lot. It was kind of cute. Once more, her thoughts drifted to that beautiful violet-eyed man, Jalek. She wanted to make sure they were good. She didn’t want to start off on the wrong foot with any of them.

      “Hey, I was wondering if it might be possible for me to see Jalek again and make sure he knows I’m completely fine with being here? I can’t explain it, but it feels right—that I should be here. Is he able to receive visitors? Please don’t tell me you have him locked up somewhere.”

      “By the Goddess no! He’s most likely in his quarters. After you get some more rest and we get you settled in your own rooms, I’ll have him come by and give you a tour of the ship. That way you two can put any past issues behind you and get a fresh start,” Tordin said, far more pleased than she would have thought he’d be with her meeting up with Jalek. “Also, please excuse his behavior. With all he’s been through the last cycle, he’s feeling a bit raked over the coals. I’m allowing him to lick his wounds and then he should be back to his normal self. He’s a really nice young warrior with a lot of great qualities.”

      Simona eyed him. Was he trying to be a matchmaker? Geez, she just wanted to clear the air with the guy. Yes, he was hot as ten fires, but she wasn’t trying to latch onto him. Then what he said about what the poor guy had been through rushed to the forefront. A rage she hadn’t had since waking up on board ignited her. If they had done anything to him, they would have to answer to her. She didn’t care who they were or how big.

      “Excuse me, Tordin, but did y’all do anything to that guy? He looked pretty beat-down emotionally. I hope nothing was done to him on my behalf. I want to let you know that, as a respectful guest on your ship, I will behave myself, but if I hear of anyone giving that guy any crap over me in any way, I won’t hesitate to take care of them myself. Let all your crew know to leave him alone where I’m concerned. I’m good with everything. If I hear even the slightest hint of someone giving him a hard time over me, let this be notice that I’m going to kick some ass. If that’s a problem for you, get a corner of your brig ready, because I will most likely be there if that happens. I’m serious about that. Are we clear?” Simona could feel the heated simmer of rage moving through her body, but she didn’t care. That guy had been through enough and she wouldn’t stand by and allow anyone else to give him a hard time because of her.

      Tordin and Malm both looked at her with new interest. She saw Phoebe in her peripheral vision stand and fold her arms with a look of respect for what she’d done. Kyra smiled, nodded, and winked at her. These women totally got her and it looked like their men were used to strong women as well.

      “As you wish, but no one has or will do that to Jalek. He was disciplined for his disobedience of my direct orders. I want to stress that we’re warriors of honor, not barbarians. Every one of us understands what it feels like to make a big mistake and we will support him as he works through that part. The torture he’s going through is of his own doing. I hope he will pull out of it. Maybe your chat with him will help. As for our brig, the only one we still have is currently occupied by my older brother Cordin.” He noticed her look of astonishment and added, “Long story, but it was a long time in coming and he deserved it.”

      “Yep, that’s want happened when he tried to kill us,” Kyra said, nuzzling herself into her husband’s side.

      Simona waited for more on that, but nothing more was offered. Instead Tordin bent down to kiss his wife, shook Simona’s hand, and then took his leave. The others followed and soon she was alone in the room that had seemed cozy.

      With everyone gone, it looked like a lonely hospital room. She prepared for bed again. It felt like she’d been up for days and she was tired again. She’d worry about food in the morning. Back in the huge bed, she ran through the events that had happened since she woke up on the spaceship. There were too many things to contain in her head. Tomorrow she would try to get a journal or something to write it all down.

      As she settled down, thoughts of her own life back on Earth started to trickle in. What would her family do in her absence? She hoped her brother would step in and handle everything. Simona thought about it and realized there was no will or anything to guide them. The only thing she had of any real value was her condo. Her mind raced, going over the different parts of her life that would have to be dealt with now that she was hurtling through the universe with a sexy violet-eyed giant warrior.

      Simona allowed herself to mourn the loss and wallow in it for a moment. Time and emotions had caught up with her. She allowed herself to cry, this one time, over the loss of another life. She wasn’t sad about her future, but she would miss her family. Then the thought of Marshall trying to explain what happened to her brought a laugh. He’d finally really have to get off her tit and grow up. Even though he was thirty, she’d always felt like the older of the two. Simona guessed she’d halfway miss him.

      She rolled over to get some sleep. As she drifted off, violet eyes peered into her soul as he moved closer. This was the same sexually-infused dream that stole her breath every time and made her sweat and long for what would never be. She caught herself mumbling in the haze of sleep as she said, “I wonder what Jalek’s doing?” and went back to sleep, deeper into the arms of the dream of the man with the amethyst-colored eyes.
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      “But I don’t want to escort her around. I actually want to stay as far away from her as possible. You heard her, she apologized and I accepted. We’re clear and everyone needs to move on about that.” He tried to give Malm a pleading look, but the warrior wasn’t open to be persuaded. “Malm you of all people must understand where I am in my head at the moment. I… please don’t ask me to do this? She needs to find someone else to escort her. There’s not enough nice juice left in me to spend an entire day with her or anyone else. In case you’ve forgotten, things haven’t gone as planned for me of late. For her safety I don’t want to run the risk of something else happening. I need to be alone for a little while,” Jalek said.

      For a split moment Malm looked like he understood Jalek’s plight. “Jalek, I am not asking you. As your commanding officer, Tordin already offered for you to do this. She seemed really concerned about you and wanted to see you to apologize again. I would say the Goddess has yanked you out of the fire on this one. Without her consent and Rilic there to witness her signing the citizen papers, we would have been forced to remove you from your duties and detain you with Cordin.” Malm moved closer to the young warrior and whispered, “Do what it takes to show gratitude by being a gracious host. You may be Lord Quan’s son, but you do not have to act like him. Your temper tantrum ends this second. Take this opportunity to get to know that female and be the gentle warrior I know you were trained to be. Do we understand each other?” Malm asked, looking at him hard and appearing to notice the exhaustion Jalek felt from this ordeal.

      “Yes sir, completely understood. Thank you for the reminder. I’m over it and will gladly escort Simona around the ship today.”

      “That is more like it. One more thing; I saw what you did by trying to avoid touching her again. Take it from me, if the Goddess is involved and this female is your unction and possible mate, do yourself a huge favor and do not avoid her. Either way, if you are or are not fated, you will be able to get past this and not have to worry about Tordin stringing you up by your fingertips.”

      “Sir? What did my father say when Lord Tordin told him about my latest incident?”

      Malm looked at him with another flash of empathy. “He has not spoken to him yet. The only person from the IGA who knows is Counselor Rilic and he is not going to say anything. Plus, your father is still away on that family emergency that you were supposed to join him on. Remember, when you were still trying to pursue my wife?”

      Jalek swallowed and took his time forming the next words that came out of his mouth. Malm was still a little upset about that. “Lord Malm, I apologize for that.” Malm shrugged his shoulders and laughed, letting Jalek know he was giving him a hard time to break the heavy mood. “Oh I see… thank you and Lady Phoebe for being so forgiving about my misplaced affections.”

      “No need, you never stood a chance. Anyway, no one is concerned about having to speak with your father. I suggest you pull it together and behave like the warrior we see in you.”

      Malm turned and walked away without another word leaving Jalek there to get his composure and mind right. He hated being reminded of what Lady Phoebe had said about the female as the Goddess’s choice for him, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The mention of his father, Lord Quan, was a constant reminder of how bad a reputation he had to overcome. What he really loathed about this was when someone accurately pointed out how he was acting just like him.

      Jalek thought about how rude he’d been when he met the female earlier and how much he wished he could take that back. She had come directly to him before greeting anyone else and apologized in front of everyone. Instead of shaking her hand and being a warrior of honor, once again he’d stooped to the lowest by being completely self-absorbed.

      One way or another, he would break his bad habits, one by one. His vo-link rang with Tordin on the line. Time to put his new outlook to the test.

      “Yes, sir.”

      

      [image: ]

      The beginning of the tour got off to a rough start. Simona was late and Jalek had to wait inside her living quarters for another twenty minutes while she did, only she knew what, in the other room. Once they got going, she wanted to start at the top deck of the ship and work her way down. Doing it this way meant he would have to hurry things along or they would be touring the mothership for a few cycles instead of hours.

      “What took you so long?”

      “I was trying to get my hair to cooperate.”

      “It looks the same as it did before—which was fine,” he said looking at the mass of hair that reminded him a little of Lady Kyra’s.

      “Exactly. For all the trouble I went through trying to look presentable, I still have massive bed head.”

      Jalek shrugged his shoulders and started out. She looked fine, the way she did before. He couldn’t understand why it had taken that long to figure that out.

      “Oh so you’re just going to walk on? I tried to look presentable. Do you know how hard it is to do an emergency sleepover next-morning reveal?”

      “A what?”

      “You know, when you ‘sleep over’ at someone’s place and you don’t have your usual stuff to clean up properly in the morning.”

      Jalek had no clue what she was going on about but he would be the dutiful host and humor her. “Actually no, but from the sound of it, it is not a position I’d want to find myself in.”

      “Ah, no I guess it isn’t,” she said giving him the oddest look. “Anyway, I require specific tools to help me look the way I’d like to each day and I don’t have them. I couldn’t understand what most of that stuff was in the trunk Surt gave me either.”

      “When we finish our tour,” he said, thinking that it would take all day at the rate they were going, “you can check with the ladies to see what they use for their daily grooming rituals.” There, that should put an end to that pointless discussion. He had no idea what advice to give her. She looked just as beautiful as she had when he first saw her. Jalek couldn’t understand what all the chatter was about.

      “What do you use to get your skin and hair to look like that?” she asked throwing him off his attempt to bring up another subject.

      “Gaiata. That’s all you need.”

      “That blue water? If I use that on this without conditioner,” she said, pointing to the mass that formed a large halo of hair on her head, “we would have been there for hours. This isn’t wash-and-go hair like yours. No offense.”

      “None taken,” he said wishing this conversation would end. For as many things as he loved about females, their preoccupation with the most mundane of things still baffled him. His mother had been gone since he was a child, and her absence meant most of his interactions with females had been during his cadet years, his pleasure-planet excursions, and with the ladies on board. He didn’t understand most of what they found so important, but he enjoyed being around them.

      “What’s that over there?” she asked, pointing to a corridor that led to a set of offices reserved for the council when they met.

      “Those are offices where the traveling council members hold their meetings. Most of them travel with us in their own designated ship, but have their meetings here.”

      “Why not have them on their own ship?”

      “Because Lord Tordin has to attend many of them and it would be inconvenient for him to have to leave the command area for as many meetings as they sometimes like to have. Why do you ask about those rooms? There’s nothing special about them and no meetings are scheduled at the moment.”

      “Are you sure about that? I saw a few men going into one of them.”

      “Really? They could have been setting up for a meeting that will happen soon.”

      “With the lights off? I saw a set of men go in and leave the lights off and now that we’ve come back around, I saw another one go in the same room and leave the lights off. I thought someone was having a surprise party or something. That’s why I asked.”

      Jalek thought about that for a moment. If what Simona said was accurate, something was underfoot and he’d need to let Lord Tordin know.

      “Simona, could you describe to me what they wore. Did they have on similar clothes like me or were they dress more formally?”

      “Neither. The men I saw going in had on dark clothes, like they were coming back from the gym. You know, the very comfortable type of workout clothes.”

      Jalek looked over toward the short hall of rooms and tried to see if anything out of the ordinary stood out from where they were.

      “You know you can go over and check it out if you want. I don’t mind. I actually can’t help myself from noticing things. I’m an investigator,” she said with a shrug of a shoulder.

      “I don’t think that would be proper for me to do that while I’m taking you around as an honored guest. I’ll contact Tordin to see if any meetings were scheduled. He would know.”

      “And he’s super busy. You don’t have to bother him for something that we could check out in a few minutes. Jalek, the door is right there. I say we go over, see if we hear anything and maybe, oh I don’t know, look under the door to see if lights are on. Once we’ve checked it out, we’ll—I mean—you’ll have something useful to report back to Tordin. You calling him to ask about meetings is helpful, but you giving him information about a possible meeting that he may have been left out of is highly useful. Be useful not helpful,” she said and gave him a smile that made his manhood come to attention.

      He’d have to keep that under control. With one smile from Simona, his body ached to be close to hers. Jalek shook the train of thought from his mind and concentrated on the real moment at hand. He had to admit, he liked the way she thought and she was right. He’d need to be useful to Tordin and not some irritating noise in the background causing the commander to have to work harder. Yes, he’d be useful from here on out. Simona might be a great person to spend the day with after all.

      “How do you suggest I go about being useful then?”

      “I suggest we gather more information before bringing this to Tordin. That guy looks like he’s got enough on his plate. If what’s going on over there,” she said, pointing a delicate finger in the direction of the council meeting rooms, “is something harmless, no harm, no foul. But, if there’s any foolishness going on, then Tordin will have the intel he needs to look into it. That’s how you become useful. Do the work upfront, so your superiors have an easier time catching the ball to run the touchdown.”

      “Oh, an Earthian football analogy, got it. You’ll be pleased to know that Lady Phoebe is a football fan as well. I like the way you put that, I get it and it makes perfect sense. Great thinking Simona,” he said, getting another one of those body-achingly beautiful smiles from her.

      Think about something else! He willed his mind to take over and not concentrate on how close she stood. With determination that would make even his father proud, Jalek got control over his body. He would admire Simona’s thinking—her thinking—not her body or any other aspect of her including that magnificent smile of hers. She had a great mind and he wanted to learn from her.

      Maybe their Goddess union was a harmless unction to find out something that would help Lord Tordin. He would do as Malm asked and show her around, even work with her if this turned out to be something more. The Goddess was answering his prayers. This was what he’d always wanted to be able to do, think out a plan that was simple, yet effective. Once their task was done, they could go their separate ways. He liked that, clean and done.

      “Thank you, Simona, I like your plan. If you don’t mind, you can come with me, but please stay out of the way. If they are meeting and it sounds like something Tordin needs to know about, I’m going in. You never know what the council is plotting.”

      “Aren’t they like a mix of lawyers and politicians? You know what those are back on Earth, right? Kyra said you are extremely well versed in our culture.”

      “Yes I do know what both of those positions entail and that would be an accurate description of most of our council members.”

      “Why are there so many traveling with the fleet?”

      “The short story is so they can keep an eye on the next in line to the throne.”

      “Who would that be?”

      “The Emperor’s son, Lord Tordin.”

      “Shut up! You mean to tell me, Tordin is a prince?”

      “Yes and so is Lord Malm, but they don’t like to broadcast that too much.”

      “That is so wild and wonderful. They’re both so approachable.”

      “You could say that. Although I’m not sure that holds true for Lord Malm all the time and especially when they are on a mission. Trust me, they can be extremely unapproachable when danger is near, especially if it involves their mates.”

      “I think that makes for the best people. They have passion and know who they are. Back on Earth we’d say they have heart. Speaking of, what do you do for the fleet?”

      “To be honest, nothing at the moment. I was the Lead Protocol Officer but when I left that mask on the Earthian space station, that was the last straw and I was demoted.”

      “Oh… so are you going to be able to get your job back?”

      “I don’t know and to be quite blunt, I’m not sure I care to have it back. Being free to explore and find out what I’m passionate about is what I want to do. I had that job because Lord Tordin wanted me to learn and have that skill set. I want to learn, but I want it to be something that gets me excited.”

      “Do you have an idea of some of the things that get you excited?”

      Jalek paused for a moment. When he thought about it, he couldn’t say that he did. All he knew was that being a Protocol Officer didn’t make him want to get out of bed in the morning. It dawned on him that they had been standing in the middle of a hallway discussing this and not checking out that meeting room.

      “I think we’d better get over there and check out what’s going on before it’s too late. You ready?”

      “You betcha. This is right up my alley. Lead the way.”

      They made it down the corridor to the room Simona pointed out and listened at the door. The voices were muffled but there was definitely some sort of meeting going on. He strained to hear what they said and realized that Simona had gotten on the floor with her stomach to the ground to look under the door. When he looked down at her, she made a motion that the lights were still off.

      The sight of Simona, belly down on the floor and not caring about her clothes and appearance to do what she could to help him investigate the situation, gave him pleasure. He liked having her here with him—working together of course.

      Interesting.

      Jalek helped her to her feet and she grabbed his hand in a hurried attempt to leave. Tingles of electric excitement tickled him at her touch, but he ignored it, following as she pulled him back over to the other hallway. Excitement bubbled up, making him feel alive and full of purpose. They were onto something. He knew it. Plus, being able to do something that interested him was a big enough gift from her. Simona continued to quickly pull him back to the area across the main hall of that floor.

      “Is there somewhere close by we can go so you can contact Tordin? My gut tells me something is going on,” she said in a lowered voice.

      No sooner had she said this that the door opened a crack and one of the members from the delegation sent here to make sure Cordin was escorted back to stand trial emerged. What he was doing on this ship was beyond Jalek. Cordin was being held on the Council’s ship. They had a small prison area and could accommodate the delegation.

      “That’s one of them!” Simona said, tugging on his top, as she whispered.

      Instinct fired within as he swiveled her around and nestled them into a narrow indention in the other hallway. Adrenaline drove him to shield them both from sight. His heartbeat raced and he had this insatiable urge to keep her from being seen by the males. Jalek didn’t want anything to happen to her, not on his watch. She’d been brave but he wanted to make sure none of them spotted her.

      Simona was soft and warm beneath him. He focused on slowing his heart down enough to think straight. He felt the top of her mass of unruly hair brush against his chest and smiled, thinking about their conversation earlier. He liked her hair—it had personality. When he chanced a look down at her, big beautiful brown eyes looked back at him.

      This close, he noticed things he hadn’t before, like a sprinkling of faint freckles across her nose and cheeks, how big and beautiful her eyes were, and those full, plump lips currently hiding her stellar smile. Thinking about how wonderful her ample chest felt when she shifted the slightest bit beneath him would only get him sent to the brig in a hurry. He wouldn’t break Tordin’s trust in him to be a gentle warrior by kissing or fondling her, although everything in him wanted to. The moment lasted seconds, but would be etched in his memory.

      He waited a moment to make sure the corridor was clear. As he released his body weight from hers, a barely audible sound escaped her. Had he been crushing her? Even though she was a little taller than the other ladies, he still dwarfed her. Simona’s head only came to his chest and here he was crushing her against a wall.

      Another few moments passed, allowing time for the nameless male to move along, and then he released her completely and looked to see the male retreating to another part of the ship. “I don’t know him by name, but he’s part of the delegation here to escort the prisoner, Cordin, back to Olodia. He should be on the council ship, not here.”

      “The others were dressed like him as well. I saw three in total go into the room, but there could be more,” she said.

      “This just got extremely interesting. I think we have something useful to tell the commander. What about you?” Simona nodded, looking a little flushed. “Oh, I’m sorry if I was a bit brisk back there. I just didn’t want him to see us. Did I hurt you?”

      She paused, as if trying to catch her breath before she answered, “No, I’m fine. Just excited about the possibility of a good mystery is all.”

      It was his turn to smile. He didn’t like to admit it but he was definitely enjoying his time with her.
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      The cloaked and hooded warrior sat in the dark waiting for his spies to return. They had to accelerate his plan before another unexpected event happened. Being on board this ship was getting to him. Could these Tordin-led, poor excuses for warriors not get anything right? When he became Emperor, everything would change, top to bottom. When the last of the inner group of spies arrived, he got to the point.

      “We need to move up the plan. I will not wait until we are entering Olodian airspace to enact it. There are too many unexpected variables at work on this ship. This fleet is run like a bunch of idiots are at the helm, traipsing back and forth to Earth, each time picking up another female. I also want to make sure there are no survivors. Starting everything now will give us time to make sure that becomes a fact. We will begin phase one at the start of next cycle.”

      Even in the darkened room, he could see each of the spies accept his new orders.

      “Does anyone have any questions or need me to review the first phase of the plan? I know there have been a lot of changes since that Skleen imbecile forced me to come here to take care of this myself, but you are the rightful warriors and tomorrow you will demonstrate your superior skills over these inferior so-called warriors. Speak up now, because if there are any mistakes I will rip your still-beating hearts from your chests myself,” he said with a stone resolve.

      The most senior of his males spoke up. He liked this one’s courage. He reminded him a lot of himself.

      “Sir, for the benefit of those here who may have questions, might you give the top points of the plan again? I will make certain to go over everyone’s positions and details after.”

      The hooded warrior smiled. This one was not only clever but diplomatic. He would keep him close and watch him closer. He had plans for this one, past this trifle of an obstacle, but not as a successor. The male’s desire for power and position ran his every decision and he wouldn’t allow this one’s desires to turn into a chance to try to overthrow him in the future. Yes he was useful—for now. When the time was right, he’d kill him. For this operation, he would oblige him and walk through the points of the plan again.

      “Yes, I will do that, since the plan is so new. Each of you, listen up and make mental notes to ask when you have your detailed meeting later.” He moved swiftly through the plan, then dismissed them. Although he’d taken great pains to make certain no one knew of his presence or identity, he still wouldn’t be careless. These meetings could last no more than a few moments at a time, and this was the last one before the start of the operation.

      After tomorrow, he’d no longer have to meet in hiding. Everyone would know his power and reign as the new Emperor of Olodia and then all the planets of the galaxy. For now phase one was a go; he had to gain control of the council ship and kill the traveling council, especially that Tordin-loving Rilic…
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      Look at that smile. He’s going to kill me dead if he doesn’t stop being so abso-freakin-lutely wonderful. I’m mush around this guy. Am I going to have to give up on finishing the tour? I’m most certainly not going to be able to make it through the rest of it if he pulls a stunt like that again. My panties are drenched! Her mind rambled in choppy thoughts.

      Simona dragged in another few breaths to gain some composure and stole a quick look at Jalek. He was clueless of the effect he had on her. She’d wanted him to kiss her. That close to him and feeling his heartbeat against her own, she’d become putty—wet panty putty.

      He was so into what they discovered, she doubted she was anywhere on his mind other than to help with his plan. Simona had it bad and would have to settle for that. He’d asked a few questions while she tried so hard not to jump him right there in the open. When she realized the last question was if he’d hurt her, it took everything in her not to cough with disbelief. This guy was definitely clueless of his effect on women—had to be.

      Instead of thinking he might have hurt her, she wished he’d done a lot more. She still had to answer his last question. Simona was a trained investigating agent and used her head instead of saying what she really wanted. To her credit, she managed to get out a sensible, if not completely corny reply of, “No, I’m fine. Just excited about the possibility of a good mystery is all.”

      Woohoo.

      She fell back and allowed him to take the lead to find a place to contact Tordin in privacy. She could hold on a little while longer, alone with him. He took her down a few levels and into what looked like an exercise room. This suited her fine. She could use a few minutes of exercise to release the tension from her body.

      “This is one of our physical training rooms. We should have some privacy in here. Have a look around while I contact Lord Tordin,” he said pointing to what looked like a set of weights, an elaborate obstacle course, and a climbing wall.

      Simona nodded and went to check out the weighted objects. She had excellent hearing and feigned being engrossed in the equipment as she strained to try to hear what he said. She couldn’t hear a damn thing. The call was like that of a special ops subvocal call. He could have been standing next to her and she wouldn’t have been able to make out most of what he said.

      Simona looked to see what he used and was surprised when he clicked on a flesh colored button close to the base of his neck, on the side.

      “What’s that?” she asked, pointing to the device.

      “This is what we call a vo-link. It’s funny you asked, Lord Tordin just told me to get you one and show you how to use it. He also sends his thanks for spotting that activity.”

      “You told him I did that?”

      “Yes, why not? You did and he needs to know that he owes whatever we find out to your astute observation skills.”

      She was floored. A man who actually gave her credit for her work contributions. “Well, I’ll be damned. You’re as thoughtful as you are gorgeous,” she said, quickly slapping a hand over her mouth in shock.

      She watched an oddly appealing shade of lavender creep into Jalek’s cheeks as he said, “Thank you, but it was your plan.”

      Simona had to break up this love-fest. It made her uncomfortable that they might be wading into a weird area of conversation. She fell back on a go-to habit to deflect. “Speaking of that plan, what else did Tordin say?”

      Jalek didn’t miss a beat and moved right along with her. “He wants me to finish up giving you the tour while he checks it out.”

      “That’s it? We’re done?”

      “For now yes, until Lord Tordin gives me a command,” he added, looking as innocent as a five-year old explaining the meaning of life.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me right? Why are these delegation guys over here and no one seems to know why? You need to be running down those types of leads to find out more.”

      Before she could launch into a tirade of all the things they could be doing, Jalek clicked that button and began to mumble again. She waited, trying to read his lips, and still no luck. When she got her hands on one, she was so going to talk just like this in front of him and see how he liked it. After the longest minutes she’d experienced since waking up on the spaceship, he ended the call and smiled.

