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      Avery Chambers just wants to be left alone to do her research and... make history.

      

      As a crew member of the long-term Earth expedition to find Alien Life, Avery is the head botanist and producer of living food for the expedition fleet. When something goes terribly wrong and she's blamed for contaminating the crew, she must find a way to redeem her work and good name--even if it means accepting the help from a too sexy for his own good god-like Alien, named Rilic.

      Multicultural, BWWM, Curvy, BBW, Alien Warrior, First-contact

      

      Warning: This book contains scenes depicting sexual assault and violence.
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      Soft, feminine, and distinctly happy; light whistling floated on the air as Avery Chambers moved about the large room. Tight rows of live flora lined her path. Leaves and blooms brushed against her clothing as if in a loving caress. As she made her rounds, Avery took note here and there of things that caught her attention.

      Her eagle eye didn’t miss which plants needed more nutrients, light and care. Flowers, plants, tree seedlings and vegetation of various kinds occupied huge planters and bins filled with rich, black dirt. She breathed in the fragrant tranquility she called her private lab. The intake of air held a heady mixture of organic earth infused with the perfume of flowers, living plants and trees. The scents all fought for preeminence as they permeated the humid air.

      Avery whistled as she worked. Yes, it was cliché but she didn’t care. Working with plants was her passion. No one could take that from her. It was so easy to get lost in here for hours, only emerging when her presence was demanded elsewhere. She continued her daily check of the specimens she kept here for special observation.

      As she turned to go down a path in the section of edible greens, a patch of dark brown caught her eye. This brown was different from the nutrient-rich soil… and, out of place. It appeared to be taking up residence on the leaf of one of the heartier greens she’d cultivated to offer a wide range of vitamins when consumed.

      This won’t do. Please let it be the lighting. Or, something simple like that.

      Peering in to capture that specific leaf into her grasp, she didn’t pay any attention to the sounds of footsteps approaching in the distance. Instead, on closer inspection of the leaf, more hateful brown blotches caught her eye. Blotches that, if what she suspected was true, could be an insidious foreboding of trouble to come. Trouble she might have been the harbinger of—she prayed that wasn’t the case.

      Hating to confirm the feeling inching through her gut, she still grabbed her portable scope and adjusted the magnification field. The diseased part of the leaf came into focus.

      “Damn it to hell… might be cross contamination,” she said, allowing herself a fraction of a second to enjoy the tiny satisfaction the whispered swear word delivered.

      Swearing always took away some of the sting of life’s misfortunes. And oh, could she swear. It was a secret art form of hers. Usually said to herself or in her sister’s company only, swearing was almost like getting away with a little something in spite of the circumstances. She liked the way the taboo words felt leaving her tongue, and at the most unexpected times.

      This leaf, with the offending spot, qualified as one of those times. It also made perfect sense in her reasoning to keep her volume down in this solemn moment. Avery didn’t know if this was the start of a tumultuous time in her life, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling that a cataclysmic event was initiated.

      If she remained as quiet as possible, maybe the offending element might disappear. With a breath caught in the back of her throat, she increased the magnification field a bit more. The fragile leaf lay limp in her gloved hand as she turned it over in full examination.

      No luck was to be had today. The leaf was dying.

      Her thoughts raced back to the procedures she’d followed in her latest experiment. The research included using a particularly nasty strand of bacteria. This strand was so virulent that it went against every guideline and agreement she’d signed in order to come on this mission. But, she had to find a way to work on it. It had been the superbug bacteria that was the main culprit of a lot of wiped out crops back on Earth, bringing famine in its wake. So far, the bacteria had completely annihilated everything it came into contact with. It was not only aggressive but fast in its destructive path as well. Avery wanted to find an antibiotic or antidote that would work against it. This lab presented the perfect opportunity to work in an isolated environment. There was no wind or land to transport the bacteria and everything in here was strictly controlled, including the air quality. She’d seen to that herself.

      Before she had time to process what she did, Avery found herself racing back to the private office in the back of the large space, where she conducted her most important experiments. The bacteria sample in question was locked away—safe and sound in the office. She’d make a quick check to keep her sanity and then figure out what was really going on with that poor plant.

      Thoughts tumbled over each other as she worked through her actions from the last time she’d worked with the bacteria. Avery had made sure to conduct her experiment there in the office, away from the other plants, and under a contamination hood with strict protocols to prevent this very thing from happening.

      Frantic breaths came hard and fast as she finally made it to her office. Her keys to the locked safe were already in hand as she slowed down to prevent crashing into her office door.

      Deep breaths… everything is fine.

      Working up the nerve to check out the evidence behind that door, she kept coaching herself, reminding herself that everything had to be all right.

      No worries, no worries Avery. You didn’t mess up. You’re fine.

      She continued to assure herself in a futile effort to handle the severity of what this could mean. When her breathing still took a moment to return to normal, she knew it was an indictment of her lack of any exercise, mixed with a fuck ton of trouble she might be in.

      “Shit, I got to start working out for real. This isn’t funny,” she said as she struggled to pull air into her overtaxed lungs. “I won’t last in prison if this goes south,” she said, bending over to take in larger gulps of air.

      Avery’s thoughts continued to race while she stopped for a moment longer to slow her heart rate down. It was true. Like her older sister, Ellery, Avery would easily be described as a tall and “big boned” mixed chick by many people’s standards. That suited her fine—well, as long as she was still healthy enough to make it through this mission. She was well proportioned and her appearance was always professional and well kept. It wasn’t as snazzy and put together as super-stylish Elle, but that worked well for her. This way, she didn’t have to worry about receiving attention or there being too much comparison. She could move about invisible, fly under the radar and be… left alone.

      Now in the office, she fought the urge to turn into a frantic mess. Dread seeped into the depths of her consciousness. The chill of an evil foreboding crept across her essence, leaving her bereft of hope.

      Snap out of it. It’s in here—has to be. No one knows it’s here. I was careful—super careful. She continued to attempt to convince herself. The two incidents are just a coincidence. Those spots have a simple explanation. I most likely still had chlorine residue on my hands or gloves when I last handled that particular plant.

      With the keys, her biometric identifier and the keypad sequence of triple security she’d installed to make certain the bacteria never got in the wrong hands, her breathing slowed down a bit. The door to the cube strongbox opened with a snick of a sound. The papers and files in front of the airtight container seemed to tremble of their own will as she removed them to grab the container.

      Once she had the container in hand, she had to sit down to stop her legs from shaking.

      “Just get it over and open the damn thing,” she said, hoping the directness of her tone would lend her courage and strength.

      Putting on a pair of eye goggles and another pair of gloves, her mouth dry from anticipation, Avery opened the container. And… it was empty!

      “There you are!” said the familiar but sometimes annoying voice of her older sister, Ellery, from behind.

      Avery shot back from the desk in startled frustration. In spite of her best effort to not react to the sound, she’d jumped higher than a pissed-off cat.

      “Shit Elle!” she said, taking off the eye goggles. “Didn’t I tell you to always buzz before you came barging in here?” Avery asked, calling her the shorter version of her name their family had always used.

      Family—she is my only family.

      Ellery ignored her, looking around to spy a seat to take and said, “So, I startled you.”

      Avery couldn’t stand how nonchalant her sister could be about her domain and privacy.

      Typical big sister ownership type of crap, but I love this woman—my sister.

      It made no use to complain, though. Elle would do what she pleased. In the meantime, Avery could not panic—no way could she lose her shit now. There was no way she wanted Elle to know what she’d done. Or rather, what had been done to her.

      Yep, this is a real fuck ton of trouble.

      Avery had her suspicions that the only reason she was here on board was because of Elle’s pull and demands. Knowing her sister, she most likely made them offer her a position. She shook her head to stay focused on getting both of them out of this room. Elle was smart and would be able to pick up that something was off with her. The last thing she wanted to do was pull her into this mess. She needed time to figure out what could have happened and find out who was trying to fuck with her.

      She returned her attention to the sound of her sister’s voice as Elle said, “I did use the buzzer and have been calling your name out loud in this tropical forest you call a lab for the last five minutes.”

      “You know I don’t pay attention to that buzzer unless you lean in on it for a few minutes.”

      She had to think fast and get them out of here.

      “Hey Elle, let me show you this new batch of lavender I’ve been working on. It’s thriving and will make a wonderful addition to your collection when it’s mature enough for me to dry and preserve for you.”

      There, that should get them moving.

      As they stood to depart, Elle came close and leaned in for a hug as she gave Avery the “you know you love it when I do that” cocky grin of hers. Avery smiled at the gesture in spite of herself.

      “The lavender is almost ready?” Elle asked, her tone happy with a twist of something Avery couldn’t quite pin down.

      All Avery could do was nod as she tried to push the empty container out of plain sight.

      When they were at the door, Avery caught a pained look that flittered across her sister’s beautiful face for a hint of a second.

      “Elle, what’s wrong?” she asked, forgetting her own predicament for a little bit.

      Instead of answering, Elle said, “You promised me lavender. So…” she said shrugging her shoulders. “Why don’t we go find it before you forget and start talking about some genus of plants that only you know about, hmm?”

      Avery knew her sister had hedged. But she’d let it go, for now at least, if she could get both of them out of this damn office.

      The walk to the section with her prized lavender was too short. She still had questions about where the vials of bacteria had disappeared to. Who had she let into that office? Better yet, who had a key to the office besides security? She’d work this out later. Now, she had a show to put on before she could get her sister out of here.

      Another thought hit her.

      Avery knew her sister well enough to know she wouldn’t come to her lab without a reason. Unlike Avery, who let her hair and skin do as nature willed, Elle was always put together. Humidity was the enemy of natural hair and full-face makeup. This humidity, thick enough to be felt on skin, could undo what most likely took hours to perfect in that style Elle wore.