      “I told you if we waited for a command, Lord Tordin would come through.”

      She was so amped up for him to tell her what Tordin said that she didn’t realize she was giving him the sign to hurry up. He stared at her hand as she made finger loops to get to the point.

      “What are you doing; what does that mean?” he asked.

      “It means to hurry up and get to the point. What did Tordin say, and why do you always use his title? It’s sort of formal, don’t you think?”

      “It’s a reminder. I use his title as a show of how much I respect and appreciate him. He’s been like a wise, protective, older brother to me and I don’t ever want to take his presence in my life for granted. I guess in my mind, Lord Tordin is equivalent to Big Brother Tordin. I show the same honor to Lord Malm as well.”

      Ah damn, he’d gone and made her fill like an uncultured, insensitive bitch. The more she interacted with him, the more she realized he had an extremely strong sense of personal honor, character, and purity to him. Jalek was like no other man she’d every known. Simona was impressed and that wasn’t an easy feat.

      “That’s quite admirable. You’ll hear nothing else about it from me. Excuse my interruption from what you were saying about the call with Tordin.”

      “Quite right, the call. Lord Tordin would like us to meet in his office in a few hours to discuss his findings. Until then we can get something to eat and continue the tour.”

      “He invited me to come to his office as well?”

      “Yes, why wouldn’t he? We’re a team on this.”

      Her heart—beginning to melt.

      Simona knew at this very point she was definitely dealing with alien men. This was so anti-human man, she couldn’t keep her astonishment out of every response he gave about the situation.

      These Olodian men were twice as large as the average Earth man with half the ego. She didn’t need to dwell on that team comment either. Going there would only reinforce the ease with which she could develop an extremely huge crush on him.

      Simona had had enough painful crushes in her life to understand that if a man, no matter if he was human or alien, was interested he would have no problem letting her know. Jalek had been nothing but an absolute gentleman.

      He wasn’t interested.
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      “Thank you so much Jalek and Simona, for the timely tip on what you witnessed earlier. I’ve been in conference with Counselor Rilic and we agree that it would be best if you go over to his office to discuss this first thing on the new cycle. I’m not willing to be too trusting that with a ship this large, there aren’t eyes and ears engaged.” He passed Jalek a transparent tablet that had strange hieroglyphs on it.

      “Jalek, those are your orders and what we hope to find out. You can discuss them with Simona in a private area or when you make it over to the council ship in the morning.” He turned his attention to Simona and said, “I apologize for the secrecy, but again I’m sure you understand. As for you young lady, we are hoping you will use your skills to help us find out what is actually going on. My mate says you have a brilliant mind. I don’t know what you ladies discussed earlier, but you have fans in both Kyra and Phoebe.”

      Simona was flattered to hear how much they already appreciated and made her feel welcome. Tordin gave her a few maps of what looked like the ships. At least cartography transcended galaxies.

      “I assume you read schematics?” When she nodded yes, he continued, “Those are general outlines of this ship and the smaller council one. Try to get familiar with them before tomorrow. They will help you navigate and get around, in case you and Jalek have to split up to work. We aren’t sure who called that meeting, but none of the council members are taking ownership of it either. With this being such a mystery, we’d like to keep it as quiet as possible. You two will go over, look around and see if you find anything else that looks out of the ordinary. Jalek, use your training as a Protocol Officer to make sure nothing is missing and Simona, continue to work your magic to point out anything that doesn’t look right.”

      She nodded her acceptance in a bid to keep from yawning. Her body was starting to shut down. How long did these people stay up? It seemed like this day was going on forever. Tordin looked at her watery eyes and smiled. “Jalek, please escort Simona back to her rooms. Her body is still on Earth days instead of our longer Olodian cycles.”

      She felt embarrassed she couldn’t hang with them but she felt like she’d drop if she didn’t get sleep soon, and let out a very un-ladylike yawn. “Please excuse me for that. I can get a quick nap that should tide me over until bedtime. How long are your days anyway? You two don’t seem to be tired at all,” she said looking at the two warriors, who looked as fresh as daisies.

      “Simona—apologies,” Tordin said. “With all our haste, looks like someone forgot to tell you our cycles are a little more than two of your Earth days.”

      “More than two days! How long have I been up and what time of day is it for you?”

      “You’re actually very impressive, you’ve been up for about…” he looked at some holographic patch on his inner arm with more of that weird writing, did a mental calculation and continued, “a little over thirty hours. When Kyra, Phoebe, and Brantley came on board Brantley slept all the time, Phoebe was in a coma, and Kyra was no good after about eighteen hours.”

      Hearing Tordin mention Phoebe and the name Brantley made her remember her earlier possible revelation. “Excuse me if this is the dizzy-sleepy-drunk talking, but are you able to confirm that Phoebe and Kyra are the same women from the space station that exploded over fifty years ago? And if so, how?”

      Tordin came around his desk and motioned for them to join him at a long sofa. “I owe you that much, to answer your questions. You have been so wonderful about your ordeal. Excuse me for a moment,” he said and went into a smaller room, returning with three large containers of that gaiata. “Here, drink up, it will help to elongate your ability to stay awake. As for your question, yes, they are the same women, but for them—for all of us—it’s been less than the equivalent of an Earth year.”

      “How?” she asked, stopping long enough from drinking that crack water to do so.

      “We make use of Olodian-made hyper sling vortexes. Think of them as super highways in space. We use them to hop over space and time to travel. Our galaxy is about forty light years from yours but we can come and go in weeks, if we get a fast hyper sling vortex.”

      Simona took a moment to allow his words to sink in. The fuzzy edges of sleep tried to take over, but this was too interesting to allow the Sandman to come in and take her to dreamland just yet. “I’m not a scientist, but that sounds feasible. So does that mean I’ve been gone for another fifty years?”

      “You just got here, but if I had to hazard a guess, about five to seven years would have passed at the moment. We’re traveling in one of the fastest vortexes and will be home in a matter of cycles… the equivalent of just over two Earth weeks. When we get home, it will be about forty to fifty years later in your galaxy.”

      She continued to drink the gaiata, immediately feeling more awake. This stuff would run cocaine and meth out of business if it were available back home. Simona’s thoughts drifted off to how fast some corporation would try to corner the market and monopolize it to run the price up like they did with diamonds. It would quickly become a luxury only the wealthy could gain access to. She shook her head in disgust.

      Humans could be lethal to themselves, given half a chance to make a buck. Her zoning out might be considered rude and she wanted to stay in the conversation. Tuning back in, she heard Tordin and Jalek speaking in some foreign tongue that sounded like nothing she could decipher. They stopped when she started looking directly at their mouths.

      “My apologies, Simona,” Tordin said. “You drifted out for a few moments and it was easier to speak in our native tongue for a moment. I’m done here, unless either of you have any more questions about your assignment tomorrow.”

      Jalek spoke up, looking a little shell-shocked. What had Tordin said to him? “No, I think it’s time I take Simona to bed—I mean to her quarters so she can go to bed.”

      Simona was too tired to hold back her giggle at his slip. She’d love nothing more than for him to take her to bed. Oops! Oh God, don’t let her have said that out loud. She looked at the men and neither seemed to notice anything out of the ordinary. She saw Tordin give Jalek a look to get her to her rooms and she left with him with a simple, “Thanks for your time and the blue juice.”
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      “Are you ready?” Jalek asked noting how tiny and precious Simona looked in the too-large flight suit.

      “Hell yeah, let’s do this!” she said with that unmistakable look of determination she’d worn the first time he saw her on that space station.

      He knew he’d already asked and re-asked her to do this, but he’d do it one last time to make certain she was secure. He didn’t want to overlook anything, not with her on board. “Check your belts again to make sure they’re fastened and—”

      “Man, if you don’t quit acting like an old papa, I’m going to kick you out of that seat and figure out how to fly this thing myself. You better be glad I promised no more hitting or this scene would look a whole lot different right now. Get a move on. Aren’t we going less than five minutes away?”

      “Eleven, but that’s not the issue. I don’t want anything to happen to you.” He didn’t know what they were heading into, and his orders were to escort her into Goddess only knew what. “Simona, we don’t know who the enemy is and I’m not ready to encounter anything else unexpected when I have you in my care. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      “Newsflash, I could say the same for you. You’re in ‘my care’ as well. Sure, I sense something funky is going on too, but we have to do this. I feel it in my gut stronger than anything else I’ve ever had to do. It’s like this is the moment life has been calling me for. Does that make sense?” she asked and gave him a look that made him want to abandon the plan and leave her here.

      There were so many reasons she shouldn’t be on a warrior mission. She wasn’t fully acclimated to their days and environment yet. Simona didn’t speak or read their language. They had no backup if anything went wrong. He didn’t even know if she knew first aid. Even Lady Phoebe had problems using their field medical protocols, and she was a doctor. He would explain to Tordin why he couldn’t let her come with him after he got back. Tordin should understand how he felt.

      He’d seen both Kyra and Phoebe in these suits before, but this time was different. He wished she didn’t have to do this. Jalek’s stomach had been in knots since that meeting with Tordin. Not only had Tordin informed him that Phoebe and the Healers had called separately to let him know they sensed the mating process had started between Simona and him, but he also dreamt of her all night.

      He wasn’t numb or in shock, simply scared that something might happen to her. Jalek couldn’t understand how Malm didn’t kill him when he’d brought Lady Phoebe to him on that Penal ship. Things looked so different this morning.

      Simona sat there shaking a leg, waiting for him to start the thrusters. Once again they were the only ones in the hanger. Tordin and Rilic had gone to great lengths to keep this trip off the travel manifest, much like he’d done on his trip to the space station.

      When he thought about it, the process was still too easy for any warrior to make trips without anyone knowing. Tordin needed to change that procedure this very cycle. What if that delegation was doing the same thing, coming and going when they pleased without any secondary checks of flight logs and equipment? He continued to sit there as he started to count the number of vessels in the hanger.

      “What in God’s name are you doing? How long are we going to sit here?” She reached over to nudge him in the arm with a light punch. “My no-hitting pledge is fast eroding with my patience here.”

      He didn’t want to get into why he didn’t want her to go. It would sound like he marginalized her talents and that wasn’t the case—he hoped. There were just too many things that could go wrong, with this hastily put-together plan. This morning, the plan looked flimsy at best. He looked and tried to ask her not to go, but nothing came out.

      “What’s up for real? That counselor guy is up waiting for us.” She looked at him for a long moment. When he continued to sit there trying to figure out how to leave her here, she started speaking again. “Jalek, I swear, you’re acting weird this morning. Do we need to switch places and you talk me through driving? You went to bed and got some sleep last night, right? I know it feels like I haven’t seen you in a day, with how long these freaking cycles are, but you better have gotten some rest.” She pointed to herself and said, “Because this is precious cargo you’re transporting.”

      “I know, that’s why I’m trying to make sure everything is right before we leave.” He didn’t care if she caught that first part. He didn’t want to be rushed. Jalek had to make sure the plan was right.

      “Hey,” she said, waiting for him to turn and look at her. “I get it. You don’t want to mess up or make any mistakes, but that’s like saying you don’t want to live. You’re going to make mistakes, grow from them and then make some more. Wouldn’t it be better to make some with someone who will have your back—that would be me—than to try to do it alone? Plus, that saying ‘study long, study wrong’ is starting to float through my mind. So come on and move this big bitch!”

      Jalek couldn’t help but laugh at Simona’s version of a battle warrior talk. She could be the best thing to happen to him. He started the thrusters, letting her know it would take a little while for them to warm up. When the thrusters turned into a low roar, he pushed back and exited the hanger. They arrived at the much smaller vessel without incident.

      So far, so good.

      Counselor Rilic met them in the flight preparation area. The ship was quiet and they were able to get to his private quarters way faster than it would take to do the same on the mothership.
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      “I took the liberty of ordering breakfast, since we have you in so early,” Counselor Rilic said.

      Jalek allowed Simona to have a seat and get settled before he and Rilic followed suit. The moment was uncomfortable and no one spoke as he passed the written message from Lord Tordin to Rilic. Both of them continued to stay silent as Rilic read the message.

      “Tordin wants me to return with you to see if we can scour the council meeting rooms for clues. He believes this might be some sort of covert operation to free Cordin and the delegation is trying to keep it from us. It wouldn’t be the first time they tried to circumvent the Emperor.” He picked up a piece of food and Simona mimicked his move. “Forgive me Simona, allow me to let you know what we have on the menu today. I tried to have foods that closely resembled dishes you’d find on Earth. That there,” he said, pointing to pieces of a brown vegetable, “is a root vegetable that when roasted has the taste and texture of your meat selection called bacon.”

      Jalek’s heart lightened a little, seeing her eyes light up as she took a bite of food.

      “Wow, it does taste like bacon. Thank you for being so considerate on my behalf. Please tell me you have something that tastes like chicken or maybe even chocolate?” she asked, getting excited about the possibilities.

      Rilic was a great host and got up to get a delicacy from his private reserve. “Here, try this. It might do the trick.”

      She took the offering and eyed it with skepticism, but continued to be gracious by accepting.

      Rilic smiled, clearly enjoying how adventurous she was in her tastes. “It’s like one of your mushrooms, but tastes like chicken. I didn’t think to serve it for breakfast but will make sure to send you back with some.”

      Simona took a timid bite of the gnarly piece of dried mushroom and squealed with delight. “This tastes like chicken. That freaks me out. I thought it would taste like our mushrooms—which I don’t like—or even a truffle, but this is spot-on chicken flavored.” She turned toward Jalek to comment on the chicken-tasting delight and noticed he hadn’t started eating. Worry for her safety ate away at his appetite. Simona’s eyes narrowed as she said, “Jalek, why aren’t you eating?”

      “I will. I’m still riled up. It feels like something is going to happen and I don’t like feeling like a sitting duck. Rilic, have you communicated with Lord Tordin yet?”

      Rilic looked over at a desk. “My vo-link is over there. I forgot to put it on. You can let him know you made it; I’m sure he’s awake and waiting for our call.” Then he asked Simona, “Did Jalek remember to give you a vo-link before coming over?”

      “Yes, he did. I’m still not sure about how I feel having someone’s voice rattling around in my head. All of your voices are so deep. When Jalek spoke to me the first time, it felt like what I’d expect the voice of God to sound like.”

      “Yes, I’m well aware of that sensation and why you’d see it that way. When we have some time, I will tell you about some of our shared history with Earth,” Rilic said, grabbing his vo-link from the the desk. “There were some moments—no, I take that back—eras we aren’t proud of, but if I mention them, you’ll notice a lot of Olodian and Herodian influence to this day on your planet.”

      “Cool. I’d love to hear all about it. You are all so tall, but you look like humans—extremely handsome, but large humans,” she said, still enjoying pieces of the chicken-flavored delicacy.

      “Thank you for the compliment. Again, there’s a reason why we look so much like humans, but that will take some time to explain.” Rilic sat up, leaning forward to look at Simona with greater interest.

      Jalek’s instinct was to punch him back into his seat or step in front of them, but he tamped the urge down, remembering this was his friend Rilic. Now would be a great time to check in with Lord Tordin. He tore his attention away from the two to place the call and Lord Tordin’s voice filled his head. After they exchanged pleasantries and Lord Tordin said there had been no change in equipment or resources on that end, he urged him to hurry and get back, so they could debrief and work on a new plan to flush out any chatter among the lower-level inhabitants of the fleet. Jalek ended the call and returned his attention to the current conversation in time to hear Rilic continue to shower Simona with compliments.

      Rilic was flirting with his female! Didn’t he have enough adoring fans?

      Simona looked over at him and made a funny face. He could tell she was trying to brighten his mood and chuckled in spite of his anger. That was the thing about her. The more time they spent together, the more in-tune she became at reading him, like knowing what would get him out of a bad mood in an instant. He had to shake this too-serious-to-be-fun mode he’d adopted and lighten up a bit, or he would have serious competition from Mr. Suave over there.

      Even though Rilic was part of the political world, he also trained as a warrior and understood honor among them. Jalek would have to make sure there was no question about how he felt about Simona—as soon as he had a chance to see if the feeling was mutual. Just because the Goddess made the path, didn’t mean both parties had to take a stroll down it. Simona showed no special interest in him, outside of working together. Maybe it was just hopeful thinking on everyone’s part, including his, that she could be his mate.

      In the meantime, Rilic wooed her with his eloquence and style. After interacting with him when she was on the planet Nenndi, Lady Kyra asked if he was some sort of “play boy” for all the attention the women on that planet gave him. Here, Simona sat there engrossed in Rilic’s every word. She never looked like that with him. No, most of the time she had the look of confusion, frustration… or was it boredom? What was he thinking? He couldn’t compete with Rilic. Rilic had a way with the females. They all loved him. Jalek’s mood darkened again as he stared hot holes of fire into the man’s face.

      Rilic was a little older than Tordin and still hadn’t chosen a mate, although females back home threw themselves at him almost constantly. Maybe he should pay more attention to him. Simona was an extremely beautiful woman and her personality clearly outshone her outer beauty. Jalek mentally calculated how fast he could get her out of here before Rilic had her big, beautiful brown eyes trained in on only him. Jalek shook his head to clear out the seed of jealousy that was attempting to root itself within.

      Rilic continued speaking, “I do want to say, I’ve never met a female with as strong of a Warrior Goddess calling on her as you. Your power is almost intoxicating. Jalek said you were a warrior, but I dismissed it. I am honored to have you here. I feel a bit better now.”

      “Excuse me, what about me? I’m still in the room,” he said, trying hard not to sound anything but pleasant.

      Rilic was one of the people he was close too, part of his inner circle where Tordin, Malm and Hordas were concerned. There wasn’t too much Rilic could say to get him ruffled, besides trying to flirt with Simona. Even now Jalek marveled at how Rilic could sense things about others—not like the females called by the Goddess—but like Malm where they were tapped into her energy and knowledge. Rilic was talking about Simona and he wanted to know as much about her as he could, so he asked, “Rilic, why do you say that about Simona? You know, the Warrior Goddess part. Isn’t that the most feared manifestation of the Goddess?”

      “Yes and no, but I think I can explain it so both of you get what I’m saying. You see Simona, on your planet there are many representations of the Goddess, although most of your world worships male deities. The creator Goddess has many facets, like a beautifully-cut gem. I believe they call your Warrior Goddess manifestation by different names, but through the years that aspect has been hidden because of the volatile nature of that energy. May I ask, do you ever feel extremely protective of others, willing to fight on their behalf whether physically or otherwise, or get the need to let out some energy by fighting?”

      Simona was finished with her food and pushed back from the serving to reflect on his question. She answered, “Yes, I do, especially with the fighting part. I’ve never had a problem fighting for what I believe in, when I think someone is being wronged or in danger. I have no problems fighting if I’m being wronged. I’m quick tempered when anyone tries to control or do wrong by me. Therefore, I can’t say I’ve always been that Goddess-like in doing it for others. I’ve been willing to fight for my own need most of the time.”

      Rilic nodded his acknowledgement as she spoke. “That is interesting and totally understandable. Conversations with Lady Kyra have led me to believe females are not as revered for their power in your culture as they are in ours. I think it has to do with our deities and their genders. The gender of the deity gets the most privilege and respect. We honor females and protect them, while allowing them to express their power. I’m not going to say anything contrary about your culture, but I have made note from your history that there is a noticeable difference. You most likely have had the Goddess’s calling on you all your life. She is strong in you. I think your presence with us is truly Goddess appointed.”

      Jalek wanted to get a move on and start looking around the ship. The sooner they got this done the faster they could get back. “Rilic, I’d like to get started on checking out the ship. Do you have the manifest of items Lord Tordin asked you to have ready for me? We will need to take a look to find anything out of the ordinary.”

      “Sure do. I’ve got it right here,” Rilic said, handing Jalek the tablet.

      Jalek was glad he was prepared. They started going over the lists and were ready to walk the ship in no time. The group covered most of the inhabited areas first. None of the council members they encountered questioned their cover story of Simona wanting to tour the ship as was a new citizen’s right to do so. The ship was smaller and they covered a lot of ground.

      Simona asked, “When are we going down to the brig area? It was nice meeting the council members and the captain, but I haven’t seen anything to catch my eye or make my gut twitch in the slightest.”

      “We aren’t going to the brig. Only authorized personnel can go down when a prisoner is being held there. I’m authorized and will go down while you and Jalek look at the equipment and jumps. I know you’d like to take a look, but with the last incident, we aren’t taking any precautions,” Rilic said.

      “What incident? Did something else happen?” Simona asked, looking between Rilic and him.

      “That’s an even longer story. We used to have an entire ship devoted to transporting prisoners. That ship no longer exists and a lot of warriors lost their lives,” Jalek said, not liking how the memory of it snaked around him with a constricting force.

      Jalek did not want to relive those events. It was still too fresh. He saw Rilic watching him out of the corner of his eye, and he wanted to get back on track. They needed to get an update to Tordin, finish up the equipment check, and get back.

      Jalek and Simona went to the equipment area and would work their way back to the transport dock. Rilic went over to the brig and would meet up with them as soon as he finished. Then all three would go over to the mothership. Jalek didn’t want to count his blessings too soon, but he could almost see himself stepping back into his living quarters.

      After a quick rundown of the equipment and transport lists, Simona and Jalek checked for anything out of the ordinary. Nothing seemed to be out of place or peculiar. Since this was the council ship, there was a small compartment that held a few weapons, but nothing like the other ships and definitely not like the entire weapons’ section on the mothership.

      They went into the armory cabinet to start taking inventory of the guns, close combat weapons, and other ammunition the ship carried.

      “How are your knife skills? If I remember correctly, your close-combat technique is solid,” he said eyeing a short blade that would work well with her physique.

      “I do all right with a knife. If I have to be that close, I prefer to go hand-to-hand, but can hold my own with one.”

      “Good to know. Here’s something you should also know,” he said, picking up the short blade in its holster and passing it to her. “A lot of warriors prefer knives over other weapons. Battle is intimate with a knife and these warriors want to have a fully-immersive fight. As warriors, we believe one must be willing to lose everything to prevail. A knife puts you on a level playing ground, to borrow an Earth saying.”

      “And a well-placed strike with the hand or body has even more skin in the game than a knife. Don’t y’all know about the martial arts?” she asked.

      “Yes, and we have very similar fighting styles that we must work on perfecting for the rest of our lives.”

      “You don’t say. One of these days, we’ll need to see which one of our techniques is better. Name the time and the place and I’ll be there with bells on,” she said, clearly issuing a challenge. “As for a fight I can see coming… if I’m going to use a weapon, I prefer power like this baby,” Simona said, picking up one of the concussive energy blasters. She was fascinated with their standard issue weapon. It was handheld, small enough to be holstered, and used concussive energy instead of bullets.

      “You mean to tell me, your everyday weapons use the same power that many of our superheroes from the comics use? How does it work? Is the energy force concentrated to a stream or is it a blast that covers a general area?” she asked, turning the gun around to see it from all angles. “How long will it stay powered up? Is there a standard number of shots it can deliver before conking out?”

      “Whoa, whoa there. Let me answer some of the questions before you add more on,” he said enjoying her enthusiasm. He said a silent thank you to Malm for making him study all this. This time Jalek knew the answers to all these questions.

      He’d answered and even given into her pleas to show her how to turn one on and fire it in case of an emergency, when the lighting to the area went dark.

      “Simona, grab my hand and keep that gun close. I don’t want to take any chances and this is highly unusual.” Jalek reached a hand out to take her smaller, soft one.

      “Is there a generator or some other type of backup for lighting?”

      “Yes and it should kick on in a few moments. How good is your eyesight? I know it’s not as powerful as ours in the dark, but can you make out anything?”

      “You’re kidding right? It’s pitch black in here. You mean to tell me you can see in the dark?”

      “Not in great detail, but I can still make out shapes, enough to fumble around and get to the jump area. It will take time but we can make it. Until those lights come back on, please whisper and I’ll try to raise Rilic to check-in with him.”

      “Sure thing,” Simona said in a whisper and gave his hand a squeeze.

      The gesture was the assurance he felt from her that she had his back, like she promised on the way over.

      “I’m calling Rilic on the vo-link. Continue to hold my hand just in case something has happened and we need to move quickly. Hopefully he knows what’s going on.” She gave him another two quick squeezes of the hand. He smiled.

      Before he could place the call to Rilic, a pulse in the not-too-far distance of the ship made the walls vibrate. Simona squeezed his hand harder and without another thought, he pulled her into his arms and held her. He didn’t want to know if she could hear the muffled sound of a male’s scream that had followed that pulse. Another pulse, stronger than the first, made the entire ship dip for a moment and he was certain she heard the yelling and screams with that one.
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      Jalek had been out of sorts all day, acting weird and sending mixed signals. At times she felt like they were making a connection and others, he was pushing her away with his quiet brooding. It was like one minute he said come close and the next it was get away. By contrast, Rilic had been a great host, with an even demeanor, but it was Jalek she couldn’t shake. Simona craved his attention and affection more and more the longer the day grew. She hated feeling this way, but the truth was the truth.

      If he had been half as attentive to her as Rilic, she would have thrown caution to the wind and made a move to let him know how much she’d come to care for him in this short time. One good thing about having Rilic around had been to have someone who enjoyed conversation. Today must have been Jalek’s grumpy day. She was glad Rilic had been there to give her something to distract her from constantly wondering what was up with Jalek. When the lights had gone out and he grabbed her, she’d wanted to melt into him.

      More confusion.

      “What was that?” she’d asked Jalek, not knowing whether to make a run for it or stay in this tight space as a possible sitting duck, with the one man who made everything about her emotions and senses go haywire.

      The disturbance was akin to an energy pulse, blast, or explosion and she hoped with everything in her that it was something as simple as a normal function of this ship that went a little awry. That wish was not fulfilled when Jalek sounded as surprised as she was.

      Simona prided herself on being an offensive fighter in a battle. She liked charging in, getting the jump on the situation and to do that, she had to have her head on straight. Her heart played havoc with logic. Logic said they were here to do a job and that she should be focused on the mission. Her heart said she wanted Jalek, all his attention and affection. That desire could get them both killed. She still wanted it with a mounting urgency.

      Being this close to Jalek made her want to do everything, fight, bite, kiss, kick—everything, but mostly be held by him. Being in his arms in this moment gave her everything and more than she could ever imagine or dream about him. The weird mix of emotions scared her. If Simona was honest, she feared finding out he held her because the moment called for it. She’d rather go out and fight an enemy in the dark than face that answer.

      Another muffled explosion rumbled through the ship. In direct opposition to her best efforts, she clung to him tighter in the dark. This time she heard the screams of pain and knew neither of them had been wrong. Something very bad was going down. The weight of the gun she held became heavy and she itched to do something. Jalek continued to be as settled and still as dust.

      “Aren’t we going to go see what’s going on?” she asked, finding another holster to put the gun in on the belt that held the knife and hung loose around her waist.

      “Yes, but Rilic is trying to reach us. His area still has power and he’s working his way to the utility shafts to make it over here.”

      “He can do that? Are those large enough to accommodate him? I couldn’t tell from the maps Tordin gave me if they were large enough for a male to use.”

      “Yes, they’re a tight fit, but work. We use them to make repairs to the skeleton of the ships.”

      “I see,” she said.

      Before she could form another word, warm, full manly lips met hers in the darkness. She opened to receive the probing tongue that sought out hers. The scent of clean freshness that was uniquely Jalek enveloped her as large hands pulled her closer against him. In the dark, every other sense was heightened. She felt the strong beat of his heart, savored the pleasant sensation of flesh touching flesh, relished the quiet moans that escaped her as he ravished and plundered her mouth.

      This warrior knew his way around a kiss and he’d brought his A game. Her legs went weak with want as she felt large, warm hands lift her chin up for more access. Simona’s feet left the ground as he picked her up to deepen their kiss. No one had ever done that to her before. Simona wrapped arms around his neck, loving the softness of his thick hair as it grazed her arm in its warrior braid.

      Yes, finally!

      This was real and they were here, possibly in danger, but together. A million moments of possibilities collided to form a new path of the next moment. Simona allowed herself to accept this time as theirs alone to share and need each other. She suspended fears and hang-ups. Simona pursued this kiss with a warrior’s heart—she was willing to lose everything to show up and be a part of this time with him.

      The kiss intensified and she knew she would be loyal in her heart to this man for the rest of her days. There wasn’t anything she wouldn’t do to make sure he had whatever she could give him. It was clear as a light shining to cut away the darkness. He clung to her as much as she did him as their tongues warred and their bodies played off one another.

      A bright light flashed in her face as the realization that Rilic had reached them and brought a few more of their equivalent of flashlights.

      Buzz kill.

      In the weird bluish lighting of the flashlight, she could tell Rilic’s smile was huge. So what if he’d caught them kissing? She was a grown woman and could do whatever she wanted.

      “I see you two finally gave into this extreme attraction for each other that’s been swirling around all cycle. Would love to let you carry on, but it seems the captain has been taken hostage.”

      Jalek released her, allowing her body to slide down his on her way down to reacquaint her feet with the floor. “Have you tried to reach Tordin yet?”

      “Yes, tried that. It appears all communication links have been severed and we are silenced.”

      Simona still rested in Jalek’s arms and could feel the wheels turning within him.

      Jalek grabbed a flashlight from Rilic and asked, “Have you identified the assailants? Who’s doing this?”

      Simona didn’t miss the look of sorrow that passed over Rilic’s handsome face.

      “It’s the delegation. Those bastard thugs—to borrow a term from your world, Simona—have massacred all the council members I’ve tried to contact. They started while I was still in the brig area. The only reason I was able to escape was because I was checking the utility entrance to make sure no one had tampered with it. I saw them, Jalek. I saw them kill everyone in the area and take Cordin with them.”

      “Did they see you?” she asked, not wanting to think about the dead.

      “I don’t think so. They were well prepared and said nothing. It was as if they had rehearsed everything and knew what to do in the dark without speaking to one another.”

      “How many are we dealing with and do you know if there any areas that still have lights?” Jalek asked, gathering details of what they might be up against.

      Right, he was a Protocol Officer and would know what resources they had available to them on the ship. She would wait for him to get the information and follow his lead. Wait? She was willing to follow him? That was a first, but she didn’t have time to process why she trusted him enough to not snatch the lead and charge into the situation.

      Rilic took a moment to form his answer and said, “I saw the normal number of delegation members down there, six. There are twenty of them total, but they take shifts so only six are present at one time. They were the ones I saw murdering my council brethren. I don’t know where the rest of them are.” He looked at Jalek with moisture rimming his thick lashes and said, “I want them ended. I want their lives forfeited for the innocent lives they took. Help me do that?” he asked, looking at both of them.

      Simona was filled with the pain of the moment and nodded her agreement. Jalek said, “Rilic, there’s a time and a place for everything. At this time, we have to locate any survivors and get them to safety. Once we do that, we can deal with these traitors. Remember, we support life first and foremost.”

      In this space, with God only knew what was happening all around them, Simona fell in love with this warrior. There was no way around it. She felt his conviction and knew his words to be truth: they needed to save lives.

      Rilic looked down for a moment to compose himself, and as quickly looked back up and said, “You are right, young warrior. I will follow your lead.” Then he looked at both as if they were one and asked, “What’s the plan?”

      Yet again Jalek surprised her by saying, “I believe the Goddess is at work here and her presence is here in Simona. Simona has a gift for investigating and planning in a pinch. I yield to her for her counsel on this.”

      Shocked to silence.

      She stood there for a moment too long to pass off as thinking and finally spoke up. “I don’t know what to do. I’m at a loss. I would be looking for blood and trying to kill any of those guys I found. Jalek, I think you’ve put too much faith in me.”

      Rilic passed her the other flashlight he held and showed her how to turn it on. “I believe you two thrive and work off each other. Use that gift to come up with what we do from here. I trust in the power of the Goddess that I see shared between you. Take a moment and get on one accord to figure this out, but remember this is a small ship and they’re working their way down. To answer your other question about the lights, they are destroying power grids as they go, so the lighting and power are off in sporadic areas affected by the damaged power grids.”

      Jalek nodded and focused his attention back on Simona. Vibrant violet eyes peered deep into hers, connecting with a spark of recognition that this was what her dreams had foretold. They were a team and this was fated to be. She took in a reassuring breath to acknowledge this and allowed herself to become free enough to work with him as one mind. They continued to stare deep into each other, shifting through to meet in a common existence.

      Words, symbols, and actions meant nothing. It was what it was. They needed each other to accomplish this. He grounded her battle heart, she activated his confidence. She breathed in, he breathed out, back and forth they intertwined, weaving a connection and focus that superseded all their individual talents, skills and abilities. Then it was there. They knew what to do.

      “We know what to do,” they said in unison, drawing a wowed expression from Rilic.

      “Good, now care to tell me?” he said.

      Simona spoke up. “No time or need. Follow our lead and you’ll be fine.”

      Jalek placed a call to Tordin. This time he spoke so they could hear him as he relayed what was happening. When he finished the call he said, “The captain told Tordin everything was fine and that he’d forgotten to let the mothership know he’d scheduled a ship maintenance protocol. Tordin knew that didn’t sound right, but was trying to raise us on the vo-link and couldn’t get through to any of us.”

      “How were you able to call him, then?” Rilic asked.

      “I remembered when we went over to the Penal ship, the only ones who were able to use their vo-links were the ones who came from the mothership. It seems our links are anchored to our respective ships. Thus, Simona and my links still originate on the mothership and not from here.”

      “But Tordin can’t call in. How is that possible if what you say is true?”

      “We’re physically here and the jammed signal of the ship prevents him from reaching us. Since our signals originate on the mothership, they don’t have to go through this ship to reach him. I know it sounds complex, but it’s not. And before you ask, I only know that the answer popped into my head when Simona and I focused on coming up with a plan.”

      Rilic nodded, accepting this as a good enough explanation. “Time still moves, lead the way.”

      Sounds of more disturbances permeated the air as they moved to locate the nearest utility shaft. They moved unhindered through the narrow corridor that snaked around the bones of the ship, columns of wires, and doors to different sections, until they reached the lowest level of the ship’s hull where the jumps were located. To everyone’s relief, the power and lights were still on. They moved freely without having to continue to travel in the linked chain of holding hands and inching forward in single file.

      “Are there any operations monitors in the flight preparation area? We still need to locate survivors. We could make this base and have some of the jumps ready for take off as we locate survivors. You still know how to fly one, correct?” Jalek asked Rilic.

      “Yes I do, but there’s no way to monitor the ship from here. We’d have to go back up, level by level doing a sort of search and rescue,” he said.

      Simona spoke up, sensing impending danger. “That won’t work; there’s no time and we have to get out of here now. How about we get back to the mothership, and return with more warriors? We’ll be more prepared to overthrow the delegation and get control of the ship back,” Simona said, not liking the thought of going back up through the ship now. It was too risky. “Part of our orders where to bring you back to meet with Tordin anyway,” she said to Rilic and to Jalek she continued, “Need to get to our jump, get those thrusters warmed up and hightail it out of here. You with me on that?”

      “Yes, I am. Let’s make it work. We’ll have to come back with more help to save the rest of the ship. We’ll get as many as we can to the mothership on our return,” he said to Rilic, offering him a reassuring pat on the back.

      They quickly donned flight suits and Jalek led the way to their jump. Simona’s heart sped up as they neared the jump’s door. Her gut was not happy and she itched to be off this ship and back at the much larger, better protected mothership. When Jalek opened the door, and started the engines, her heart rejoiced. Rilic was still at the back of the jump removing the stationary blocks that kept the jumps from shifting and moving when the ship maneuvered in any dramatic way. She turned around to let Rilic know they needed to hurry up when she saw them.

      They could be any other Olodian warrior, but their faces wore something she’d never seen before—hatred. When four of these warrior monsters came running toward them, she screamed, “Rilic, if you don’t get your ass into this jump right now, I’m going to shoot you myself. Jalek can get us out of here. Forget about that last block, we’ve got company.”

      Jalek was by her side in an instant with another concussive blaster he must have had on the jump. “Quick, get inside. Rilic and I will hold them off to give the thrusters time to get ready.”

      She felt a bump at her back and realized Rilic was behind her, forming a triangle as more of these anti-warriors came around from behind the jump. Simona eyed at least ten and knew this was that bad feeling she’d had. They were surrounded.

      “We’re going to have to fight our way out,” Rilic said peeling off in a full run toward two of these men.

      “No!” she screamed noticing he had no weapon and was running toward two men, both with weapons. She saw the hatred gleam in the eyes of one of the men as he took a longer-bladed knife than the one she had and plunged it into Rilic’s upper arm.

      To his credit, Rilic was unfazed by the knife protruding from the arm of his flight suit as he tackled that man to the ground and tussled with both of them. It could have easily been a scene from a gladiator movie of three huge warriors fighting to the death. Simona turned her attention back to the ones starting to move in closer to them. A thought of the famous saying, “Don’t shoot until you see the white of their eyes” ran through her mind as she and Jalek positioned themselves back to back and started to rotate as one.

      A boom erupted, tearing a hole into a nearby crate and sending shards of it flying. They both ducked in time to avoid this alien version of shrapnel, moving into a tighter formation to help Rilic with the other two men. Jalek returned fire with a precise hit to the one who’d shot at them. He’d shown her how to concentrate the blast to pin point width to act more like a bullet than a blast. Evidently, he’d used that setting and taken out the one who shot at them first.

      Simona didn’t understand why he didn’t use the wider range and take out more at a time. These guys weren’t playing around. The jump was the only thing currently between them and the next deadly blast.

      “Is the jump able to withstand one of those hits?” she asked, praying he’d say yes.

      “It depends on the concentration and type of blaster they are using. One this small may put a dent in it, but could still do damage depending on where they land. The jumps can withstand a lot of force. They’re made to withstand hits from a battleship.”

      His response felt like he knew this by experience but they didn’t have time to discuss it. Now, they had to get Rilic and get in that jump. They made it to where Rilic continued to fight the others.

      Jalek said, “Set your gun to shoot with accuracy. Only take out those who try to do us harm.”

      She was confused and didn’t understand why he would ask her to do that. “Why? They’re shooting for keeps. They want to take us all out at once.” Her point was punctuated by another blast maybe four feet above them, that hit the side of the jump and caused a noticeable dent.

      “We honor life. Only those who shoot at us unprovoked deserve a retaliatory response. If there is a way to negotiate with some of them, then some life will have been spared. Plus, this is not the honorable way to fight, especially among Olodians. We do not use such weapons on each other.”

      “Why have them then?”

      “For when we encounter others who would try to do us massive harm. This,” he said nodding to the area around them, “that is happening here is vile and unnatural to our ways. I don’t understand how these males have come to be like this. It is contrary to creation. This is destruction without clear, good reason.”

      Rilic screamed in pain as one of the others he had pinned to the ground pierced the shoulder of his flight suit of the same arm with that blade. She saw red. Jalek made a valid point, now was not the time for reason, it was action. Simona’s focus was on kicking some alien warrior ass and plunged into the fray before Jalek could try to talk her out of it. “Get him inside the jump!” she yelled at Jalek ripping into the one who was so fond of his knife. “You like to play with knives, huh? Well say hello to my little friend.” Without additional warning or pretense, she whipped the short blade out of the holster and plunged it deep into the anti-warrior’s taut abdomen.

      “Simona! No!” Jalek yelled but it was too late.

      She had blood lust and began to slash and pierce the two of them until they retreated. She tossed the knife, stood, blood soaked and hands cut up but she wasn’t done. Turning, she spotted three more doing something to the back of the jump. So they were trying to distract them, she thought as she took a running start and launched herself onto the back of the one nearest to her.

      With everything in her, she pounded, used the weight of their bodies against them, bit and kicked. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Jalek joining in, taking down the other two in quick work. The warrior she was attached to, spun around as if trying to throw her off.

      “If you’re done playing around, we need to get out of here,” he said winking at her. “Come now, Rilic’s inside and he’s hurt.”

      That news was enough to give her the strength to put an end to this in a Jalek-approved way. She put the man in a sleeper hold and jumped off his back in time for him to hit the ground.
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      “The Goddess was truly watching over all of you,” one of the Healers said to Rilic as he finished sealing the wound with some sort of invisible sealant. It looked like he stared at it hard and the wound closed. Simona couldn’t figure out how it worked and decided they must use some sort of technology that would look like magic back on Earth. The Healer applied a bandage and signaled he was done as he added. “Both knife wounds missed a major artery by a hair’s width. Rest for a cycle and you should be good as new.”

      The trip back to the mothership hadn’t gone as smoothly as the one over there. They’d been followed by some of the delegation, with what could only be described as a suicide attempt to crash into them.

      “Jalek, that was some excellent maneuvering you did on the way back over here,” Malm said. “We watched from the command bridge as the other jump tried to follow you. That side maneuver was executed perfectly. I see your training is serving you well. You looked excellent out there, warrior.”

      Simona noticed he hadn’t called him “young” warrior as had previously been the norm. She could sense Jalek caught that too and it looked like he sat up a little taller. She knew she didn’t like it when Phoebe and Tordin had called her young and empathized with him on that.

      She was proud of him as well and couldn’t hold back her comment. “Jalek managed to make an eleven-minute trip better than any rollercoaster ride.”

      Tordin spoke up, “I hate to be the bearer of bad news Rilic, but it appears the only confirmed survivors are the captain, his second, and Cordin. The rest of the council members and ship crew are dead.”

      “I sensed as much when I couldn’t contact them on the vo-links when it first started. Do you know if we’ll be able to get back over and regain the ship?” Rilic asked, hope evident.

      “I’ve already sent a small team headed by one of our top scouts, Devar. They are going in cloaked and on the modified sliders.”

      “He’s a great scout. I heard how well he did during the Rogolas incident,” Rilic said, appearing to be pleased with Tordin’s choice.

      Simona looked up from watching the Healer tend to the cuts on her hands to see Jalek return to that grumpy mood he’d had at the beginning of the day. She fought the heat that rose within her at seeing him hurting. Couldn’t these people see something was going on with him? This Rogolas incident must have done a number on him and she wanted to get to the bottom of it.

      They now shared a secret.

      When he’d gotten her back into the jump and ready to take off from the council ship, he froze and couldn’t move once he sat in the pilot’s seat. She thought he was being his normal overly-cautious self, like earlier in the morning, but this was different. Rilic was in the back in pain and she couldn’t get him to move. She watched in terror as the rest of the thug bastards, as Rilic had called them, piled into another jump to follow them. Simona tried talking and pleading with Jalek to snap out of it. This was the time the other jump needed to power up its own thrusters. She didn’t know what to do and she didn’t want anything to happen to any of them. They had to get back to the mothership, let Tordin know what went down over here, and not allow that other jump to gain entrance to the mothership.

      Jalek continued to sit there, stone-stiff as she fought the feelings of helplessness and emotional imprisonment. They were paralyzed together, unable to move forward, and helpless.

      You are never helpless. You have each other. Allow him to feel your love.

      “What the hell?” she asked, looking around to see where that woman’s voice came from. “If this isn’t me having a nervous breakdown, say it again.”

      You know my voice. You’ve always known it. Trust your gut.

      Simona snapped the helmet she’d just secured off and took in large gulps of air. The other jump was positioning itself to ram into them and Jalek wasn’t moving. He stared straight ahead but was so far away. She punched him in the shoulder and nothing happened.

      “Quick Simona, think, you got to feel this out,” she said to herself. The revelation hit her. He felt nothing and was paralyzed in some place that shut down the trauma he’d suffered.

      She quickly unlatched his helmet, took his handsome face between her hands and kissed him long and hard. Simona tried to transfer all the passion and desire to live and be with him she felt into that kiss. She planted smaller kisses over his face, his eyelids, and nose. When she returned to his warm, full lips, a smile broke out on them and she breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Is this all I have to do to get you to return my kisses?” he asked in a rakish way that made her lady bits tingle.

      Simona was too thankful to punch him for scaring the living shit out of her. “Look gorgeous, there’s a jump of bad guys about to ram into us if you don’t get a move on. We have to get Rilic back and seen by the Healers. The blood is soaking the arm of his flight suit and he’s in a lot of pain.”

      “Gotcha! I’m on it,” he said, kicking into action. “I’m activating our cloaking device for a minute to give us enough time to maneuver out of here and get away from them.” Then he looked over at her and said, “How many times do I have to ask you to buckle up for safety? Buckle up, female!”

      She laughed thanking the Goddess for her help. Yes, she was a believer now. This Goddess was real. Simona looked over at Jalek and he looked different, wiser. Something had happened and he’d grown in some way. She watched in silence as he did a sort of three-point turn to get the jump out, since one of the blocks still prevented them from backing out. Talk about the devil being in the details. The other jump missed them by mere feet as it roared toward them, but Jalek stayed focused and got them out of the hull and on the way to the mothership.

      He pressed on the console of hieroglyphs and blew out a breath of exasperation. “I can’t get anyone from the mothership to acknowledge my distress call. I’m going to have to de-cloak so they see us. The other jump is about three minutes behind us and they’ll see us too.”

      “Do what you have to. You’ve got this and I’ve got your back. And remember, this is precious cargo you’re transporting,” she said pointing at herself and grinning.

      “Goddess, don’t I know.”

      Jalek piloted the jump brilliantly. A few times, she thought her stomach wouldn’t take much more with all the evasive moves he had to perform to keep the other jump off of them. It felt like the space version of a car-on-car road rage battle. Jalek knew the procedures of the mothership well enough to know they would latch on and pull his jump in. When the clamp locked onto them, Jalek explained that the ship would activate a force field that would make anything coming into contact with it explode.

      She thought he’d exaggerated a bit for impact but watched in horror as the other jump refused to stop coming directly at them as the transport hull was closing. The explosion and residual impact forced her against the seat in a g-force she didn’t think she’d survive. Jalek seemed unfazed as he put the jump back in its slot and helped her get Rilic off the jump. Surt and others were there to help them and they were all rushed to the Healing Section.

      And here they sat as Tordin and the others talked about other warriors, like Jalek wasn’t even here. Where was the respect for what he’d done and how he’d overcome so much to be the warrior they needed at a time like this? She didn’t care if they shot her out into space on a broom, she wouldn’t stand by and allow them to overlook him.

      “Hey, hey,” she said, getting the attention of the warriors and the Healers. “I’m going to totally overstep my bounds and probably get banished but I have to say this. I’ve been here two seconds compared to all the time you’ve been around Jalek, but even I can see how much each and every one of you marginalizes him. I’m not trying to take up for him or even fight for him—well, maybe a little—but that’s not the point.

      “If I had to live under your microscope, I’d be tired from climbing the never-ending slippery walls of perfection and expectations you all have erected for him. The point is, y’all are killing him with your unreasonable hoops you’re making him jump through. This man—and he’s a fully grown man and not just some “young warrior” —is a great warrior. I don’t know what happened at Rogolas or anything before I got here, but you all need to take several seats and look at the impact that had on him and everyone else. I see a few guys getting pats on the back and from what I understand, Jalek was there too and did some great things as well.

      “Today he put his life on the line to go and scout the situation at the council ship, managed to fight off ten anti-warriors and flew us back here, under hostile conditions, yet it’s this Devar that’s going to get the accolades when he goes over with Jalek’s intel and wins the day. That’s no way to treat a hero that does what he does for honor and truth. He’s the reason why we’re here and you had the intel to send the others. What’s a guy got to do to gain your acceptance as part of your true warrior class? Huh? Is there another Herculean feat he has to accomplish before he’ll be seen as the fearless warrior he already is? He may not be perfect, but he is as committed to your ways as any of you are. Please honor him, for he is an honorable warrior.”

      Simona breathed hard from not taking a breath through most of her rant. Rilic smiled, got up and walked over to Jalek. and bowed in a show of honor.

      He said, “Simona is right and has spoken like a true representation of the Warrior Goddess. We dishonor you, for not appreciating and acknowledging your accomplishments. Time and again you have gone into battle with no other expectation than to carry out the orders you were given. We do more harm for our expectations on you for perfection. You’ve lived under the weight of your parentage for so long, never saying anything, that we’ve all grown used to subconsciously comparing everything you do to one who is not in your league of personal character. I seek your forgiveness, my friend.”

      Jalek sat quiet and stunned as Tordin and Malm followed suit, asking forgiveness and bestowing words of encouragement and honor on him. A tear fell as she watched the scene. Then Rilic came over to her and said loud enough for all to hear, “See, I told you the Goddess is strong with you. I’ve watched you all day, and all the time you’ve fought for others. Even now, your heat and fire rage on for the injustices of others. You, my dear Simona, are to be honored as well. We need the presence of the Warrior Goddess in our midst. No matter how fearsome and biting her ways may be, they come at the time when we need them to save us from ourselves.” He bowed to her and returned to his seat.

      Tordin spoke up and said, “I too am convicted by your words. Jalek has borne the weight of our judgment in silence for so long, we assumed he was fine with it. Instead of correcting his mistakes in love, we pointed them out in criticism. I see clearly why the Goddess had to send you to him—to all of us. Please forgive me, as his commander and friend for allowing him to bear this weight in silence.”

      All she could do was nod at the moment. Tears continued to flow and she couldn’t see far enough to find Jalek on the other side of the room. A strong arm encircled her and she knew he’d come to her. The Healers gave her some tissue-like substances and she cleaned up her face enough to look into brilliant amethyst eyes that were soft with affection. Simona could gaze into them forever, but now she wanted to get out of here. The scrutiny was heavy.

      Jalek asked the Healers, “Is she done? Are we free to go now? I want to get her to her rooms so she can rest.” He took her hand, and as they stood to leave he said to Tordin and Malm, “I’ll get her settled and return to your office for any other questions or things you’d like to discuss.”

      “No need, Jalek. It’s late and we all need to get some rest. How about Simona and you meet with us first thing in the morning to see where we go from here. I’ve alerted the other armed ships to surround the council ship as escorts back to Olodia.” He looked down at Simona and said, “Jalek, I’m not sure if you know the gift you’ve been given. Please make sure you show gratitude and appreciation for the many blessings that have been bestowed on you. Good evening, you two. Try to get some rest and I’ll see you in my office in the morning.”

      

      [image: ]

      “Aren’t you going to stay for a while, so we can talk? We need to get ready for tomorrow’s meeting, don’t you think?” she asked, hoping he wouldn’t leave her alone tonight.

      “No, it’s been a long day and I need to decompress. I’d be of no use. I can come by early to pick you up and we can discuss things then, if you’d like.”

      Her heart constricted from the pang of rejection. She was back on the get-away side of his moods. He was pushing her away and she didn’t want to force the issue, but she needed him here with her tonight. Determined not to be that clingy woman, she relented and said, “Sure, that’ll work. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      He smiled and she wanted to cry again. “If you need anything before then, give me a call on the vo-link and I’ll be right over.”

      “Will do,” she said noticing how her voice cracked a little. “See you in the morning.”

      He bent down to kiss her with a sweet, short peck and said, “Thank you for today. I mean it. You are a precious gift in my life and I will honor that.” He turned and walked out of her rooms.

      She collapsed where she stood in a heap of tears. Why was she so miserably emotional? He was just a man—an alien man—but they were essentially the same in a lot of ways. Simona stayed there sobbing and rocking for a while. She was alone in a new world, and hopelessly in love with an alien man with possible PTSD who didn’t want to be around her. Why did life have to suck the same in different galaxies?

      She needed to be held and loved and cherished. This day had ripped her in so many ways and she needed the comfort of another person there with her. Simona didn’t know what to do with herself as she continued to cry and rock, sitting there in the middle of the floor of the common area. After what felt like hours, she got up the strength to go take a long soak in that gaiata bath. She even did her hair and was amazed Jalek hadn’t exaggerated about its miraculous powers for her hair.

      In bed, she cried herself to sleep, wishing she didn’t long to be with Jalek so much. The pain felt real and she ached with a deep, throbbing hurt, down to her bones. Her sleep was fitful and flat. The recurring dream that she’d come to wear like a comfortable blanket to sleep was gone. She was hollow and cold. Laying in that huge bed, her mind replayed everything and she began to berate herself for speaking on Jalek’s behalf.

      It hadn’t occurred to her he might not like how she took it upon herself to speak for him to his superiors.

      “Oh no, I emasculated him in front of the men he admires the most.”

      Personal disgust flooded her as she dealt with a new round of emotions. What right did she have to make such bold assumptions? This wasn’t Earth and they appeared to play by a higher standard of rules. What if instead of making things better, she’d made his predicament worse by opening her big mouth?

      “And this is why you’ll always be alone. A sad, hardened spinster.”

      Her mouth felt like cotton, it was so dry and she needed to drink water, or gaiata, as they called it. Simona got the drink and was about to climb back into bed when someone knocked on her door. She looked at their sundial-type of clock to see it was the equivalent of two o’clock in the morning.

      “What the…” she said, pulling on a robe to see what was up. She couldn’t take another emergency tonight. She needed rest and enough time for the puffiness of her face to go down.

      The knock came again and she hurried to the door, thinking for sure something was wrong. When she opened the door, a tired-looking Jalek stared back at her. His hair hung loose, cascading over his shoulders, and she wanted to faint from the sight of him.

      She stood there, holding the door and blinking as he said, “I couldn’t sleep and I couldn’t stop needing to be with you. May I come in?” Simona continued to stand there, allowing the words to slowly weave their way into her mind for comprehension. “Simona, may I come in?” he asked again.

      “Oh, yes!” she finally managed to get out and stepped aside to allow him to enter.

      When she closed the door and turned around, he stood there looking down at her with so much emotion, it felt like her heart would explode out of her chest.

      “You’ve been crying—a lot. Did I have anything to do with that?” he asked, rubbing a large thumb over the semi-dry tears that stained her cheek.

      His touch ignited her and she tilted her head into his large hand. This time she’d try something new. She’d be honest, let him see the ugly side of her, and just go for it. If he didn’t like what she was on a bad day, he wouldn’t get to the pleasure of being around her on a good day.

      “Yes. I’ve been crying over stupid stuff. I apologize for overstepping my bounds to speak on your behalf. I shouldn’t have done that and if I’ve made matters worse with Tordin or Malm, I apologize.”

      “Nonsense, you are the first person to ever speak up for me in my presence. I apologize to you. I was so overwhelmed by what you did for me, that I didn’t know how to handle it. For so long, whenever I’ve needed to deal with things, I’ve shut down and handled it in private. This time is different. I don’t want to be alone. I want to work through this… with you. I’m ready to show you all the ugliness of what I’ve been hiding for so long. I’ll understand if you don’t want to be around me again afterward, but I’m ready to talk about Rogolas… and my hopes for a future with you.”
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      “That’s why I had to retrieve the breathing mask. At least with the mask, I could get a chance to make that mistake right. It was good to realize some more of my shortcomings, but having them pointed out to me didn’t feel good. This is part of the warriors’ journey, to learn and grow,” he said, ache and hurt still fresh in every word. “Simona, I missed so many important points I should have known, instead I concentrated on the wrong things. My lack of concentration could have cost the lives of the ones I hold dear.”

      “But it didn’t and you learned from your mistakes,” Simona said, moving closer to where he still stood.

      He held her hand in the gentlest way as he poured out more of his heart.

      “I couldn’t get any relief from the nightmares and haunting thoughts of how much I’d failed everyone, especially during the Rogolas incident.” Jalek ended his recount of recent events with Lord Malm and Lady Phoebe, when they had to do an emergency landing on the hot, red planet of Rogolas.

      From what she’d gathered, the entire Rogolas situation was part of a ploy to kill Cordin, Tordin’s older brother. Skleen had used Cordin’s own battleship to attack the Penal ship he was on. When that failed, using a tracker that was implanted into his hairline, they came after the jump he’d been put in to be moved to another one of the ships in the fleet. This had been the jump Jalek was piloting.

      In an attempt to escape the battleship in that unarmed jump, Malm had been forced to land on an uninhabitable planet, Rogolas, after both Jalek and Hordas fell unconscious. Led by Lady Phoebe’s connection to the Goddess, they waited in a subterranean cave until Jalek and Hordas recovered from their neurotoxin poisoning. Jalek had received the worst of the poisoning and had been out the longest. Once Jalek recovered enough to wake, they discovered it was Brantley who had done a lot of the dirty deeds and even managed to poison Malm.

      It was Brantley who had tried to work with the Skleen to kill Tordin and Kyra before, and had been possessed by a dying-but-powerful Skleen. He’d been the one who poisoned Jalek and Hordas and placed the tracker on Cordin as well.

      Lady Phoebe killed Brantley and worked on Malm to get him back to health as Jalek and Hordas navigated the jump back from the planet’s surface. Once Malm regained consciousness, as a senior officer with loads of battle-time experience, he took over piloting the jump past the battle ship that still waited to destroy them on the outskirts of the planet’s atmosphere.

      Simona’s head spun from all the shit Jalek and the others had been through recently and here they were again, in real danger because of some plot to get Cordin. That was a guy who was a much better candidate to be shot into space on a broom, if you asked her.

      “Let me repeat this back to you to make sure I got it right,” she said, preparing to tick off each of the major points he said he’d made mistakes on. Simona took a big breath and started in. “You took Lady Phoebe over to a Penal ship that was in full-on attack, drove the jump with an enemy battleship in hot pursuit on your tail, got infected by some neurotoxin from a parasitic humanoid bottom feeder called Skleen, was in a coma, tried to help Lady Phoebe in a fight that she didn’t want help with, piloted the jump back out of the atmosphere until the guy who’d put it there in the first place woke up to finish the trip, and came back here to no ‘thank yous,’ ‘atta boys,’ or even a simple ‘glad you’re alive’? The only thing they said was that you messed up by leaving a mask behind on another mission,” she said, making certain to emphasize how much he’d actually done that was right. But she wasn’t done yet. His self-vilification and loathing would stop this very minute.

      Simona continued, more anger creeping into her voice as she said, “This being the same mission where you saved Lady Phoebe from death on the space station and then safely escorted Lady Kyra to find Tordin on another planet, after he’d been kidnapped by the Skleen and Cordin?” she ran the back of her hand along his chiseled jaw and said, “I’m exhausted listening to what you all have been through. Mostly I hurt for you, but them… I’m ready to tear a new asshole.”

      Jalek turned toward her and said, “I didn’t tell you my version of events to get pity, pleasure, or for you to become riled up. I told it to you the way I feel it. That account is through the filters of my life. It’s just one side and I’ll be honest, there were many things I’ve learned from those ordeals that I am working on. Their feedback has been spot-on, and I’ve grown as a male.”

      “But every soul needs to know it’s loved and appreciated, if only for a few things. How long has it been since anyone told you you’re freaking amazing, kind, honorable, and pure in your devotion to being a warrior?”

      He looked at her with that penetrating gaze of his and she melted into the bliss of sharing a deep moment where their souls connected. He urged her to let go of any anger she held for any of them. She shared her desire that he accept how wonderful he was to her. They both accepted an unspoken, mutual understanding that they had moved into a deeper union with each other. Simona was the one to break away, unable to hold the link that exposed every part of her for any longer. She broke away and guzzled down more gaiata, as if it was much needed air.

      Jalek encircled her from behind and held her as they swayed together in silence.

      “Thank you for this, the opportunity for me to show you the me no one else gets to see,” he said.

      She laid her head back on his chest and he rested a chin on the top of her head. This was what everything in her craved and needed: them together, alone for a little while with nothing exploding and no one trying to kill them. He was part of her and she was part of him. Yet she knew she was already whole. They were two complete people coming together as two-in-one. Each could exist without the other, but life was richer when they were together.

      The soft rumble of his chest against the back of her head as he spoke made her smile. She loved being held like this by him.

      “Simona, I have to tell you something else. I’ll understand if you don’t agree with it and you have every right to have your decision honored, but I can’t keep this from you any longer.”

      She tensed up, hoping against hope that he wasn’t leaving again, or that there was something that prevented him from being with her. Her breath refused to leave her body as she waited for his next words.

      He sighed, his breath ruffling her hair. “There is an ancient way of the Goddess where at times of extreme upheaval, she’ll intervene and call a male and female together to accomplish a certain task or tasks that help to keep the harmonic balance of creation. This calling is an unction. The two work as one to accomplish the task or tasks and when they are complete, their union is done.”

      Simona didn’t like the way this was going. He was trying to let her down slowly. He didn’t want her getting the wrong idea about what this was. The weight of rejection would have to take a break until she either whipped his ass or got him out of here. She was done! This was too much for anyone to handle, let alone her with all the stuff happening around here in this new alien world. She counted to three to keep a lid on her anger. Simona couldn’t help but turn around to make him look at her as he broke her heart.

      Purity of an honorable man shone through as he stood before her, open and bared to his core. She had to brace herself to continue to look on his truest beauty. Jalek’s outer appearance paled miserably in comparison to the unassuming, self-reflecting, humbled soul that was here before her. It was evident he would never do anything malicious to her.

      Jalek felt deeply, most likely deeper than she ever had dared to try. What it must have been like to feel so much and not believe he could share it with anyone. The enormity of his capacity to care and love didn’t consume her, instead it freed her to trust him—whatever he was about to say—with her heart. Simona was in good hands with this one. She made up her mind that whatever he said next would be infused with wisdom and contemplation that couldn’t and wouldn’t do harm to her. She accepted it and knew it as his truth.

      Smiling like a kid who’d just gotten what he wanted, Jalek continued, “Then there is another type of unction where the Goddess brings the male and female together for a permanent union called a mating. They too have an unction, but it is for life and they work as one.” He paused to look at her and she forced herself to remain still and as emotionless as possible. “There are certain signs that signify this is the type of calling from the Goddess. The two may have dreams about each other before they meet, when they do meet for the first time and touch skin-to-skin there may be a transfer of energy between them that feels like a powerful electric shock, they may find it hard to be away from each other for long and…” he said, taking another pause to look at her, “they cannot function properly on their own until the mating has been completed.”

      She counted off the symptoms of this mating unction and unless Jalek was trying to pull a fast one on her, she was batting four for four. “What are you saying, Jalek? I need you to come out with it in plain speech.” Simona knew it wasn’t right for her to make him lay all his cards on the table before showing any of hers, but she was too raw from all the crying and feeling she’d already done tonight.

      “I’m glad you asked, because I can’t take it any longer, hiding what I want. Simona, I believe you’re my mate and I want to find out if you’ll have me as yours.”

      “My mate? Does that mean what I think it means? Are we talking like boyfriend-girlfriend or like Kyra-Tordin, Phoebe-Malm type of mate?”

      He looked a bit puzzled for a moment. Then spoke up, “I don’t do that whole boyfriend thing. Either we’re together or we’re not. There’s no trial to see if this works. I believe we make it work through thick and thin. Therefore, to answer your question, I’m talking about,” he pointed to her and then back to himself and said, “Simona-Jalek type of mate. I don’t care what others do, only what we do. I know it’s soon and we’ve only been around each other for a few cycles, but I’ve spent enough time with you in that short period to run the spectrum of emotions and circumstances. You’ve shown me how you are under pressure, when you’re happy and sad, when you’re confused and clever, and I’m taken with each and every one of your states of being. I know I’m not as interesting or talkative as Rilic but my feelings for you are true. Thus, my question to you, dear Simona, is will you consider becoming my mate?”

      Simona felt the buzz of excitement humming through her body to the core. This man wanted to be her mate. She was still a bit fuzzy on his definition, but she’d get him to clarify and if it resembled the commitment she wanted, she’d accept in a half of a heartbeat.

      “I need a few points clarified before I can answer your question. What does a mate mean to you? Describe what that relationship looks like,” she said, hoping he didn’t screw it up with some antiquated definition of marriage where she ended up with a new job and a grown baby.

      “I’d be most happy to tell you, but first I’d like to say that I believe that is something we should define together and not me trying to make you fit into any of my selfish definitions. I do know one thing that has to be part of a mate for me.”

      “Oh yeah? What is it?”

      “She has to be you and you have to be free to love me and be with me as who you are. I don’t want you to change for me, I just want you to find a way to commit to love and be with me each day we both breathe air. I want you.”

      “Where have you been all my jerk-magnet days? Greeting card companies would eat you up! But seriously, you, my wonderful Jalek, would be getting yourself into a mating so deep and strong you wouldn’t be able to get out of it even with a lifetime supply of chocolate. Think about that—no take backs. I’m stubborn, sometimes think my way is the only way, and have a tendency to take over. This is me being honest, too.”

      “I already know that about you and more,” he said.

      “Oh yeah, like what?” she asked, surprised that he might have some insights into her.

      “Like how you fight for those no one else hears or pays attention to, how you love and protect with a fierce devotion, how every time you move the air around you sparkles from all the powerful electricity and excitement you create, and how much you try to hide your heart to protect it from getting hurt. Simona,” he said, peering into her eyes, “I would never intentionally hurt you, but when and if I do, I give you permission to take me to task… just try to be gentle.” He smiled and she wanted to cry again.

      Simona wasn’t used to winning at love. It was foreign and a bit daunting. What if she messed up and hurt him?

      “Jalek, I’m not good at personal relationships and especially romantic ones. I don’t want to hurt you either, but I have no clue how that’s done. My track record is zero for all my previous attempts. All I can offer is my deep, strong commitment to you that even chocolate can’t break.”

      “What is it with this chocolate food? You and Lady Phoebe are fascinated with chocolate. Is it that good and powerful?”

      “I used to think so. Many women back home feel the same way. Having met you though, and getting the possibility to learn and grow with you, I’d gladly give it all away to know we’re in this together, giving it our best each cycle.”

      “That’s it. I know this is going to work.”

      “How so? I haven’t completely said yes just yet. I’m still not sure you fully understand what you’ll be getting into with me,” she said, hugging him around his tapered waist, marveling at how she could feel his v-cut through the light shirt he wore. She licked her lips in anticipation of exploring that and many other parts of him.

      “I know because you’re willing to give up this powerful chocolate and you said cycle instead of day.”

      “And coffee, don’t forget coffee, but true enough—you got me.”

      He paused and looked at her as if trying to take in all of her before he said, “Will you be my mate, dear Simona Crowley? I need an answer, please?”

      “Yes… as long as you agree to spend the rest of the night here with me—or me with you in your quarters. I don’t want to be away from you, especially tonight,” she said, noticing the purring quality to her voice.

      That was new.

      He smiled that rakish smile of his and said, “If we stay together tonight, there’s no way I’m not going to want to complete our mating. I wanted to give you time to think about when you wanted that to happen. I don’t want you feeling rushed.”

      “Oh? What do we need to do to complete the mating process? Is there some type of ceremony we have to do or get Tordin up to officiate over? I’m ready. You is mine now!” she said, giggling at the face he made at the mention of Tordin’s name.

      “Goddess no! There most assuredly will not be anyone with us when we complete the mating. And, don’t bring up Lord Tordin’s name and mating in the same sentence—please? That is not an image I want forming in my head.” He looked stricken and she feared she’d broken the spell of the moment with her attempt at humor. That would teach her about trying to hide feelings behind mirth. He pulled her toward the sofa as he said, “It’s my fault I haven’t done a good job at explaining what mating is and how to complete it, forgive. I think you need to sit down for this part, while I explain what it entails.”

      Simona didn’t want to sit, she wanted to try to seduce him. The amount of talking was draining her. She needed more action going on here. Jalek had been too much of a gentleman and she wanted him in her bed, with her, now.

      Without the couth she would have liked to exhibit, she said, “Tell me where I stand or I’m going to scream. I’m tired of talking and want to go to bed—us, now. Jalek, if you could hear the thoughts going through my mind right now, you’d get an idea of all the fun things I’d like to do to you and of course, with you.” Passion ignited in his eyes, turning them so deep in color they looked like deep-purple blue. Noting their change in color, she knew she had him where she could get him to stay. “Good, now tell me right now, right here, what we must do to complete the mating, so that can be done. Please and thank you.”

      He smiled a smile that held great promise, lifted her chin up and said, “It starts with this.” He kissed her until she started to stumble from the passion of the moment. “I thought you might like that. Now that I have you in a state where you can appreciate this, I’ll say that the mating bond is completed when I share my seed with you in the act of sexual intercourse.”

      “Yes! Thank you Lordy!” she said before she could catch the words. Couth and etiquette had quit trying with her a long time ago. “For real? We get to have sex to bond ourselves to each other?”

      “Yes, that’s how it works,” he said chuckling at her dancing and snapping her fingers to the imaginary beat of the classic Funkytown in her head.

      “I was going to try to either seduce you or clunk you over the head and drag you off to bed, but now I just want to stop talking and start walking in that direction,” she said, pointing in the direction of the bedroom. “Just so you know, I’m no good with all that foreplay, cutesy stuff. I like to the point, we’re doing this sort of action. Don’t get me wrong, I love foreplay, I just don’t want you to think I need it to go on forever.”

      He nodded as his eyes twinkled with mirth. “You, Simona, are one of the most delightful females I’ve ever encountered.”

      “You damn right. That’s why I’m going to be your mate. Now get to stepping, that direction, march,” she commanded, fighting the urge to swat him on his perfect ass.

      He moved toward the bedroom, grabbing her hand and pulling her up into his arms as he crossed over the threshold. “I learned this is one of your customs for something similar on your planet.”

      Simona smiled so hard, she had to laugh at how much joy she’d been given. Jalek was about to make her his mate.
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      He set her down in the entrance of the bedroom and before she could make a move, he grabbed and pinned her to the wall as he began to kiss and feel her body.

      Simona still had on the robe and struggled to get free of it. Jalek helped her out of it, but he didn’t stop there. “I want to see all of you,” he said, removing her top.

      When his eyes took in the fullness of her ample breasts, soft belly and full arms, he licked his lips and came back to her. “You, dear Simona, are exquisite. How is it you came to me before one of your males fought to make you his own?”

      “You obviously have no clue what the men on Earth prefer, do you? I could have gone a lifetime without a mate if I was still on Earth. My looks and body aren’t exactly considered the beauty ideal.”

      “Then your males are fools, the entire lot of them,” he said, kissing her upturned chin.

      Simona held in a breath as he sank to his knees, kissing the sensitive flesh of her stomach and moving down to the top of her pajama bottoms. Jalek took his time, working his way back up to her swollen, large breasts. His warm, manly hand cradled one as she watched in wonder. He used the ultimate of care, bringing her taut nipple in to his hot mouth. She was sure her eyes rolled back into her head as he ran his tongue around the bud in a slow exploration of the sensitive flesh. A gentle pull from his sucking made her hiccup with excitement.

      Simona concentrated on breathing in as evenly-spaced breaths as possible. A lock of his thick, dark sable brown hair tickled her other breast. She ran a hesitant hand through his hair and moaned from the liquid fire that marched through her body, on its way to burn away every last piece of shyness or apprehension.

      He continued to feast on that lucky breast as he said, “Please, don’t stop touching me. I love feeling your hands in my hair. Touch any part of me you wish.”

      Unbelievable.

      Simona took both hands and ran them through his hair down to his scalp. The silky, soft strands wrapped around her fingers as their large waves gave way to her kneading and massage. She shuddered from the release of his mouth with a pop of that breast as he moved on to take in the other. Over and over he worked her up into a frenzy. She gasped for air and strength as he pulled out moans, whimpers and sighs from her at command.

      Her body was his playground to do with as he pleased. She didn’t know if she could take much more without coming right here. She never thought she could come from having her nipples sucked. He treated them in a way that sent tingles of pleasure directly to her core.

      “Ooh yes… I think you’re a breast man, Jalek.”

      “Yes, I am and I’m a Simona male, too. I can’t get enough of you. I’m insatiable for you and plan to explore and devour every inch of every part of you.”

      Lord, help me.

      Simona’s heart flipped harder than when they were in the jump on the way back from the council ship. This time, Jalek was the rollercoaster ride of pleasure. Jalek was a master at his task. He understood what her body wanted and needed and took his time. He was so tuned into her, she couldn’t breathe without him knowing how to make her pant and moan.

      His massive hand moved under the band of her pants and her reflex was to clench her legs together. “No, sweet Simona, open—please. I’m open to you. Come now and give me access to your essence. You, love,” he said, accentuating each word with a kiss to her breasts, stomach and hips, “must be open to me. Yes?”

      “Mmm, yes,” she answered, loving the feel of his large hand cupping the moist juncture between her thighs.

      She relaxed and spread her legs a little more as she held onto his shoulders and allowed the probing of his large finger to run the length of the seam of her folds. Simona was back to irregular breathing as he pushed a little of a finger into her entrance and stilled. A soft, deep groan floated up to her as he held still for a moment and breathed in long and deep.

      “What is it?” she asked, hoping something wasn’t wrong.

      Violet eyes looked up into her own. They were hazed with passion as he spoke, “I’m overwhelmed by the intensity of the moment. You allowing me to mate with you for life is a gift I’m trying hard to accept. You honor me so, I want to make this right for you and show you I’m worthy of your love and acceptance. You, Simona, are my gift and I do not know what I could have possibly done to deserve you from the Goddess.”

      She cradled his head into her breast and kissed the crown. She chuckled, thinking this would be a rare occasion that she would be able to have this vantage point. As if led by some unknown force, she kissed the crown of his head again and held still, lips pressed there. So subtle she would have missed it if not in tune with him, she felt his spirit and essence. Jalek was so clean and fresh in his outlook of life, that his connection to consciousness was wide open.

      Simona felt the need to cover and protect him like never before. She placed her dominant hand on the place where her lips had been and then her other hand. Jalek stayed still, not speaking, and allowed her to do what she willed. The knowing force of power moved through her, causing her fingers and palms to tingle. Heat rose from him into her palms as they stayed there for a protracted moment. Then she knew it was done. He was protected and covered by the same power she had always relied on. The Goddess was here and guided her. His purity was intact and now he had a filter to sift intentions through and weigh actions on.

      The moment melted into an increased desire to continue what they’d started and their passion burned deeper for each other than before. She watched as Jalek removed his hand and licked the moisture of her womanhood from his finger with an impassioned smile.

      “I need to move you to the bed where I can get full access to your lovely form. Please and thank you,” he said, using her phrase.

      Her heart brightened at how easy and right it was to be with him and give control over to him for the start of the rest of their relationship. She followed as he led her over to the large platform bed. When she was there, he directed her to crawl in. Once she sat in the middle of the bed and stared back at him, she smiled with delight as he began to disrobe for her. Jalek held her gaze as he took off each piece of clothing until he stood there in front of her in all his wondrously naked glory.

      He looked better than her best dream and more than she could have ever imagined. The sprinkling of dark hair that covered his chest and formed a trail down to his manhood made her light-headed with the promise of being able to run her hands through it. Her eyes marched down to take in his manhood and she feasted on the sight of perfection. It matched the other parts of him in beauty, size, and appeal, as it jutted straight toward her.

      She tried to hold her excitement and composure in, but he reminded her, “I ask that you be honest and totally yourself with me as I will be myself with you. Don’t do or not do anything based on what you think I want. I’m offering myself to you, as your mate, and I want you to do whatever you want with me. I encourage you to find it in your heart to give me your all as well. We’re here together and I want you to know I honor you with all of me,” he said.

      “I will most certainly give you my all. It’s yours, now come here to me. I want to feel you, skin to skin,” she said, noticing how thick with arousal her voice had become.

      She started to remove her bottoms and he stopped her as he climbed onto the bed. Simona couldn’t help but imagine a graceful, large predatory cat like a panther, or sleek jaguar when she watched this man move. He had grace, animalistic power and passion as well. Jalek pulled her pajama bottoms down with efficient precision and tossed them behind him without a backward glance. He started at the bottom, kissing the soles of her feet and moved his way up her body until he met the juncture of her womanhood with his mouth.

      “Open for me,” he said, his voice commanding and deeper than usual.

      She did as he commanded and almost screamed when she felt his hot tongue lick the outer lips of her sex. He took the time to explore, opening her up more to sample her nectar. Simona bucked with delight when he used his tongue to plunge into her core. He held her firm, pulling her back into his probing and piercing hot tongue. “You taste so much sweeter than I imagined. I could stay here and feast on you all cycle long.”

      Like with her breasts, Jalek worshipped and meditated on his task, driving her up a steady incline of pleasure. He was methodical and yet free in his administration of pleasure. He responded to her body, giving more pleasure in the actions she responded to. Yes, he learned her body and what she wanted and needed.

      Simona prided herself on being subdued and in control of her faculties. She wasn’t one to scream or say repetitive gibberish over and over, with arms flaying about, but now she understood how and why that happened. She wanted to scream, cry and wail at the way he worked her over and over, pulling out that which she always hoped was there but could never access.

      He’d located and pulled her joy to the forefront.

      Simona’s body went into emotional ecstasy overdrive as her breathing started to increase to the point she panted harder than any sexual encounter she’d ever experienced. This was way more than she imagined it would be. Never in her dreams had she imagined that Jalek would be a precise professional, knowing how to bring a woman to the brink with just his tongue. She fought hard to keep from coming to climax so soon and without him.

      It had been so long, over two years since she’d gone on her cock fast, and at first she thought that it was just pent-up urges, but she soon realized that no one else had ever done this deed right by her. The more he licked, sucked, probed and teased, the more she lost control of her faculties.

      “Oh my… yes Jalek. That is amazing,” she said, wishing she could shut up about it and be more sophisticated. The more she attempted to keep quiet, the more he ravished her body. Her head lolled back and forth and he grabbed her hips and pulled her back into his waiting mouth again. “Jalek I can’t stop it, I’m going to come, I can’t… you have to give me a break. Now, ooh yes, now!”

      He refused to let up, “Come for me, my beautiful little warrior. I need to taste more of your nectar and bring you pleasure. You have honored me by accepting me and I want you to know pleasure as part of my worship of your essence, body, and spirit.” He looked up long enough to look her in the eyes and said, “I adore and love you Simona, please allow me to make you come as many times as you can stand it.”

      Oh shit!

      This man said as many times as she could stand it? They had to work in the morning. She wanted to be able to function and if he did what he promised, she’d be no good. There would be nothing left but for her to stay in bed and recuperate from being ravished by Jalek. Her mind gave up trying to deal with the sexual stimulus onslaught and she allowed the wash of a powerful climax to take her over the edge.

      Jalek kept on loving her and pulling the orgasm out of her. Simona found her body quaked with the excitement of the release. When she came back into her body enough to make a few coherent sentences, she mumbled, “Inside, I want you inside me, please?”

      The man had her begging. This was going to be an excellent mating ritual.

      Without another word, he used that animalistic grace to move up her body to get into position to enter her. He nudged her thighs open more to accommodate the width of his body and said, “Are you sure you’d like to consummate our union now? I will stop if you say the word. No matter when, if you say stop I will, dear Simona.”

      She shook her head and forced the words to make sense and come out. “I want to be your mate and I want to experience this beautiful event with you now, and hopefully very often afterwards.”

      That was all the permission he needed to proceed. Simona had taken in the fact that he was extremely well endowed, and her body ached for him so much, she was certain she would be able to handle him.

      She felt the tip of his manhood part her folds, as he took his time preparing her body to receive him for the first time. Simona loved how in control and considerate he was during this initial joining. She was learning that just because he was sensitive didn’t mean he couldn’t be a take-charge man in the bedroom, and he had the skills to make her holler with pleasure.

      Over and over, he rubbed himself against her entrance, coaxing her body to relax and except his girth. She wanted him inside her and she knew she was ready by how much she ached for him and her core pulsed and throbbed for him.

      Simona reached down and guided him into her, pushing against him. His taunt manhood speared her entrance as she began to rock into him.

      “Slowly Simona, I don’t want to hurt you, we have time, I promise,” he said almost in a cooing manner.

      She pushed her pelvis up as his came down and he was a little more inside her. Simona marveled at how her body’s core accepted and contracted around him, pulling him into her more and more. They began to move in harmony, like yin and yang. Soon they met in a dance of excellent tempo and power as he became fully seated, deep within her, and it was the best experience she’d ever had.

      “Yes, you feel so good, I can’t get enough,” she whispered in his ear.

      He thrust into her and her body greeted him with more of her nectar. Over and over they met and retreated, building up the momentum and friction that offered the ecstasy she thought was made up from fairy tales. She knew she was close to the edge again, but she wanted to crest together with him.

      Jalek increased the tempo, bringing her along with him as he took them to higher heights of pleasure. He was forceful and gentle at the same time, moving her closer to the edge with each thrust. Simona wouldn’t last long and the reality was she wanted to have the stamina to go on and on, but he demanded her all and she gave it without reserve.

      When she thought it couldn’t get any better, he placed her legs on his shoulders and surged in harder and faster, making her say short little repetitive yeses. Simona was officially that wanton woman, stuck in a pleasure loop of audible gibberish. Jalek was her love god and she was a worshipper of his power.

      “Jalek I’m coming, I can’t help it… I’m coming,” she said, feeling the tingling of a million happy vibes hitting her body and pinging every emotion she had.

      “I’m with you Simona, we’ll come together,” he said, holding onto her with a firm grip that showed how much he wanted to be with her.

      Simona pushed up and against him more as she came. He increased his thrusts to an inhuman speed and as he came with her, whispered in her ear, “I fell in love with you the moment I saw you on that space station. You were the one I left that mask for, even if I didn’t know it. I love you, Simona, my mate.” They fell into orgasmic oblivion together and stayed intertwined for a few moments more. When Jalek left her body, he said, “Don’t worry, I’ll be back soon.”

      She laughed out loud at that. He had a fun streak and she was beyond happy that he allowed himself to share that part with her. With him no longer inside her, she felt empty and scrambled to be at his side. It amazed her that even though she was tall and larger than many women, this man made her feel like a pretty, delicate, lovely woman. She couldn’t have asked for a better mate and thanked the Goddess for all the things that had prepared and brought her to this moment.

      Jalek  quickly returned with two large containers of gaiata. She sat up, thankful for his thoughtfulness. When she finished and passed the empty container to him, she slid back down into the warm coverings thinking they would sleep. He returned to the bed, hunger ablaze in those uniquely amethyst-colored eyes of his as he said, “No sleep. That was our mating completion, this is round two.”

      Simona lodged no complaints. He slid back into her arms and inside her body with ease, setting a pace and rhythm that took them to sexual oblivion. The air of the room was charged with sensual power. They came together as they played and enjoyed exploring each other again and again. Jalek was true to his words, there would be no sleep tonight.
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      “I see the Goddess has been busy.” Tordin said, looking at the couple with a knowing smile.

      Simona knew he would be able to tell what they’d been up to. They both had that sappy, happy but extremely tired look. They hadn’t gotten much sleep before the meeting and she was the happiest she’d ever been. Jalek was her mate and Tordin knew as soon as they’d entered the room.

      Jalek had definitely been thorough in his task. The way he took his time, making sure she knew he loved every inch and part of her, rocked her to her essence. Memories of the night before danced in her head like little bits of delight. She plucked one and then another, savoring the thought of each. She felt Jalek give her hand a gentle squeeze to come back to the present. When she looked over at him, he wore a grin and licked his full lips in promise of more to come. Simona went from warm to boiling hot for her mate in an instant. She vaguely heard Tordin clear that deep, rumbling voice of his to get their attention.

      “Excuse me, but I thought we’d get started. Are you two able to concentrate enough on the words that are coming out of my mouth? A simple nod from each of you will do,” he said, chuckling.

      They did as he asked, each nodding and enjoying this new side of their relationship with the commander. He showed a new respect for both of them, and Simona was happy to see it wasn’t missed by Jalek either.

      As they began the meeting, Rilic and Malm joined them. One look at the couple and both men grinned and congratulations went around. Simona was amazed at how normal it was to congratulate someone for having sex—mind blowing, make you do things you never thought you would sex—but sex nonetheless. Then she realized that by Jalek making her his mate, he’d shown them he was in a new phase of life. He had a wife and a commitment to her now. That changed their dynamic and respect level for him.

      Simona wondered how different her interactions with Kyra and Phoebe would be, now that she was mated to Jalek. Would they see her as more than the youngest of the trio? Or, would she be forever stuck in that position in their group? These two were still Earth women and all bets were off as to what they might do.

      This meeting went well, moving through the necessary points with an efficiency Simona could only admire and hope to possess one day. No wonder Jalek was nigh obsessed with having great skills like these. The three men, Tordin, Malm, and Rilic, could run all of Earth and put an end to global fighting in one day.

      When they had a chance to get up to speed on the progress Devar and his men had made, she couldn’t help but tune into Jalek’s temperament. To her great relief, he was the same even-tempered Jalek. There was no deep brooding or retreat into himself. Simona thanked the Goddess for allowing her to be a part of a union that brought forth such powerful changes for the better. She knew in her own self, having Jalek as her mate allowed her to give up the need to be in control and always be right about things. He was a more than capable leader and partner.

      She trusted him with her and every other person’s life in this room. For the first time, she felt like she could relax and allow him to help her. Simona didn’t have to always be the vigilant one, standing guard and on alert. They were a team and he was more than capable of holding up his part of their union. Simona loved being mated to Jalek. For now, she needed to concentrate on the meeting and stop floating off to la la land, swooning over her mate.

      Tordin said, “Cordin is back on board and being guarded in an area in the lower part of the ship by some of Malm’s hand-picked warriors.”

      Malm nodded, acknowledging this fact and then added, “We managed to get one of the members of the delegation to talk a little. His words were cryptic, but we believe there is another attack planned. We don’t know which ship it will be, but we will start trimming it down from everything we know and work from there.”

      “How long until we reach Olodia?” Rilic asked.

      “We reach Olodia atmosphere in the next two to three cycles. I hope to have this wrapped up by then. In the meantime, I’ve dispatched additional small teams, like the one Devar led, to the other ships,” Tordin said.

      “How long will that take to complete?” Malm asked, looking at one of those glass tablets with their form of writing on it.

      “They’ll have each of the ships completed by end of cycle.” Malm looked satisfied with the timetable. Tordin looked over at the couple and said with a broad smile, “Jalek and Simona, you’ll be happy to know the warriors sent many thanks for giving them the blueprint of how to cover the ships and what to look for. Your plan of execution is innovative and a great way to approach covering so much ground accurately in a short span of time.”

      Tordin was officially way out of the dog house with Simona, impressing her with how he was keeping his promise to openly honor and respect her mate. She liked how much the commander was true to his word. His brand of “please and thank you” manners was on point.

      Nice.

      Then Tordin got back to a topic he’d promised he’d revisit. Turning his full attention on Simona he asked, “Simona, when Jalek left the space station, your colleagues used two different devices. Based on Jalek’s recollection of what each of them did, do you think you could tell us what actually happened? The first one caused a spike in the EMF and the second caused the jump’s cloaking device to weaken for a few seconds.”

      She thought about it and then groaned.

      “What is it, love?” Jalek asked, concern shown all over his body. He wore his feelings so openly she would never allow him to play poker or any games like that. He was pure and she loved him for it.

      Simona thought through the possible scenarios of what those morons could have used and each was no better than the other. She went back to the one that was the most obvious, although overkill, and began to tell this group of alien men what they dreaded.

      “I know the guys who were sent to the space station for me, they are brute force kind of men in their approach,” she said. “And, yes I know so am I, but I guess that’s our culture in the agency and it works. Anyway, we cover investigating accidents, mysteries, and events that seem out of the ordinary; like alien presence. If the guys thought for a moment aliens might be involved, then they would have used devices to expose and track them, I mean you.”

      “Such as?” Malm said. His extremely deep voice managed to startle her.

      “Well, that’s the problem. I don’t know if they used some of the more clever devices or if they went for the obvious. I will say that if they used any of these, the outcome is still that you have been discovered, and most likely they have proof.” She allowed those words to sink in as the men, including Jalek, looked grim.

      “Simona, love, please give us specifics of what might have happened. I need to know what they were able to do.” Jalek said.

      She knew more about how his mind worked and hated that he most likely felt this was all his fault. She gave his hand a squeeze of assurance and spoke up.

      “Here’s the skinny. The first device was most likely an electronic field disruptor. Jalek told me the jumps use hydrogen as the fuel and power source, but our device is set up to suspend and isolate different types of energy. They weren’t trying to stall out the jump, they were attempting to determine the type of energy at work, to be able to study it and add it to our—oops, no longer work there—their repository of knowledge. Oh, and to figure out a way to find and most likely capture you. Sorry, but Earth men all have huge chips tattooed on their shoulders. They have to be at the top of the Apex predator chain.”

      Simona paused and saw that they all kept up with her and understood.

      She continued. “Since it appears you understand their motivations very well, you’ll also understand that for them, it’s not enough to learn how to fight you, they like to track and hunt as well. The second device was a bit of overkill but hey, that’s what they do, build big toys and use them. The reason your cloaking failed wasn’t because they jammed it, it was most likely because they wrapped the jump with a nanotechnology that worked like breathable, stretchable, invisible cling wrap. In that wrap are various microscopic trackers that cling to the object that this wrap encases.”

      Tordin’s eyes were large when he asked, “Are you saying they have the ability to track that jump?”

      “In a word, yes. The nanotechnology doesn’t need to be hooked up to any remote location, it can exist autonomously. When they’re ready to retrieve the location and any other data it’s gathered, they can. My suggestion, ditch that bitch now.”

      All the men sat in stunned silence. The jump had been harboring invisible technology that was tracking them.

      Rilic asked, “This technology can work even through the hyper sling vortex, many light years away?”

      “I don’t see why not. They already use it for probes they send many light years away to gather data on stars, galaxies, and space anomalies. It takes a while for the data to come back because there’s no hyper sling to travel through, but yes it could still work. That is, based on that logic.”

      More silence.

      “One good thing is that the jump sustained a close range blast on the same side. Maybe that caused the wrap to fail?”

      “Do you know how to investigate to see if it is indeed attached and if it is still working?” Tordin asked.

      “No, I’ve never had the chance to use it. Again, it’s been considered overkill, at least for  the agency I belonged to. It was given as a last ditch effort to locate alien spacecraft or prove the existence of it.” Then another part of the device’s capabilities popped into her mind. “Another reason the cloaking device could have weakened was that a low-frequency but high definition image can be taken at the same time the wrap is applied. This is so the agent has proof of the need for using the device. It ain’t cheap and they have to justify why they’d use it.” She looked at all the sullen faces around the room and felt like she’d been the one to snatch up all the joy. “Hey fellas, good thing is, if they did manage to track you, we have about forty years to get prepared.”

      “Try telling that to the IGA,” Rilic said, looking sick to his stomach.

      “What’s the IGA?” she asked.

      “It’s the Intergalactic Alliance. It’s our checks and balance system. Galaxies have Emperors but the IGA shares certain powers over many galaxies. It has representatives from each of the member galaxies and has strict rules and laws about this. The fact that any Earthian is on this ship is in direct violation of a lot of IGA laws,” Jalek said, not looking any better than the rest of the men.

      “My father, the Emperor of our galaxy, has taken the brunt of the heat from the IGA, but with this latest turn of events, I don’t know if he will be able to help us. If Earthians are able to locate and come to us, that might be the start of something we’ve been trying to avoid for many millennia. Simona, you yourself know that if they discover us, the probability of them attempting war would be great.” Tordin looked down as he said this next part, “I mean no harm when I say this, but history has shown that your variant of humanoid is petty, prejudiced, fearful, and highly aggressive. There would be no way they wouldn’t try to either overthrow or annihilate us. Then we would be forced to retaliate and it would end with no winners.”

      Simona understood more than ever what he meant. Watching how Jalek viewed battle had opened her eyes to what they thought of as a warrior. They were so much alike and different from humans. Olodians preserved life. It hadn’t gone without notice that they were vegetarians. Nor did she miss the fact that they paid no real attention or homage to outer appearances.

      Of course they could appreciate a comely visage, but it didn’t make them think that was a representation of the entirety of the person. Instead they sought to reveal the true image of the person, based on character, actions, and honor. That is why when they looked at her and each other, they really looked. Their eyes were brilliant and piercing and maybe this was why. They were looking at so many different dimensions of a person simultaneously, that they needed to have these amazing eyes to see.

      She could have been blue, with ten horns, and she knew without a shadow of a doubt Jalek would still love her. The fact that she happened to look somewhat like them as a humanoid being was of no benefit or detraction. What mattered was her entirety. Boy she wished she could be like them when she grew up!

      Here she was mated to one of the most beautiful men in terms of outward appearance and she knew with an intimate acquaintance that he worked hard each day on becoming a better man. He saw all of himself as the project to work on. Simona even realized that she didn’t stare too much at how he looked on the outside now that she’d spent time with him. Instead she found herself staring into his eyes and looking at the health and beauty of his totality. Her reward was seeing his purity, hope and faith in people. He allowed her to lay down her need to cover herself in the tainted shroud of defensive, mistrusting, anger-filled mind games to pick up the light load of the enjoyment of exploring herself and who she was.

      No way—I’m married to a Zen Master.

      Her attention turned back to the room and she was amazed at how much the Goddess had hooked her up. Then just as fast, Simona was knocked backed into sobriety by the weight of her species’ faults. The men were discussing how to prepare the jump to be discarded with coordinates back to Earth’s galaxy. Her first thought was to load it with explosives to disintegrate if anyone tried to board it and she realized how much of that orientation was Earth-ingrained in her as well.

      I’m a freaking GI Jane wannabe.

      That was why she’d attacked first and then asked questions later when she first encountered Jalek. That and the fact that she’s a hot-head who liked to fight.

      

      [image: ]

      “Give me a status report. Where is Cordin?” the hooded warrior asked.

      “Sir, he is back here on the mothership and under the watch of Tordin’s males.”

      “What? I see you managed to get him back here but in the wrong way. No matter, he’s run his course of usefulness anyway. I also sense you are holding something from me. You were late for our meeting and I would not like to entertain the thought that you would withhold pertinent information from me. What is it, warrior?”

      “Sir… we lost nine and one has been captured,” the spy said.

      “Nine. That is three more than we calculated.” Half of his force of elite warriors was gone and phase two hadn’t been activated yet. “No matter, these warriors are crossed-trained. They can cover the loss. Now tell me about the one who is captured. How much does he know about the second phase?”

      “He was one of the males I used to place the triggers, but he does not know their exact use or the specifics. I was vague as you suggested, only giving them enough information to carry out their tasks.”

      There was no way he would give this male any pats on the back. His mannerisms screamed that there was more bad news he was trying to withhold.

      “Did you dispose of all the council? What of Rilic?” There was hesitation. The hooded warrior knew he would not like the answer. “Well? Speak up warrior, or face my wrath.”

      “Yes, all the council members listed on the ship’s manifest were located and expired… except Rilic. He had help and managed to escape.”

      “What? What sort of help?”

      “Jalek, son of Lord Quan, and the new Earthian female were there and helped him get back here to the mothership.”

      “Jalek? He’s alive? What of him? Did any of the warriors bring harm to him?”

      “Unfortunately no, he and the female went unharmed. They were an unexpected snag in the plan. Without expecting them, our males had to split up their efforts. He and that female fought off our men with surprising skill. We will be better prepared next time. Rilic was injured, but without our inside contact still alive, I do not have a status update as to his condition.”

      “What of the council ship? Is it still operational?”

      “Yes, but another group of males were sent over to quickly regain order. The ship is being escorted back with all of the ships that have battle capabilities trained on it.”

      This was not what the hooded warrior wanted to hear. “I need that ship under our control. Get as many elite warriors as you can spare to find a way to get it back into our control. We will make use of the element of surprise. They will not expect another attack on the same ship.”

      The hooded warrior thought about this latest development. Was there a leak among his ranks? Jalek and that female must have been there based on knowing something was about to happen. Why else would Rilic have had help getting off that ship, at that time in the cycle?

      The hooded warrior fought down the hint of doom that ate away his resolve in the dark recesses of his consciousness. Having control of that ship was the central part of the plan. He wouldn’t let this male know, but he could not lose that part of the plan. The slightest show of uncertainty and that male would attempt to seize control from him.

      That was the problem with using the outliers of society. Their deviant traits were the best and worst aspects of working with them. He’d learned how to cultivate their hatred of everything cultured and acceptable. On the other hand, it was a volatile task. He could lose control of them at any time. That’s why his plan was to make certain they all died before this was over, especially this one. He would find another to groom and use, once he was back and in power on Olodia. His biggest concern right now was his escape. Everything hinged on him having a way to escape before phase two was completed, and that plan started first thing next cycle.
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      “Hi there! Sorry to stop by unannounced, but we wanted to check in on you before you and Jalek got caught up in Tordin and Malm’s latest adventure,” Kyra said, standing at Simona’s door with a less-enthused Phoebe.

      “Come on in,” Simona said to the two. “Jalek’s not here. He went somewhere with your husbands.”

      “Yeah, we know, I think it might be some right of passage sort of thing, like an after-party for mating, except with no hookers or strippers,” Kyra said.

      Phoebe rolled her eyes and took a seat on the large sofa. Yes, Simona had pegged her right. Kyra was most definitely the perky one of the group. Simona joined them in the sitting area and waited to see what would happen next with these two.

      “So what have y’all been up to, since I last saw you?” Simona asked, hoping to break the ice.

      This time Phoebe spoke up. “Work, and staying out of the way of the Goddess. We wanted to give her time to do her thing. Congratulations—from what I hear, Jalek is a new man.”

      “Yeah, Tordin says he smiles a lot more, is not so grumpy and… well, isn’t perfectly, boringly uptight all the time. That last part is mine, not Tordin’s words,” Kyra said.

      Simona laughed in spite of herself. “Yep, I know what you mean. He was a little wound up there for a moment.”

      “So how is it? You know, being mated. Do you find you want to take care of him and at the same time totally tie him up too?” Phoebe asked.

      Simona would have to make sure she kept an eye on that one. Phoebe definitely liked things rough. She was a pretty good judge of character and Phoebe had a naughty, dark side. Simona could only imagine what she and Malm managed to get into.

      “You look amazing, by the way. I see gaiata is treating you right. That stuff is a miracle worker,” Kyra said.

      “Don’t forget to keep drinking it all the time as well. Speaking of, may I have some? This kid is sucking me dry,” Phoebe said, attempting to get up.

      “Yeah, stay right there and I’ll get you some.”

      “Bring enough for all of us,” Kyra said. “You know, this is funny. If this was back on Earth, the liquid would most likely be wine or something alcohol-based. Funny thing is, there’s so much from home that I don’t miss as much as I thought I would.”

      “I still miss football, chocolate, coffee, and the Internet—mostly for social media, online shopping, and celebrity gossip. Do they still have the Internet back home?” Phoebe asked.

      “Don’t mind her,” Kyra said. “She keeps a list and when Malm makes her mad, she uses it as proof of her love and devotion to guilt him. I think most of the time she’s just hangry with that baby sucking up all of her food. That woman eats nonstop now.”

      “Look you little heiflette, I’m sitting right here. I can hear you and will train my child to demand his Aunt Kyra always keep all his favorite foods stocked,” Phoebe said, giving Kyra an eye that let Simona know these two loved each other like sisters.

      “That’s fine as long as he doesn’t mess up Aunt Kyra and Uncle Tordin’s naked fun time.”

      “Ew, not again with the naked fun time. Every time Malm wants to take a bath with me, I think of you two nuts. You’ve messed me up, Kyra, no more sharing. Simona still has a chance.”

      Simona laughed so hard she started hiccupping. That was a thing with her. If she laughed too hard, or got too excited, hiccups came. Oh well, this was worth it. These two were hilarious.

      “Look what you did Phoebe. She’s got the hiccups.”

      “I didn’t do anything but tell the truth. You two are too much. Who would have thought the tamest people could be so wild? You talk about Malm and me, but we don’t try to see all the fun things gaiata can do during our—”

      “Hush up, I mean it Phoebe. Simona is new at this. Jalek most likely has some tricks up his sleeve that he wants to surprise her with. Don’t take the sugar out of her cake.” Phoebe went silent and play-fumed at Kyra. “I told you, she’s hangry right now. It’ll wear off soon as she eats.”

      “Again, I’m right here, excellent hearing. I can’t help it if Malm swears that zucchini-looking stuff tastes like pizza, I want real pizza damn it! And, I don’t want to think about all the fried chicken and red velvet cupcakes I’ve missed out on.” Phoebe said, pouting for real. “I love meat, coffee, chocolate, and all the other awful snacks I can get my hands on!”

      “Aw Phee, we’re here for you. We’re your best friends and we love you. Isn’t that right Simona?” Kyra said, motioning for Simona to agree.

      Simona didn’t know what to do, except try to help. She wasn’t used to dealing with a pregnant woman in the throes of a craving, with nothing to help her.

      She said, “Yes, Phoebe, we’re here for you, you know, we’re besties.”

      Phoebe gave her a look that would curdle milk. “Look, I like you very much Simona, but don’t let Kyra drag you into her world of foolery. She thinks I’ll forget about all the stuff I miss and I do for the most part. But, there are times I just want to commiserate with someone who will agree with me. That one over there,” she said, pointing at a smiling Kyra, “believes everything should be lollipops and unicorn shit. I’m a realist. Are you one too? Goddess, please say yes?” the pregnant woman pleaded, making Simona want to be on her side.

      She was a realist and didn’t have to lie about that. She grabbed Phoebe’s hand, looked her straight in the eye and said, “I’m a realist and I want to be one of your best friends, too.”

      Phoebe smiled, sat back up, looked back and forth between Kyra and her and said, “Good. Just so you know, best friends are friends with chocolate, I’m going to need you to be those kinds of friends. Make it happen.”

      After they got it together enough to talk again, Simona got serious and asked a question. “What are you going to do when we get to Olodia? I’m a little scared of what happens next. It’s not like I think Jalek will disappoint me or anything, it’s just that he won’t talk about his family and I don’t know what to expect about anything there.”

      Phoebe said, “I’m not going to gossip about him and will only tell you what I know from him and Malm. From what I understand, he’s an only child and has a father, Lord Quan, who is a high-ranking member of the IGA. From Jalek’s own actions, he and the father aren’t close. Instead of going home when his father requested he come back, he chose to escort me to get to Malm during a very tense situation.”

      “That would be the Rogolas incident, correct?” Simona said, happy she didn’t still hold anger toward Phoebe over it.

      “Yes, that’s right. I see you two have had a chance to do some talking. That’s good. The other part of what I know about this Lord Quan is that he’s a bigot, doesn’t like anyone who is not royal and especially dislikes humans.”

      “Oh joy. Maybe that’s why Jalek didn’t want to mention anything about him.”

      “It doesn’t matter anyway. Tordin says Jalek hasn’t lived with or really shared much time with his father since he was a boy. The man sent him off to cadet school and from there Tordin took him under his wing and helped to raise him. They’re distant cousins somehow, but Tordin says he’s always seen greatness in Jalek and wanted to help cultivate it and be a male figure Jalek could relate to,” Kyra said, looking sad at the thought of Jalek’s background. “Looks like you won’t have to worry about his father, since they don’t really have that much of a relationship.”

      “That’s sad and I wonder why Jalek wouldn’t tell me about it.”

      “Give him time. You’re just starting to realize all the great things you have to talk and learn about each other. It will be fun. Don’t rush your precious intimate moments with your mate. Does he know everything about the life you left on Earth yet?” Phoebe asked.

      “No. You’re right, I have to give it time, but won’t we be there in a few cycles? I don’t know about you, but I can’t shake this nervousness. What will the Olodians think about us?”

      “I don’t know and I sure as hell don’t care. Malm loves me, I love him, we’re having a baby and that makes three. That’s all I care about.” Phoebe looked at what must be worry still riding Simona’s face and said, “I don’t mean to be flippant, but that is old Earthian thinking. From what I understand, these people don’t care about that like we do. They care about the content of your character and how much you contribute as a good and honorable citizen. Work on that and you’ll be fine.”

      “Thanks for that y’all and you’re right it doesn’t matter. All day I’ve been reminded of how much different my thinking is to theirs. Even though these guys are huge and fearless, they are just as gentle and kind. It blows me away at how much they respect and treat me with equality for my skills and abilities. I understand a bit more now,” Simona said, liking how talking with these ladies helped her get more clarity. They were becoming her best friends.

      “Aren’t they so cool?” Kyra asked. “When I first mated with Tordin, I felt like I’d go stir crazy wanting to be around him all the time and knowing he had a job to do. I went down to the operations area and asked for a job. Palon, the head engineer was like sure, and let me do whatever I wanted. I learned their language and now I have my own shifts and responsibilities.”

      “I thought my life was over when I woke up. I was a doctor as you know, and to wake up on an alien spaceship and be told I couldn’t practice medicine again was devastating,” Phoebe said.

      “What, you don’t practice medicine anymore?”

      “I can’t. My training is limited based on what the healers are biologically able to do. They have to be born that way. You did notice HDL, I mean, The Healers all look alike. That’s because it’s the mark of the Goddess that they are designated as healers for their kind. There are male and a few females as well and they all have a similar look. They’re able to perform surgery without incisions, heal and seal wounds without sutures, and so much other stuff, it would blow your mind. Did you get a chance to see how they treated Rilic’s injuries? When he’s healed there will be no evidence that he ever had a knife wound.”

      “You’re kidding. I thought it looked like some advanced technology instead of the magic I saw.”

      “It’s them. They’re able to do that as a gift from the Goddess.”

      “So what do you do instead?” Simona asked.

      Kyra said, “Talk about Goddess gifts, Phoebe’s is cool.”

      “Ha! Yours is cooler.”

      “Wait, you both have been gifted by the Goddess as well?” Simona asked, not understanding what this meant.

      Phoebe took this question, “Yes. It appears that all three of us now belong to an exclusive sorority of Goddess-blessed females. I have the gift of sight or precognition. Kyra has the gift of creative transmutation—that’s a fancy way of saying she can move and change stuff.”

      “It’s mostly flowers—what happens when I change stuff—but pretty cool and … pretty,” Kyra said, looking at Phoebe who gave her a look.

      Simona giggled.

      “As I was saying, she has that ability. As for you, I hear you are a warrior and are touched by the Goddess in that way. Malm says you have a keen investigative mind, are a natural strategist and can fight right up there with the best of his men.”

      “He said that?”

      “Yes and Rilic has told Tordin that he thinks the Goddess is bringing all these aspects of her power back in the flesh to prepare for something. I believe him. My new job is that of a liaison. I consult the Goddess and if she chooses to speak on a matter, I deliver the message to the appropriate parties. I work with the Healers for intuitive medical needs, with the council and now the IGA since this latest tragedy for political issues, and with Tordin and Malm for military, civil police, and public safety issues. Oh yes, when I get back, I will meet with the Emperor as well. As for you, the Goddess told me about your mating with Jalek and how important it was when you came on board. Have you had a chance to talk with the Healers?” Phoebe asked.

      “Only when I was in the Healing Section when I first came. Why do you ask?”

      “Did they give you a name?”

      “They called me Lady, but other than that not that I remember. Why, is it important that they do?” Simona asked not wanting to be left out. “Do you two have names from the Healers?”

      “Hold on a second,” Phoebe said, using her vo-link to speak with someone.

      Kyra answered instead. “Yes, they call me the Bright One and Phoebe, the Radiant One.”

      “Oh I see,” Simona said, trying to hide her disappointment. Maybe she wasn’t called of the Goddess, if her specially-made people couldn’t see her calling.

      “Ah, that is interesting. Yes, thank you,” Phoebe said, ending her call and looking at Simona with a twinkle in her eyes. “Look at you! Just spoke with Huey—”

      “That’s what she calls the eldest of the Healers,” Kyra said, interjecting that part.

      “Excuse you, Kyra. Let me tell it,” Phoebe said, shooing Kyra. “Any who, just spoke with him and they do have a name for you. They call you the Listening One. The funny thing is, I would have thought it would be something like the One Who Kicks Major Ass or something like that, but nope. You are the Listening One. Does it resonate with you at all?”

      Simona remembered what Jalek said about her being able to hear the cries of others and fighting for them. “Yes it does. Jalek said something similar about me. Did he elaborate on why they called me that?”

      “He said his usual, that it was your name, and added that you hear and listen to what others can’t or won’t. That’s very exciting.” Phoebe looked at her and asked, “What is it that you hear that we can’t?”

      “I have yet to completely understand that part. It’s not like I hear voices in my head. I just seem to tune into people who are suffering in silence, and I get really pissed off when I see anyone being mistreated. I have no problem kicking anyone’s ass that abuses someone or tries to overrun them.”

      “I remember what you said the first night you woke up and threatened everyone if they tried to give Jalek any crap over you. That was intense and I knew you meant it, too,” Kyra said, looking at Simona with appreciation. “But, I’m still a little insulted you wouldn’t shake my hand when I offered it.”

      “Oh yeah, I owe you an apology for that.” Simona got up and walked over to Kyra and held her hand out. “You don’t have to shake mine, but I do want to apologize for being so defensive at the time. I didn’t know what would happen if I shook your hand. Will you please accept my apology and forgive my rudeness?”

      Kyra took Simona’s hand in hers, stood up and gave her a hug. “I’m more of a hugger and yes, I forgive you. Thank you for that. We have to stick together, Goddess sister.” Then she planted a quick kiss on her cheek.

      Simona was stunned for a second. Phoebe still sat on the sofa laughing and shaking her head. “On that note, I see we’ve outstayed our welcome. You know it’s time to go when Kyra gets all huggy.”

      This was a lot of information to digest and Simona would talk with Jalek about her visit when he got back. In the meantime, they laughed and talked for what seemed like a few more hours as Phoebe calmed back down and got her craving under control.

      The three women said their goodbyes and Simona was alone in the living space, mind racing. When they left, Simona checked the clock and noticed it was equivalent to late afternoon or early evening. She still had a while before Jalek was expected to come back from his outing with the men. Simona’s body had adjusted to the Olodian cycle, so she wasn’t sleepy. Instead, she tried to find something to do around the living quarters. After she’d gotten her Holly Homemaker vibe on by cleaning up, she still had loads of time to kill before he got back.

      Simona refused to vo-link him. Like the other ladies, she’d have to find a job too, or go stir crazy. There was so much to consider as well. They’d be back in Olodia soon and she would have to meet Jalek’s dad. She kind of wanted to have a job, so she could say she did something when they met. Simona didn’t want to come off as a listless leech, sucking the life out of his son. She walked by the console next to the bed and saw the maps of the ships Tordin had given her the other day—shoot, cycle. She would have to practice saying that.

      Maps were everywhere. Simona was sprawled out on the bed, looking for nooks and crannies where shenanigans might occur. This ship was larger than the Earth’s largest cruise ships. The good thing was, most of the floors had the same layout. The floor where the council members’ meeting rooms were located was one of a few that had a different layout. There was a general meeting area in the middle like the other floors, but it also housed various corridors full of meeting rooms, cafeterias for the warriors to meet up and eat together, and other multi-functional areas for the warriors to play sports, hang out, and even study. This floor was the main hub of the ship.

      So, why would a covert operation choose this floor as its spot to meet and operate? She answered her own question when she remembered her training. The best place to hide something was in plain sight. Simona stared at the map, sensing something was staring her in the face. Off from the council meeting rooms was an entrance to the utility shaft and then what looked like columns to transport things like supplies, food, or even people—like a utility elevator shaft. She had to check it out for herself.

      Tingles of excitement urged her on to follow this lead. She felt like she did back at the agency when she was onto a great lead. Simona was almost out the door with her copy of the map for that floor, when she remembered to grab her vo-link. She might be excited, but she wouldn’t be stupid and not have a way to contact anyone, if something were to happen.

      When Simona made it to the floor, it buzzed with activity. There was some sort of game in full swing that looked a lot like football. She could have sworn she heard Phoebe yell, but didn’t have time to go over and investigate. Instead she went back to the corridor of rooms that had been the council rooms. The area was empty with no sign of life.

      So much for that theory.

      She turned to go back and look at other areas when she spotted the section that must be the elevator or entrance to the utility shaft. When she made it to the spot, there didn’t appear to be any way to access the shaft behind or the column. Simona ran her hands along the wall, hoping the entrance was a subzero design that was flush with the wall. She finally felt a groove and pressed.

      Bingo.

      Like a magnetic latch, the door opened and she was able to go into the utility shaft. This one was larger than its counterpart on the smaller council ship. For a bit of reassurance, she tightened her hand around the roll that was the map for this floor. The passageway was lit, but not as well as the main areas of the floor. She looked to see if there was something to mark where she’d come in. Once she memorized the symbol written on the door from this side, she started walking.

      Simona followed her gut to keep walking as quietly and quickly as she could. After a few moments, she heard deep voices whispering. They spoke in their language and she couldn’t make out what was said, but could tell from the voices that one was a superior to the other. It had an authoritative sound to it and commanded—or more like demanded—respect. She would have loved to have a way to record what they said or have some sort of translator. Instead she had a silicon mat-looking rolled-up map. If they found her, maybe she could beat them with the map.

      The voices ceased and she froze, not daring to breathe. Then their footsteps sounded like they moved away from her. Simona had to see if she could make out who it was. She hoped it was something as simple as crew members doing ship maintenance, but her gut said otherwise. She scrambled to catch up to the area ahead where they’d met and saw the light from another door farther down the shaft open and close. Simona raced to the area in time to catch a glimpse through the crack in the door. There were three men. One wore a heavy hood and was covered up from head to toe in a deep purple. The robes and hood looked like they were made of expensive fabric. She tried to see his face and noticed he wore a black mask of fabric over his face as well.

      What was this? Some sort of comic villain? She squinted to make out the other two with him. They had on clothing like the delegation. Shit, it was them and she was alone in a utility shaft peeping through a crack in the door. The only weapon she had was herself. No matter, she would get to the bottom of this. They were here right under everyone’s nose and no one had a clue.

      The trio moved down the corridor and took a right, away from the sounds of the common area. Before Simona could take a moment to think, she jumped right in, following at a distance. Instead of the three of them, only one was left and he fiddled with the periodically-spaced sensors she’d seen all over the ship.

      What is he doing?

      She found an indention in the hall and watched as he placed another smaller blinking sensor inside the original one. He did something like he was calibrating it and then moved down the hall, stopping about ten yards down to do it again. She followed and watched him do this to three other sensors, equally spaced. One time she thought he might have seen her, but she hid in a meeting room. That was her cue to get out of there and find Jalek.
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      “Where are you? I’m at your quarters… are you all right?” Jalek asked.

      She could hear the concern in his voice and wanted him to hurry and get to where she was. Jalek needed to see this.

      “I’m fine. Can you meet me on the general meeting floor by where the council rooms are located?”

      Simona was back in the general area, looking to see if the delegation was as brazen as she thought they may be. She’d already walked most of the floor and saw those blinking lights hidden within the larger sensors at equal distances. There was no way they were harmless. She didn’t want to jump to conclusions before showing Jalek. If he didn’t know what they were, they’d have to let Tordin know, no matter how late it might be.

      Most of the crowd from the games and general revelry had dispersed and the area was getting sparse. She didn’t want to hang around by herself too long. That would cause unnecessary speculation on what she was doing. As it stood, she was one of three women on the entire ship. She’d be remembered if she was spotted by any of that damn delegation. The thought of them slinking around, like snakes right under everyone’s noses, made her want to kick some major ass.

      Jalek rounded a corner and started a jog toward her when she spotted him.

      “Love, what are you doing here by yourself? I just got back, expecting to find you in your rooms and you weren’t there. I don’t want to tie you down with obligations, but at times like this when security threats are high, would you let me know when you’re going to venture out alone?”

      “Yeah, sure, you got it. Come on, I have to show you something,” she said, pulling him toward the lights. Simona knew he made sense, but her gut was on fire and she needed to get his take on what these things were. When she had him looking at one in a fairly secluded area, she pointed and asked, “What is that?”

      Jalek looked and said, “It’s a motion and climate sensor. They’re all over the ship. I think you have an equivalent on Earth called motion sensors and alarm systems.”

      “Yes we do, and I’m aware of these as well. What I want you to tell me is what is that other blinking light inside and slightly underneath this one,” she asked, pointing to the smaller red blinking light that was hidden under the green motion sensor.

      Jalek was much taller and could reach up and open the casing to see the device. After he’d done a visual inspection, he looked at her and asked, “Is this the only one of these you’ve seen?”

      “No, they’re spaced every ten yards or so along this entire floor. I walked the floor and checked myself.”

      “These aren’t part of the regular system. I went through the protocols for these and they’ve clearly been tampered with. This takes some nerve to do this out in the open like this.”

      “Only thieves, and those up to no good hide things in plain sight,” she said. “This looks like plain sight to me. Come on Jalek, we have to let Tordin and the others know.

      “How did you know to look for them?”

      “I saw one of the members of the delegation putting them up,” she said, hating the look of disapproval Jalek gave her.

      “You what? Were you seen? Oh Simona, you can’t keep doing this to me. If something were to happen to you, I wouldn’t be able to handle it. Why didn’t you vo-link me? I would have come to help you.”

      “Um, I had some free time and went on a little investigative adventure earlier. Using the maps Tordin let me study, I found this ship has utility shafts just like the council ship, only larger. I found one with an entrance behind the council’s meeting rooms, over there and down the hall.” Simona pointed and started walking that way.

      Jalek stopped and motioned for her to stop talking. In a lowered voice he said, “My hearing is keener and I hear someone coming. I think we’d better go. These halls have too many places for someone to hide and overhear us. Let’s go back to my quarters and figure out what to do from there.”

      Simona allowed him to lead the way. When they stopped at a set of rooms on the same floor as hers, she smiled. They were close to one another. Jalek opened the door and before she could walk in, he picked her up again and carried her over the threshold.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Lord Tordin told me I didn’t do it right the first time,” he said, carefully placing her on her feet.

      “What are you talking about?” Simona looked around to see a larger area that was decorated and nicer than her rooms.

      “I’m talking about your tradition of being carried over the threshold for the first time to our new home.”

      “It might be new for me, but this is your place.”

      “Not until today. This is our new living quarters. I know we’ll only be here for a few cycles until we reach Olodia, but Lord Tordin and Lord Malm wanted to help me get our new shared quarters ready.”

      Simona looked around, loving it from a fresh perspective. “You did all this today? For us?”

      “Yes and I want us to spend the rest of our time here. I’ll get your things and bring them over in a little while, but you have to tell me everything that happened. Then we make sure the information is ready to be used by Tordin,” he said.

      She liked how he embraced her little teaching about useful information. Jalek was extremely intelligent and a quick study to boot.

      They sat down and she relayed seeing the three men, watching one of them install the additional devices and the conversation she overheard. Simona was still smarting over not being able to understand what they said. If Kyra could learn their language, she should be able to as well. When this hooded figure was caught and they figured out what was going on, one of her first orders of business would be to start learning their language. Her ability to investigate was severely hindered because she couldn’t understand the conversation that she’d overheard.

      They worked on possible scenarios of what was happening, and finally came to the conclusion that they couldn’t wait and had to bring Tordin and in on this.
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      “Simona, take us back through what happened when you overheard the males having the discussion in the shaft,” Tordin said, trying to pull any clues out that they might have missed.

      “If you ask me, a male running around in a hood and mask should be easy to find,” Rilic said, rubbing his tired eyes.

      It was very late, even for them, and no one had been able to figure out what those lights were. Tordin waited for one of his special tasks warriors to report back. Until then, all they could do was speculate.

      Unlike the last time they had all met, Tordin had called the meeting in his private quarters and everyone, including Phoebe and Kyra, was there.

      “Phoebe has the Goddess given you any insight? I don’t want to put you on the spot, but maybe there’s something about the hooded guy I saw that she might give us some insight into,” Simona said.

      “I feel there’s something about him as well,” Phoebe said, unconsciously making circular motions on her belly. “I’m going to continue to listen to you all and if something comes, I’ll speak up.” She looked at Tordin and said in a teasing way, “This will be one of those times where I don’t have much to say. I know it’s rare, so enjoy it while it lasts.”

      He laughed a hearty laugh as they all got back to looking at the maps of the ship and trying to identify clues.

      “Didn’t you say the captured delegation member said there was another part of the plan and that more attacks were coming. How many members of the delegation came to get Cordin?” Simona asked.

      “I’d have to look at the original request to board and then the actual log from when they arrived,” Malm said. “Give me a moment to pull them up.” He worked at high speed to find the information. “Is there something specific you suggest I look for?” he asked Simona.

      “Yes, look for a difference in numbers from the request and the arrival. Rilic said they had twenty that were on rotation guarding Cordin. That should be the same number, right?”

      “We’ll know soon enough,” Malm said, scanning documents, fast and furious.

      “Tordin, has your team been able to find anything out of the ordinary with those red lights we found?”

      “Not yet. I’ve instructed them to leave them intact, to not alert the delegation we’re onto them.”

      “Could there be any possibility they are detonators for a bomb? I hate to ask, but that is the first thing that popped into my mind. Unless your technology is different, those things looked like they might be detonators,” she said.

      “Are you referring to triggers?” Tordin asked.

      “If they are used to remotely detonate or activate an explosive, then yes, I’m talking about triggers.”

      Tordin ran a hand through his jet black hair and worked faster to look for whatever he was searching for.

      “Jalek, have you spoken with your father recently?” Phoebe asked out of the blue.

      “No, why?”

      “Where is he right now? I keep getting a flash of his face. You look a lot like him, you both have the same eyes, right?”

      Jalek was slow to answer and Simona didn’t like how Phoebe asked him something so personal out in the open like this, but this was an emergency, so she would let it go. Jalek didn’t have to answer if he didn’t want to. He was a grown man.

      “When we were in the jump coming back from Rogolas and I was out of it for a while, you remember that, right?” Phoebe asked Jalek. When he nodded, she continued, “I saw a flash vision of your father and he was in a complete rage over something that wasn’t going the way he wanted it to. The Goddess keeps bringing that vision back to me, but it makes no sense. Maybe he’s upset you haven’t reached out to him. When we make it back and past all this, reach out to him. Now that you have a wife, it might be a way for you two to break the ice and start a new relationship.”

      Jalek looked a little ashen at Phoebe’s words. Simona knew there was no way, he would do that, but she kept quiet. Phoebe said his father was in a rage over something. That stood out for her. Simona was well acquainted with rage and knew what it took to get to that place. For Lord Quan to get there, it had to be over something he cared a lot about. She rummaged through her memories of what she’d learned about Jalek’s father and realized that he loved power and success. If he was in a rage, then his plans weren’t going well.

      Simona let that simmer on the back burner of her mind, like she did with certain aspects of cases that didn’t seem ready for her to work with yet. There was definitely something about Lord Quan there. Her gut told her so. What Simona wasn’t prepared to do was point fingers and make conjectures about what he could be doing. The truth always showed up and was never too late.

      She went back to working the angle of what those lights could be.

      Then Malm spoke up, “This is interesting. The delegation listed twenty-one males in their party and the same number arrived. According to the rotation of males who would watch Cordin, there were only twenty. The last time all twenty-one were accounted for was when they were here on this ship, the night we got back from Rogolas and turned Cordin over to them.”

      “You’re telling us there’s been a stowaway on board since we got back from Rogolas? That has to be this hooded male Simona saw,” Tordin said. “I want him located and brought into custody.”

      Simona watched as Malm got up and went to get another piece of technology and brought it over to Tordin. Tordin wrote something, Malm wrote something, and then they sort of waved a hand over the secondary device and the message disappeared off the screen. She believed this was some sort of wireless communication system they had. Maybe they did have the Internet.

      “All right everyone, there’s nothing more we can do tonight. I’ve signed an order for this ship to be searched for this character. Once he is found and brought in for questioning, we’ll get to the bottom of this. I suggest everyone try to get some sleep. Let’s meet back here, not my office, in the morning. Good night all,” Tordin said, standing and picking up his sleeping wife in his arms.

      Everyone said their goodbyes and left. Simona thought it was precious how much Tordin loved Kyra and took excellent care of her. Simona had seen how hard Kyra had tried to stay up. The woman had said it earlier, she wasn’t a late night person and she was true to her word.

      When Simona and Jalek made it back to their new living quarters, her stomach fluttered with anticipation. As soon as they made it in the door, Jalek was on her, kissing, nipping and pulling at her clothes. She giggled and enjoyed his hunger for her. No words passed between them as they undressed each other and made it into the larger sleeping room.

      Jalek swooped Simona up into his arms and climbed into the bed. It was full of beautifully decorated pillows and a plush covering. He’d outdone himself and she could tell he put a lot of effort into this for her. Tonight Simona wanted to explore her mate more. She allowed him to get settled before she grabbed and pinned him to the bed.

      “I want to pleasure you tonight, my love,” she said, working kisses down the strong column of his neck.

      He pulled on her to try to kiss her again, but she was determined to have her way tonight. He relented and lie still as she nibbled his shoulder before moving on to kiss and lick every one of his eight-pack abdomen muscles. She enjoyed how he responded to her touch. It was as if every time she touched a new spot on his body, he came alive. Simona derived so much pleasure knowing he delighted in her touch as much as she did in his.

      After taking her time, she finally arrived at her destination—his dominant erection. She kissed the tip, enjoying the slightly salty taste of him. A rumble of deep sound escaped him as she planted light kisses down one side of his massive, stiff manhood and up the other. This was bliss. The more she kissed and gave attention to his pleasure, the more hers increased. It had never been like this before. Before it was a one-sided endeavor, she gave and that was it.

      Simona shook the memory from her mind and vowed at that point to never think of another man besides her mate again—even if it was in disgust. Jalek reached for her and she shooed his hands away. She wanted to taste him and take her time with it. She took him into her hot mouth and gently ran the tip of her tongue around the ridge of his tip. His hips bucked in appreciation. She did this again, taking more into her mouth until she felt him touch the back of her throat. He remained somewhat still as she started moving her head up and down to create the friction needed.

      His length was too much and she added a hand at the base and the other on the rest of his shaft as she found her rhythm and speed. His hips moved the slightest bit as she took him into her mouth over and over. Her hands worked in conjunction with her mouth to create the tempo and stimulation she wanted him to experience. She pulled him out of her mouth and ran her lips and tongue down his turgid length. As she moved down to cup the base, he snatched her, bringing her up his body.

      “Now, I want inside you now, Simona,” he said, voice ragged with arousal.

      She straddled Jalek and guided him into her welcoming core. As she sank down onto his full length, a sigh of utter delight escaped her. Simona was certain she’d moved into another dimension where this bliss was eternal. Simona knew Jalek gave her control to do as she pleased. Their union was much stronger than even yesterday.

      With each movement, she felt the thread of love for each other weave a tighter bond between the two. There was no desire to sprint to an explosive climax. Instead, they rode their pleasure together in awe of the wonderfulness of being with each other. Simona lost awareness and care of what she might look like atop him in an unflattering light, there was no need or drive to perform or stroke an ego. It all resided outside this space they created by this union.

      Jalek grabbed both her hands and steadied her as she began to sway in a dance of exquisite ecstasy. He moved with her to greater heights and deeper depths, as they entered the sacred union of creation. Crashes and crescendos of pleasure and elation bathed them as they continued to climb the mount of orgasm that beckoned them.

      “On top of me, I want to feel your weight and have you hold me,” she said, almost breathless with pleasure.

      Jalek flipped her over so he was on top of her, never breaking their connection or tempo. “Continue to look at me. Don’t close your eyes,” he said, gazing into her with a heat and penetration more powerful than their physical one. He smiled as he bent down to kiss her with a soul-stirring kiss. “That’s my love. I can see our forever when you look at me like this. I love you, always will.”

      More.

      He gave her more and more of himself, pouring his all into her as she drank with a greedy thirst. Simona wrapped her strong thighs around him, not to harm him, but to take every bit of him in she could. This time, she needed to pull him in as much as physically possible. He was hers and she was his. The pleasure of their lovemaking was so good it hurt. She fought back against a mind intent on trying to pull her to the next moment. She would stay right here with her mate, lover and friend.

      Over and over, they rode the waves, climbed the mountains and jumped off the cliffs of delight, passion and ecstasy. Their momentum and force collided in fervor as the moment drove them into the sweet embrace of orgasm.

      She exploded into a billion pieces. Never had she come that hard or forceful. Never had she been as aware of her body and her partner’s. Jalek was soon behind her in his climax, increasing his power and thrust to reach his zenith. In a display of the most beautiful expression he’d ever made, Simona watched with rapt attention as he came. His smile was bright and effervescent. Jalek locked eyes with her and let out a deep growl as his climax hit hard, locking him into her tight, clenching, wet womanhood. Simona moaned with spent delight as Jalek’s hot seed spurt deep within her, filling her up.

      They collapsed into each other, allowing the aftermath of twitches and spasms to lull them into a hazy rest. Their lovemaking was truly electric and she was undone. Simona was vaguely aware of when he moved from on top of her to bring her into the warm nook of his side. It made sense now; all the cute little sayings about lovers and commitment. They were each other’s help and they would meet the other’s needs and wants like no one else could.

      Sleep was deep and sweet.
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      The first sign of trouble hit early the next morning.

      The ship-wide search for this hooded warrior had yielded no success. They were also no closer to understanding what the next attack would be, or when. Everyone assembled in Tordin and Kyra’s private quarters. They were working to find a break, when Tordin got a call and stepped into another room to take it.

      Simona and Kyra were the first to see his face when he emerged from the other room. He looked as if he’d been stabbed and dragged by the agony he wore. His hair was ruffled as he looked past them in a blank stare.

      “Honey, honey what’s wrong?” Kyra asked, fear and anxiousness peppering her voice.

      Tordin remained quiet as he picked up his glass tablet, searched for something and studied it for a moment. All eyes in the room were on him. When he finished, he looked over to Kyra, attempting to give her a reassuring smile, and turned his attention to Rilic.

      “Rilic, I’ve known you since childhood and never have I once questioned your integrity or honor. You have fought for me at times when I didn’t even know I needed it. Now is the time the Goddess has seen fit for me to return the favor.”

      Rilic’s eyes grew large, along with everyone else’s in the room. “Excuse me Tordin, but what are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about the fact that someone has just tried to frame you for the deaths of the council, the attempted deaths of most of us in this room, and for conspiring to free Cordin. It provides evidence that you were the mastermind behind Cordin’s attempt to kidnap Kyra and me, ordering the hit on the Penal ship and even…” Tordin paused to keep his composure, “and even to blow up this ship. This was all in a bid to become the head of the IGA and force my father to step down.”

      The air in the room became leaden, refusing to release its oxygen as everyone gasped in shock.

      After a moment, Rilic steadied himself enough to say, “With all that evidence, why do you believe I was framed? It would be easier to follow the evidence before following your emotions, dear friend. If I were you, I would put me in confinement until you got to the bottom of this. Think about your actions. You will have to answer for every one of them. Now is not the time to forget your duty and training.”

      “Thank you for that. Spoken with the wisdom you’ve always given. As for why I will not do those things, I followed orders long before this. I know you couldn’t have done any of it, at least not anything that happened after we returned from Nenndi.”

      This time it was Malm’s turn to speak. “Tordin is the commander for a reason and does what is needed above what he wants, but I will let him continue.”

      “When we returned from Nenndi, my father asked me to trust him with something and I did. He asked me to have all the council members traveling with me Geo-marked.” Tordin held up a hand and continued, “Now before you get upset with me, I was following the orders of my father who had come across secret information that pointed to corruption in the IGA. This intel suggested that someone with ties to this fleet was attempting to overthrow him through me. He asked that I do that and watch for anything out of the ordinary. Of all the council members, your actions and deeds were the most consistent in showing that you were loyal to the crown. The others, not so much, but also not enough to be executed the way they were.”

      “Where is this accusation coming from then?” Rilic asked

      “That was Devar on the vo-link. They’ve combed the ship and came to your quarters. They did a thorough sweep and found a strong box with all the data inside. It was tucked behind that collection of delicacies and treasures you keep in your receiving room.”

      “I was just in that room when Jalek and Simona came over.”

      “Yes, you were and I just checked the visual monitoring device I had Jalek place in there when he went over. It shows a member of the delegation going in during the time of their siege and planting that evidence.”

      “You were going to spy on me?”

      “No, I was going to spy on what happened after you were summoned over here to meet with me.”

      “Why the secrecy, then? I would have gladly put it in there myself.”

      “Plausible deniability. If you didn’t know it was there and one of the council members was caught, your innocence would be strengthened. You would have been above reproach and your hands clean.”

      “So you did check before you believed me, when you looked at your tablet. Good job. I thought you were losing your touch there for a minute,” Rilic said.

      “I’m confused,” Kyra said. “Will you please go back and break that down into bite-sized pieces?”

      “Yes, my love. My father ordered me to keep a watch on everything the council was up to, including Rilic. When Jalek and Simona found the activity going on with the council meeting rooms, I figured someone was about to make their move. I had Jalek perform that secret mission. Sorry about that, Simona. I didn’t want to get you involved, just yet,” He said, acknowledging that only he and Jalek knew about that part.

      “No problem. I’ve had to do a few of those myself. We’re all good on my end,” she said, liking the way he operated more and more.

      Tordin continued, “Since Rilic is such a stickler for routine, I knew what to expect and would be able to quickly isolate anything out of the ordinary. The only reason I hadn’t caught this myself was due to the sheer amount of information coming in from all the groups across the fleet. I do need to say that Malm was in on it. He’s my second-in-command and would have been able to follow up quickly if anything had gone wrong.”

      Malm remained quiet, continuing to look like only Malm could—peacefully scary.

      “That’s my hubby!” Phoebe said, doing a little cheer.

      Malm blushed and asked more as a way to take the spotlight off of him than anything else, “What is the plan from here?”

      Tordin smiled with a knowing look that his friend needed him to bring the conversation back on point. “The first thing we all have to do is look at who is really behind this. I’ll admit that when I thought this was a council member and they were all killed, I thought the plan would fizzle out. Now that I know it was someone within the delegation, everything is reset to the starting point.”

      Simona had been unconsciously rubbing Jalek’s leg during the intriguing exchange. She was a little embarrassed when her husband discreetly moved one of Kyra’s cushions onto his lap. She smiled, but removed her hand as well.

      She ran the accusations against Rilic back in her mind to find that part that had pinged like a beacon.

      She asked, “Excuse me Tordin, but did you say Rilic was framed for killing everyone in this room and blowing up this ship? If so, we just got our answer on what those blinking red lights are.”

      The room went motionless as everyone stopped breathing at the same time and focused on her.

      Simona knew she needed to speak up and get her idea out before she lost the thread of it. “I’m just asking since we’ve been looking for the next attack. It seems like the information they found in Rilic’s quarters at least points back to this ship. Everyone lives here on this ship and the ship was mentioned as being blown up. Tordin, has anyone located the other ten delegation members yet? They can’t be hiding out anywhere but here, on this ship. When’s the last time you had a good drill or inspection?”

      “Devar is on his way back to personally deliver the information from Rilic’s quarters. Once we go over that, my hope is that we find out the specifics to answer your questions and many more,” Tordin said.

      There was a faint, syncopated knock on the door and Tordin motioned everyone to stay seated. He crossed the room in a few strides. When the knock came again, he opened it, allowing another of his warriors, who Simona assumed was Devar, to enter. The warrior was alone and looked more disheveled than any she’d ever seen. He took a quick scan of the room, briefly stopping on Rilic, but making no acknowledgement of what he delivered. Simona admired his style. She knew another investigator when she saw one and was pleased when his eyes met with Jalek’s and he gave a quick nod of acknowledgement.

      Tordin thanked Devar and gave him another quick order. The warrior was to stay on board, bring other warriors by the names of Hordas and Surt back here and be discreet about it. Then Tordin dismissed him as quickly. The warrior left without another word and Tordin returned to the room.

      Malm said, “I see you are going to use my secret weapons, huh.”

      “Yes, and they are going to get me the information I need.”

      Simona and the others were in the dark and Tordin didn’t bother to give them more information. The documents were here and all hands on deck were needed to find the missing pieces. They dove in, scouring every journey and piece of information. Simona and Phoebe were the only ones who were limited in what they could do, since neither spoke or read Olodian.

      Another reason to learn the language.

      As time wore on and there didn’t look to be any smoking guns, Phoebe got up and came over to where Simona and Jalek sat.

      “Excuse me Jalek, but may I borrow your wife for a moment?”

      Jalek answered without looking away from the documents he examined. “Be nice to her or answer to me, is all I will say. She is free to do as she pleases.”

      Simona grinned at how well he knew her already and got up to follow Phoebe.

      Then Phoebe said to Jalek, “Thank you… and I really like what you’ve done with the new Jalek.”

      Before they moved over to an area of the room that wasn’t occupied, Phoebe looked over at Kyra, who had noticed them, and gave her the signal to join them. Kyra put down what she worked on and came over.

      Once Phoebe had them together, she said, “The Goddess wants us to come together so she can show us something. We need to hold hands. I’m going on the record as saying I’m not into any weird coven-type shit, but I am willing to do whatever she says to help and keep us all alive. I don’t know about you, but I just got this second chance at life and I’m not ready to give it up. Are you with me—like Kyra said—Goddess sisters?”

      They all agreed, grabbed hands and stood there.

      “Now what?” Simona asked, trying not to feel self-conscious.

      “We wait for the Goddess to do the work. This ain’t Hollywood. Haven’t you noticed the Goddess is sort of badass and doesn’t need us begging, pleading, and throwing snot for her to act? She said, hold hands and focus on her. Are you focusing and expecting her to do her thing or worrying? Worrying will get us killed… focus, ladies!”

      “Okay, let’s do this. No one dies on our watch!” Kyra added, squeezing their hands in the way only Kyra could.

      They stood there, held hands and focused on the Goddess. It wasn’t immediate, but it wasn’t long before they all knew something was happening. Simona felt like she’d taken a cocktail of what she imagined steroids, HGH, and ecstasy mixed together would be like. She looked at Phoebe and it looked like she was kind of see-through or transparent. Phoebe nodded and closed her eyes, as if she was in some sort of shamanic trance. That type of trance Simona had seen on some documentaries, so she was pretty sure she got what she saw right. Maybe the Goddess was taking Phoebe on a trip. When she dared to look at Kyra, she looked like she was glowing.

      Kyra looked over at her and squeezed her hand again and Simona felt a new kind of power tickle her. Kyra smiled and said in a low voice, “Tordin get my necklace for me please. The Goddess is at work.”

      Simona looked to her right to see the men were working, except now Tordin got up with urgency. He went to their sleeping room. He returned with one of the biggest diamond necklaces she’d ever seen. Simona’s mouth hung open as Tordin put the necklace on Kyra from behind. As he touched her, sparks flew, but he seemed unfazed.

      Kyra looked at Simona again and said, “We’re mated and share strength.” Then she spoke to Tordin and said, “Stay here and hold onto me.”

      Without opening her eyes, Phoebe called Malm over to her as well. He came and did the same, holding onto her shoulders from behind. Simona didn’t want to compete, but didn’t want to be left out either.

      “Jalek!” she called, and he was right there. He’d come when Malm rushed over.

      He followed what Tordin and Malm did, placing his hands on Simona’s shoulders. She immediately felt her power increase exponentially and knew Jalek did as well. Out the corner of her eye, she saw Rilic using a device that must be capturing this, like a video or pictures. He stepped closer to them, next to Malm and Tordin, and had to hurry and step back. He shuddered in an uncomfortable attempt to shake off whatever had happened to him.

      A few more moments passed. Phoebe opened her eyes and looked around at each of them, as if checking to see if they were ready. When she’d finished her stare down, both Kyra and Simona nodded. They knew they’d been imbued with some great gift from the Goddess. What this gift was, remained to be seen, but a gift nonetheless. In one accord the women let go of each other’s hand and the energy field weakened to a low emitting hum around them. All Simona wanted to do was turn around and kiss her mate and that’s what she did.

      When their lips met, a shared vision of the transport hull area flashed. They broke the kiss and knew. Jalek grabbed Simona’s hand and announced, “Excuse us, but we have to get down to the transport area. That’s where they are.” Then he looked at Malm and asked, “May I please get some of the fighting gear for Simona to wear? I don’t want her down there without at least a vest.”

      “I can do you one better. After her help with getting Rilic here, I took the liberty of having a set of gear made for her. I was going to present it to her when we got back to Olodia at the Honors Ceremony, but I have a few more things I can think of and have ready by then that she might enjoy.”

      Simona was on fire and ready to go. Malm summoned a male, who wore warrior-in-training clothes, to bring them their gear. Jalek took her in another room and helped her get into the super light, protective gear. She watched as he hurried to put his on. When they emerged, they looked like a set of his and hers fighting ninjas.

      A quick permission, slash blessing from Tordin, and they were off. Kyra and Tordin were going to work with Devar, Surt, and Hordas to find the source of the bomb. Phoebe and Malm were going to stay there with Rilic to contact the IGA, the Emperor, and to prepare an evacuation plan, if needed. The women gave each other quick hugs and Phoebe said the oddest thing to both of them before they left.

      “Congratulations, you two, I’m so excited to have you share this journey with me. See you on the side of victory!”

      Simona didn’t have time to figure out what the woman meant, with Jalek tugging on her to get a move on. She’d take it as hormones. Phoebe was being sweet and she wouldn’t argue with that. Now they raced to the hull to find out what was going on. Tordin would send a group of his warriors to meet them down here, but Simona knew this was a showdown. One that she and Jalek had to win.
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      The transport area was still and normal looking, but Simona felt the low hum of energy in the atmosphere. Something was going on and she knew it. Jalek had insisted they stop to get weapons. She didn’t want to carry a lot of extra weight and opted for the concussive energy blaster and the short blade he’d given her as a good luck piece. Jalek wore two guns and a normal blade. He also had some other stuff Simona hadn’t had time to try to understand. All she cared about was that he was with her and they had each other’s back.

      Five warriors Jalek recognized joined them in the flight preparation room. She listened as Jalek took his time, speaking in English, to let them know the plan. They were to hang close to the perimeter, look around and up for these guys, set their blasters to expire, understand that these anti-warriors didn’t fight with honor like normal warriors—so no warrior honor rules applied to them—and could expire any they encountered without prejudice.

      These anti-warriors had massacred so many already and planned to kill them all. The “without prejudice” part of the plan worked for her. Simona assumed and hoped the expire setting was equal to shoot-to-kill on Earth. Jalek spoke again in a hurried way in his native tongue to make sure the others understood the plan.

      “Is my blaster set to the expire setting?” she asked, handing him her gun and watching as he fiddled with it.

      “Now it is.” He gave her the gun and pulled her into his arms, giving her a kiss.

      “What’s the plan?” she asked, knowing Jalek had already formed one in his head on the way down.

      “Turn your vo-link on so we can talk subvocally. As soon as we enter, do what you’re best at to scan for anything out of the ordinary. If you see something, let me know. The other warriors know their positions and will take the other side.” He paused and grabbed her by the shoulders to make sure he had her full attention. “We make a pact right now. We come back safe, you understand me, mate?” he asked her, eyes ablaze with energy.

      Jalek was in full-on warrior mode and she loved it. He was sexy as hell and had that fierce look of determination she recognized.

      “Yes, I understand you, mate. Let’s do this!”

      They entered the transport area and Simona immediately knew what was off.

      “Jalek, where’s the jump we used to come back here? Did Tordin shoot it out into space without saying something about it?”

      “Not that I know of. Let me check, hold on.” Jalek paused and came back on her vo-link, “That’s a negative. He hasn’t done anything with it since we returned. We’re to proceed with caution and focus on finding it. The delegation may have taken it in a getaway plan. Follow me,” he said, getting in front of Simona.

      They hurried over to the jump’s parking spot. Jalek stuck a hand in the air and hit something. Simona watched as he moved his hand, like a mime would, over an invisible contoured surface. He looked over at her and signaled for her to be on high alert. No sooner had he done that then his head snapped back like he’d been punched, and invisible hands grabbed her.

      Simona looked in horror as his body took hits from invisible forces. Blood ran down his nose and he tried to defend himself, swinging and punching into the air. Energy from that power summoning circle returned with a vengeance. Simona saw the red of blood.

      “Jalek—no!”

      “Stay low and try to retreat. The others should be able to get here soon and help you.”

      “No, I’m not leaving you. How are they doing this?” she asked, remembering he had a suit that could become invisible.

      “Cloaked flight suit.” He managed to get out between blows to his body.

      She watched and struggled to free herself as he took blow after blow from what looked like more than a few guys. His face bled from a cut by his temple and her anger turned into rage. Sheer force of will powered her as she fought and tore away from her invisible captors. She ran toward Jalek and time seemed to slow down.

      Listen then look, and you will see what you need to know.

      Simona heard the words of the Goddess as she landed into the fray with Jalek. Punches and kicks landed on her side and arm as she clung to her mate. She squeezed her eyes shut, unable to look at the abuse he’d already suffered, and listened to her gut. Rage and a sense of betrayal perfumed the air. This attack wasn’t the real enemy. It resided in that jump.

      She prayed to the Goddess to allow her to see beyond her physical sight and opened her eyes to see no change.

      “Jalek, focus on me. We need to get to that jump. What we need to defeat is in there. I believe their leader is in that jump,” she said, finally looking at a battered and bruised Jalek.

      Both of you must fight by faith, not by sight.

      “Jalek, listen to me. The Goddess says we have to fight by faith and not by sight. We can do this. Close your eyes and trust your instincts. We’ll be able to see them. Believe.”

      “Simona, why are you still here? Get out of here now.”

      “No, this is our battle and we’ll prevail. The Goddess brought me here, all the way from Earth and I’m not going to disappoint her, are you?”

      She watched, in hope and amazement, as her mate closed his eyes and began to land punches and gain his footing. She shielded his back taking and landing a few more punches as well. They stood back to back and she closed her eyes, willing her heart to slow down and sense the attackers. She didn’t “see” them as much as their attempts to hit and injure her.

      “Can you get to your gun? If so, use it,” Jalek said.

      Simona ran her hands over the area where her gun should have been and it was missing. Instead, she felt the metal of the short blade and palmed it. When the next blow came close to her face, she bent down and pushed with a forward thrust, striking flesh. She withdrew the knife and did it again as fast as she could.

      The force of Jalek’s weapon reverberated through him to her as he fired two shots. Some of the blows, but not all ceased. They were making headway—she prayed.

      “Here, take my gun,” he said, pressing the gun into her hand. She opened her eyes to see him reaching for the other he wore on his hip.

      She took the gun, closed her eyes and waited for the next blow. It came near her shoulder as she turned and fired, immediately knowing she’d hit her mark.

      “Great shot love,” Jalek said over the vo-link.

      They remained back to back, and the onslaught of blows stopped. The composition of the air changed and she knew the jump must be about to leave.

      “Quick Jalek, do you feel that?”

      “Yes, it’s the jump. They’re trying to leave,” he said. “Turn around and shoot with me. I’m going to try to hit something that might be weak enough to fail under the impact of the blasters. Turn your knob this way to spread the blast.”

      Simona changed the setting and, without another word, they let loose a barrage of blasts. The other warriors came in time to do the same from another angle that wouldn’t hit them. The cloaking on the back side failed and revealed a battered jump. The dent from the last time the delegation shot it was the epicenter of the cloaking failure.

      Karma.

      Jalek and Simona ran to the door of the damaged jump and shot at it, hoping to get it open. Nothing happened.

      “Open up by order of the Royal Military. You are under arrest,” Jalek said in a loud voice. Her vo-link connection to him must have been off for a moment to protect her from the volume. She made a mental note to learn how to properly use one when they got out of this. She continued to hear him from afar, as he spoke. Simona watched as nothing happened.

      He spoke up again, “Open up. You’re surrounded, and any more attempts to flee or attack will not succeed.”

      They heard a bumping sound and noticed the jammed door to the jump. The person or persons on the inside were trying to open it. One of the other warriors went to the door, but Jalek cautioned him to stay where he was. The door struggled again until it released to open.

      Nothing appeared to happen, and then Jalek yelled, “No!” as another invisible anti-warrior managed to get three shots out before he and the others could react.

      Simona’s body vaulted across the transport area, hitting the wall with enough force to make her see stars. This only made her angrier. These bastards were done. She’d had it, and no more talking. Hell, she wore a protective vest. The most they could do was beat on her and she was tough. By the time she managed to get back to the jump, Jalek was missing. The others were tending to two of the warriors who’d been blasted along with her.

      “Where are you? Jalek—come in,” she said, trying to raise him on the vo-link.

      “I’m in the jump, don’t try to come in. There might be another four or more of them in here. Can’t see them. They must all be wearing the suits,” he said through the vo-link.

      “To hell with that. We made a pact and I’m not breaking it.”

      Before he could tell her no, Simona ran up the steps and burst into the jump. She fired four shots in the locations she believed the anti-warriors would be. Loud grunts sounded and she knew she’d gotten at least two of them.

      Before she could peel off another round, a blade pressed against her throat. A deep voice close to her ear said, “Why won’t you die, you low-species Earthian female?”

      She laughed in spite of the moment. If this was an attempt to scare her—tough. In a move she didn’t know she could pull off, she shot her hands up, as if in prayer, and broke his hold on her. The surprise move gave her enough time to bend down and mule kick with all her might. To her relief, his flight suit’s cloaking device sputtered and failed, just like the one Jalek had worn. Simona was grateful for the memory that the torso area was vulnerable to close-combat impact.

      When she turned around, the mirrored helmet warrior came at her with a rage she knew well. She knew this rage intimately. Simona also knew its weakness—blindness to reason and patience. Simona waited until he got within arm’s length and ducked. His momentum caused the large man to fall over her compacted form. She looked over to see Jalek had followed her lead and managed to deactivate the cloaking on the suits of the other two men still in the jump.

      One of the warriors, from their side, opened the door to see the ruckus and joined in, taking on the one Simona currently fought. Before she could tell him to help Jalek, the man in the suit stabbed him with a long blade in the neck close to his artery. Blood spewed everywhere and the warrior fell back out the door of the jump. The now bloodstained man came toward her with the knife and she tried to think hard and fast. Her knife was outside on the ground somewhere. Simona had shown up to a knife fight with no weapons.

      He advanced on her as her back hit the seat behind her.

      Shit!

      She narrowly missed a stab as his blade sunk into the cushion of the seat. He had her pinned in until she did a low blow and kicked him in his nether region. He bent over in pain, but not before managing to grab her by the throat. He squeezed with a force so strong, her wind pipe felt crushed. Simona watched in slow motion as Jalek leaped onto the man and wrestled him to the ground. They tussled and in a moment too short to record, Jalek lay still—too still.

      She watched in silence as the man pulled his blade out of Jalek’s side and stared at him, as if in a stupor. This couldn’t be happening. They wore vests, how could he have managed to get through the vest? Her mind raced with disbelief as she fought to make sense of what she saw.

      “No, Jalek,” she cried.

      Then the switch flipped and she ran toward the still-stunned man and tore into him. The heat and sting of her rage burned until she couldn’t feel anymore. Simona used every resource and reserve of power to tear this man to shreds. It was a battle filled with rage as the two of them tangled and fought with all their might. Fatigue and lactose buildup burned her lungs, but she fought on. In the corner of her eye, Simona could see Jalek lying still on the floor of this jump. She would die revenging him if she had to. This beast was dying, by her hands, this cycle.

      Simona grabbed and twisted the helmet. She pulled to reveal a head and face covered by a black fabric. This was the hooded guy she’d seen the night before. This was the leader! New determination to prevail gave her a second wind as she punched and bit him. He slapped her with a force so hard, she heard ringing for a long while, but wouldn’t give up. He would die today. She staggered from the fatigue and aches in her muscles and almost dropped to the ground. A glint caught her eye as she saw his knife under a section of chairs to his left and away from Jalek’s supine body.

      She dove for the blade and grabbed it, feeling him pulling her back to him by her ankles. Simona twisted her body and arched her arm up in a swiping motion slicing through the chest area of his suit. This blade was extremely sharp, reminding her of a razor with its style of cut. He lunged for her again. She turned to see a bright red spot growing on Jalek’s side and knew she wouldn’t allow him to lie here and die.

      Please help me Goddess?

      The masked man grabbed her, picking her off her feet by her neck. Simona fought to get free as her feet dangled in the air. The weight of the knife in her hand reminded her of her chance to put an end to this. It became harder and harder to coordinate her muscles, her life force draining as the last of her oxygen left her. She willed her body to do this one last thing. She looped an arm around the large male and plunged the knife into his stomach area. Then she pushed her weight into it, holding her body against the blade that sunk deep into the man.

      Adrenaline fueled him as he continued to choke her. Simona prayed the effects of the knife wound would win over his choking her. She wanted to live and not die, with Jalek. The man released her, and her body crumpled to the floor. Simona scrambled over to Jalek to apply pressure to his side, ignoring what happened to the man.

      She gasped for air like a guppy out of water, but cared more about seeing to Jalek’s wound. When she managed to reach him and checked for a pulse, it was still there.

      “Jalek, Jalek, wake up, baby. Wake up for me,” she said lightly slapping his face to shock him into consciousness.

      Violet eyes opened behind thick lashes to stare up at her. Relief flooded her, causing a floodgate of tears to stream down. She was too busy applying pressure to his wound to hear the first words from the man not even six feet away from them. Until she heard the words she would have never expected to.

      “My son! Goddess, I’ve killed my son!” the voice cried.

      Simona turned and saw, to her horror, the face of the man staring at Jalek on the floor. Gone was the black fabric mask, and instead sat a man with Jalek’s eyes and an uncanny resemblance to her mate. He was extremely handsome with red-rimmed eyes, from recent tears.

      He looked at her and said, “It’s all your fault. You made me kill him. If it hadn’t been for you, he would have come home when I asked him. Jalek would be far away from here. You Earthian whores are the reason my son is dead.”

      Simona was speechless as she tried to process what was unfolding. This was Jalek’s father… and she’d put a long-bladed knife in his abdomen. Jalek would never forgive her for killing his father. She returned her attention to Jalek to keep him awake.

      He said, “I hear my father’s voice, am I dreaming?”

      Simona swiped a tear that rimmed her lid and said, “No darling, you’re not. You’re right here with me. I need to stay with me here too. Remember our pact.”

      Lord Quan heard his son’s voice and said, “Jalek, son, I’m so sorry. All I wanted was for us to take our rightful places as Emperor and Prince. I just wanted you to be the prince you were always meant to be. That Tordin was never as good as you, and yet you idolized him.”

      Simona looked down to see a tear forming at the corner of Jalek’s face as he heard his father’s voice. She wanted to protect him from this, from it all, including her. But his father wouldn’t shut up, or die. He kept talking.

      “I thought you were dead. No one told me you lived and I wanted to avenge your death. I only recently found out you were still alive. I never meant to hurt you, please forgive me, son. Forgive me.”

      Jalek said to Simona, “Help me up. I want to look him in the face for what I want to say to him.”

      Simona positioned herself to sit behind him as his support. When he could see his father, Lord Quan smiled Jalek’s smile and it weirded her out to see how much he looked like that man.

      Jalek spoke, “You are not my father. You killed your son long ago. I’m a different man with my own family. This is my mate and you will show her respect, if that is the last thing you do. If I die, at least I won’t die alone and bitter like you will.” He groaned a little from the pain, as she applied more pressure to his wound, but continued, “You say you did this for us. If that were true, you would have tried to find out what happened to me. Instead, you’re here in a delusional attempt to seize control from Lord Tordin. You never wanted this for anyone but yourself. You’re nothing but a bad seed, full of dishonor to your core. You ran off my mother, and then me, and you still refused to look at the fact that it was you and your hateful ways that left you alone. So no, you didn’t kill or even harm your son. Your son has been dead for a long time.”

      “Jalek, listen to me. I need to explain why. You have to listen to me before it’s too late.”

      Simona spoke up, sensing this was important. “Speak up Lord Quan, he’ll hear you.”

      “I do not recognize you and you will not address me directly, you low-species whore!” Lord Quan spat out.

      “Enough! I said this is my mate and you will respect her or I’ll ask her to finish you off. Now, say your peace and be done with it,” Jalek said, using energy he didn’t have.

      Simona wondered where everyone was. They needed help and then she remembered, there had only been five warriors with them.

      Lord Quan spoke, his voice getting weaker with every word. “You must leave this ship. There are bombs throughout the ship set to blow in less than an hour.”

      Simona knew Jalek was slipping away from her as well, but wouldn’t give up on him or this fool of a father.

      “Lord Quan… Lord Quan!” she yelled as the man opened his eyes halfway. “How do we stop the bombs from going off?”

      He laughed and shook his head. “No, I’m not going to let you get off that easily. You have to pay for taking my son away from me. You’ll perish with the rest of us.”

      “Look you crazy-ass bastard, there’s still time for both you and your son to live. Now tell me how to stop those bombs or I will guarantee that you die right now.”

      He remained silent, stubborn and resolved. Simona tried to think of another way to coax it out of him, but it was clear he was determined to take it with him to the grave.

      Jalek spoke again and said to his father, “Tell her, father. I want to live to see my child. The Goddess has shown me she carries my child… your grandchild. Would you murder an innocent unborn child as well?”

      Simona didn’t like the fact that Jalek told his father a lie, but she would have to get past that. That was something she would do, not Jalek. She held him to a higher standard. Simona pushed past Jalek’s lie to concentrate on getting that code. Next, she would get him to the Healers and get those bombs diffused before it was too late.

      This evil, older version of Jalek looked over at them and smiled. He dragged a breath in and said in a voice slightly louder than a whisper, “The code works in an implant Cordin wears on his lower back. It was fitting he be the first to die, don’t you think?” he said, with a silent chuckle. “The code is your mother’s birthday, followed by yours.” He looked over at Jalek’s pale body and said, “I do and have always loved you, my son. I wanted to prove that I was worthy of you.” Lord Quan smiled as he took in and then released a large breath, his eyes glazing over in death.

      Simona froze for a moment, trying to deal with what had just happened. Then she remembered there was still a lot to do. Jalek was so tired and it took a while to get the answers to the code from him. She hoped he’d answered her correctly.

      The weight of time sat heavy on her. She fumbled with her vo-link, trying to remember how to make a call to anyone else beside Jalek. Simona finally managed to contact Phoebe. She told her what to do so fast, it was only a hope that Phoebe understood.

      Jalek’s pulse was faint and she didn’t want to move him or leave him there alone.

      “Phoebe, please, send help. I’m losing Jalek—his pulse is weak and I’m losing him!” she said, trying to hold back the panic that stomped around the edges of her sanity.

      Cool numbness flooded her, as stored up adrenaline left her body. Its absence allowed the trauma of her throat and the weight of Jalek’s body to burn through the last of her energy, to make her fight for every breath she took. Simona didn’t want to accept that she was suffocating and Jalek was bleeding out. They were so close, here in a jump in one of the most technologically-advanced spaceships she’d ever seen. Fight as she might, Simona couldn’t hang on to consciousness much longer. As she drifted into the murky abyss, a vision of Jalek’s smiling face and vibrant violet eyes smiled back at her.
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      “Simona, Simona can you hear me?” the Healer said, peering into her line of vision. Everything was hazy and blurred. She felt herself lying down and wanted to get up and find out what was going on. “Oh no lady, not yet. You’ve been through a lot and your body is still healing. We will get you into a bed that allows you to elevate yourself in a minute, but first we need to examine you.”

      Simona’s throat felt like it had been ripped out and smashed. Every part of her body screamed with pain and she didn’t know why. When she tried to speak, nothing came out and she panicked.

      “There, there, you’re all right. We have your vocal cords anesthetized so they can heal. You’ll be back to normal soon,” another of the Healers said.

      Memories of what had happened came flooding back into her mind and she needed to find out about Jalek. Fear and anxiety crashed into her hard as she tried to remember if he was dead or alive when she last saw him. A Healer came over and looked into her eyes, smiling like a caring father would.

      He said, “Jalek is alive and well—well, a bit better than you. We will allow you to see him once we get you ready to accept visitors, in about an hour. Is that good with you?” he asked using the best bedside manner she’d ever encountered.

      Simona nodded her head, relief flooded her knowing Jalek was alive and somewhat well. She looked up at the ceiling and remembered that there had been bombs all over the ship. She was here in the Healing Section, and that meant the bomb threat was gone. Her body relaxed with relief as she allowed herself to enjoy being alive and having Jalek here with her.

      Then another memory snatched that joy away. Simona had killed his father. There was no coming back from that, no matter what he might have said in the heat of the moment. Time would allow him the gift of hindsight to process what had happened. She’d be a constant reminder that she murdered his father.

      All the joy of seeing Jalek drained away. What could she say—nothing at the moment—or do, to ever make up for that? A great way to ruin a marriage was to kill your in-law. She was still running all the thoughts of what life would be like as a divorcée on Olodia when Jalek came in the room.

      Simona looked at him and wanted to turn away in shame, but couldn’t tear her eyes away from him. He looked as good as new. Her mind raced to understand how that could be. He was dying when she last saw him. Now she was the one in the bed, unable to talk and aching. She was still happy he stood there, looking and smiling at her with that amazing smile of his.

      He came close and cradled her hand in his as he said, “You scared me so bad. I thought we had a pact.”

      Simona smiled, wanting to say so much and ask so many questions. Her loss of speech became so frustrating, she started unhooking the apparatus the Healers had her connected to. Jalek stepped in and took her hands in his.

      “Hey there, stop that. You have to get better and this is the fastest way to get you better before we reach Olodia tomorrow.”

      Her expression must have said so much. Jalek was in tune with her. He understood what she needed and started talking and giving her the answers she sought.

      “Listen up Simona, and try not to interrupt me,” he said, making a bad joke about her current condition. “You are a hero and will have a celebration when we arrive on Olodia. That is why we have to get you as healthy as possible.”

      She pointed to her throat and gave him a look to ask what happened to her voice.

      He answered, “My father was so dishonorable in his attack on you that your windpipe was almost completely crushed. The Healers have done what they can to repair it. This machine will deliver gaiata-based healing fluids to speed up your healing. You’re on vocal rest until we arrive. It’s the Healer’s hope that you will be at least up to eighty-five to ninety-five percent by then.”

      Simona pointed at him and shrugged her shoulders.

      “Me? You saved me. You applied pressure until Surt and the Healers got to me. They did what they do, performed surgery, and I’m back up and around. I’m still sore, but feeling better every minute, especially since you’re awake.”

      She didn’t know how to ask about his father, so she looked at him with all the love she had for him.

      “As for my father, the bombs, and your other condition, let’s take them one by one, shall we? My father, Lord Quan is dead. No, I’m not the least bit sad or upset with you about being the agent of his demise. I only wish you didn’t have to be the one to do it. He was a bad man and many other things he was responsible for are coming out, now that he’s dead. You did us a service, else there would have been a long trial and we would have had to appear, and it would have been taxing. I don’t relish in his death, but know it was inevitable. One can’t live like that and not expect to die.”

      One of the Healers came into the room and adjusted the apparatus. It felt like a cool stream of water ran across her sore throat and it felt good. She smiled at the Healer and he placed a hand on her abdomen. Jalek sat still and quiet. The Healer moved his hands around her stomach and smiled at Jalek before leaving without a word. Simona didn’t know what that was about, but she needed to know what was going on.

      Jalek looked her in the eyes with that deep, penetrating gaze of his and smiled. “Simona, I love you. This is the next bit of news about your condition—we’re pregnant. I know it’s early, but pregnant is pregnant. It seems we’re having a ‘honeymoon baby’ as Phoebe calls it. And the miracle of it all is that Kyra is also pregnant. I know I’m probably not supposed to tell you, to allow her time to let you know, so pretend it’s news when she tells you. This means you all are pregnant at the same time. Tordin is trying to stay calm. He can’t keep that stupid wide smile off his face, but enough about Kyra and him. I’ll give you time to let that bit of news sink in.”

      She couldn’t express enough how happy she was about the baby part. Simona took Jalek’s hand and placed it on her stomach as she nodded. Jalek nodded along with her as they shared the moment together. They were a family and Jalek had known when he told his father. He hadn’t lied. Simona knew that now and that Jalek had never changed. The part of him that always made him different from his father was still intact. His integrity and honor was still there, front and center.

      He still had his hand on her stomach when he said the next part. “Everyone in Olodia knows it was my mate, Simona, who defeated Lord Quan. Your actions led to stopping the massacre of many honorable and noble people. Your voice was almost gone and you still got the necessary information to Phoebe on the vo-link. That’s how they were able to find the hidden detonator on Cordin and knew the code to stop the bombs from going off. By the time Tordin and the others got to Cordin and found the implant, only sixteen minutes were left before the ship would have blown up. You’re celebrated as the Goddess’s warrior. Without you and your quick actions, none of us would be here today.”

      Jalek’s adoration washed over her, giving her permission to feel joy again. He sat there with her in silence for a while, allowing her to take it all in. There was a gentle knock on the door. Jalek was sweet enough to ask her if she was ready for visitors before he allowed them to enter.

      Tordin, Kyra, Malm, Phoebe, and Rilic filed into the room. Simona smiled and enjoyed them as they told their sides of what happened and how they were glad she was on the mend. Kyra shared her baby news and Simona smiled, clapping her hands in joy as best she could while giving Jalek a wink.

      Tordin took his time giving her an update of some of the information they learned.

      “Lord Quan and his men were able to move around the ship, using cloaked flight suits. Like you said, they hid out in plain sight. He even used the utility shafts and meeting rooms to live and plan their attacks. I see I’m going to have to do something about detecting cloaks, after this.”

      Jalek continued where Tordin left off, “And he was behind everything… from the beginning. He was the one who tricked Cordin into kidnapping Tordin and Kyra, he provided everything and even gave Cordin money. It was through many channels to hide his involvement, but everything is coming to light now.”

      Simona’s eyes grew larger with the audacity of it all.

      Jalek continued, “We found out why they wanted the council ship so badly as well. It turns out Rilic had incriminating evidence of the plan and was unaware of it.”

      “Yes, I had no idea some of the images I captured on a trip home included meetings between Lord Quan and some of the Skleen,” Rilic said. “What I find most disturbing is that he planned to wipe out the royal line. He was going to kill Tordin, Malm, their mates, and Cordin. He believed he could put this on me and, as the Leader of the IGA, he would be able to take the Emperorship from Emperor Gordin. It was a very elaborate and deadly scheme.”

      Simona shook her head in disbelief as more information and details of the ever-expanding plots were revealed. No wonder the Goddess was at work. It was a blessing this tragedy didn’t happen. Their world could have looked extremely different if it had.

      When the Healers thought enough time had passed for a visit, they removed everyone from the room except Jalek. Simona was tired, but didn’t want to fall asleep and miss any time with him.

      When she couldn’t keep her eyes open any longer, Jalek said, “Get some rest and I’ll be back as soon as I take a quick bath.”

      Hope and more questions of how long he’d be gone sprang up.

      He answered the silent request as he said, “The Healers have given me permission to stay here with you while you recuperate. They believe it will add to the progress of your healing. It’s up to you whether I sleep over there,” he pointed to a chaise lounge type of furniture, “or here with you. I’m fine with whatever you say, as long as I can be in here with you.”

      That was easy to answer and she patted the bed next to her. She closed her eyes for a moment and woke to the warmth of Jalek’s body in the bed next to her. This was heaven and she loved the Healers’ style. Simona couldn’t believe she was able to curry great favor from the Goddess. She wouldn’t question it either. Whether she deserved any of this or not, she wouldn’t look a gift in the face and ask why.

      Simona slept deep and hard, getting rested and allowing her body to heal. This was one time she was glad the Olodian cycles were so long. Instead of the one and a half cycles she had to recuperate, her body still thought it was a little over three Earth days. That was enough time for her to get herself together, mentally and physically.

      Phoebe and Kyra came to visit and told her how they would be on extended honeymoons and that Tordin had given Jalek the same option.

      Kyra was the most knowledgeable about their living arrangements and what life on Olodia might be like. Simona spent time using an English language modified tablet to communicate with the ladies. When she learned they would live in or around the royal enclave and that Jalek’s home was in that enclave, a lot of her tension eased. Kyra was a sweetheart, giving her a crash course on their government, currency, social structure, the royals, the galaxy, and even some of their history with Earthians. She felt better about arriving and becoming a part of a new life and world, with her husband Jalek.

      

      [image: ]

      Disembarking from the spaceship was a bit of a production, as many came to welcome the crew home and see the Earthian Goddess-gifted ladies. When each left the ship, escorted by their mates, the crowds cheered and clapped. When it was Simona and Jalek’s turn, he gave her a quick kiss and led her down the walk off the ship.

      The day was filled with a tour of the capital, a parade, and then an honors dinner with the Emperor. Olodia looked a lot like Earth, just larger with more vegetation of all colors. The weird thing was that they didn’t have large bodies of water, like the oceans on Earth. Instead, there were some seas and mostly lakes. Jalek told her there was not rain like on Earth, but rather seasons of cleansing when it would rain to clean the atmosphere. It didn’t rain that often because gaiata permeated everything and fed the ground with nutrients.

      They came to the royal enclave where the Emperor’s home was located, along with the other royal residences. Simona was surprised that it wasn’t a castle, instead a rather large-enough home to house a few offices and meeting rooms greeted them. Jalek pointed out a house in the distance that was around the same size and said it was their home and that they would go there after the honorary dinner.

      Simona saved her voice for the most part during the entire day. She only used it when Jalek received an honor and promotion to Lead Scouting Officer, along with his friends Hordas and Devar. Then an unexpected surprise happened. Tordin and Malm made her Lead Investigation Officer, presenting her with a full set of specially-made weapons and gear. When she came forward to receive them, Malm whispered so she could hear him, “I told you I would honor you, warrior.”

      She smiled and hugged them both, unable to fully express her gratitude. Her commission gave her the choice to choose to serve wherever she liked. Simona would talk it over with her husband, but she was sure it would be with Tordin and Malm again.

      Kyra and Phoebe were honored for a huge event called the Goddess Mark and had busts revealed of their likenesses. It was all impressive and they were stunned to be honored with statues. When the dinner came to a close, Emperor Gordin excused himself to take a message from his lead advisor. When he came back, he was gracious and ended the evening. As the room emptied, he asked the couples and Rilic to meet him in his private study.

      Once everyone assembled and Emperor Gordin was certain they were alone he said, “This is unfortunate news. I’ve been informed that there appears to be a small fleet of spacecraft heading our way. They are just outside our galaxy and I would like for you all to intercept them.”

      Tordin looked around at everyone, knowing he’d promised they’d all have a long vacation when they made it home. Most of them were starting their honeymoons. He said to his father, “Father, is there any way possible you can send another fleet to deal with them? I’ve promised my crew a well-deserved vacation and would like to personally start my own honeymoon with my pregnant wife.”

      The Emperor smiled at Kyra. Simona liked how they interacted like father and daughter. Then his expression changed to sadness.

      “I know my wonderful son, but I need to mention that this fleet of ships have the markings of Earthians, and appear to have originated from that galaxy. You have a few weeks before they will breech our galaxy. I would like Counselor Rilic to go with you and act as liaison on behalf of the IGA.” He looked at each person in the room with that sad smile and said, “I only ask this of you because you understand the delicateness of the situation. Please get some rest and try to enjoy your time off until then. And Counselor Rilic…” he said, getting his attention, “We’re depending on you to find any redemption in this species. If not, I’m forced to give the order to destroy them. That is all for now.”

      Silence blanketed the room as the inhabitants filed out and to their respective homes. It was too much to deal with now and too short of a time to think about it.

      Simona and Jalek made their way to his home, where he carried her over the threshold again. When they were in bed that night, he asked her, “Do you want to stay here? I’m sure Emperor Gordin will give you permission to stay, in your condition.”

      She couldn’t believe he asked her that and said, “Where you go I go, and vice versa. We have our orders and we’ll go when and if we need to. In the meantime, we have some time to enjoy ourselves and then rest. I’m going to pray to the Goddess that this is a fluke and that those ships have nothing to do with us.”

      “And what if they do?” he asked.

      “We have the Goddess to help us and a baby to live for. I think we’ll be all right, don’t you?”

      Jalek made love to her in their home on Olodia. As she drifted off to sleep in his arms she knew all was well and would be well.

      As for that fleet out there in the wide expanse of space, it would have to wait until she had time to be thoroughly ravished by Jalek.
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