      Shit, it must be important—for real.

      The day was still young and Elle wouldn’t risk frizzly hair and dripping mascara for a trip down here otherwise. On cue, the personalized handkerchief Elle used to dab at her flawless makeup glistened under the cacophony of lights used to keep the plants thriving. Judging by the iridescent color of the white, Elle must be standing near some of the black lights used to identify errant particles in the air. Avery almost felt a tinge of guilt for her, but then remembered that Elle had come uninvited and acted like she was hiding something too. Elle continued to give off that vibe that let her know something was amiss.

      “What’s really going on?” Avery asked, concern for her sister’s presence here during the day showing. “What brings you down here? Isn’t this a little bit south for the likes of a commanding officer like yourself?” Avery didn’t try to hide her mocking tone. Nor did she sidestep the fact that her sister was one of them—part of command and management.

      She must need to talk about something happening with her patients. “Look… I know you don’t like to talk about it, but are you dealing with those sexual harassment cases? You know I’m here to talk, if you want to.”

      Elle looked her in the eyes as tears welled, clinging to her lower lashes.

      “Oh honey, yes… that’s what I’m here to talk about.” Elle reached for Avery’s hand as she continued. “Over the last four days, there’s been a dramatic increase in crew showing signs of aggression, both physical and sexual.”

      “Why? Do you have an answer? Maybe the simulated Earth conditions in the atmosphere are taking a toll on people? It’s neurological, right?”

      “No sweetie, it’s not the air—or neurological.” Elle pushed out a labored breath. This was hard for her, whatever it was.

      “Hey, sis—spit it out. I’m here for you.”

      As the head psychologist on board, Elle carried the responsibility and weight of a lot of people’s messed-up mental issues in her hands. Avery prided herself for not being one of them. She’d seen how much her sister got into her work, often using some unknown sight—beyond sight—to furrow out the root of the person’s issues.

      God knows both of them should have been on the other side of the couch, so to speak, but they’d lived to find their ways and make something of themselves. With both parents gone and a tragic event that bound them closer to each other than most siblings, they’d found ways to cope. Elle became a world-renown psychologist, specializing in relationship dynamics and the impact of emotions within a social unit. And then there was Avery. She’d retreated into the gardens and never came back. Her love of plants was so deep, she could swear she heard them speaking to her at times. At the moment, she didn’t need a degree in psychology to let her know something pained her sister. Whatever Elle needed, she’d be here for her. She gave Elle her best attentive look and waited for her to speak again.

      Taking the cue, Elle said, “Some tests have been run and the results point to food contamination on the molecular level.”

      “What are you saying?” Avery asked, not registering what she meant.

      “I’m saying that the apparent cause of the behavioral issues we’ve been experiencing is due to the live food. There’s something in it making the crew turn aggressive and increasing their sexual appetites to dangerous levels.”

      No sensation or thoughts formed for a protracted moment. Avery was certain she’d heard her sister wrong. There was no way her food supply was contaminated.

      “No, that can’t be right. I have the logs. No pesticides, chemicals or other foreign agents have been used.”

      Avery couldn’t help sounding like a defensive twit. This wasn’t happening. Surely Elle didn’t believe she would do anything to contaminate the food.

      “That’s not exactly true… is it? Sometimes I don’t understand what goes on in that mind of yours.”

      “What are you getting at, Elle?”

      “I’m saying that Neil and his security team searched your office last night and found a prohibited and extremely dangerous strand of bacteria in your personal safe. Please tell me you didn’t bring that bacteria on board?” Elle asked, pleading heavy in those last words.

      Sheets of ice slammed into every inch of Avery’s body. This must be what it felt like to have all the blood drained from the body. Security had the superbug bacteria, and it looked like she was the culprit.

      Yep, a fuck-ton-of-trouble.

      “Avery? Did you?”

      Avery didn’t want to see the hurt and disappointment in her sister’s eyes, but it was there. It was time to pay not only the piper but Karma, Even Steven and maybe the Grim Reaper too. With all the strength she had left, Avery answered, “Yes. I brought the bacteria on board—but I never exposed any of the food to it. You have to believe me, Elle!”

      “I do, but because you brought it on board, you could be found just as guilty as the one who did the act of introducing it into the food supply. Command wants to treat this as an act of treason.” That damn tear that had held on for so long escaped and fell down Elle’s cheek. “I’m so sorry, but they want to put you in the brig. I have asked them to remand you into my custody. From here on, you aren’t allowed in this lab or any common areas. You will stay in my quarters unless accompanied by security, members of command, or me.”

      “But what about my plants? Who’ll watch and keep them growing? Please Elle, don’t take this away from me. This is the only thing I enjoy and am good at. You know me. You know I wouldn’t—no couldn’t do what you’re saying happened here.” Then Avery tried to bargain. “Look, I’ll only work with a crew in plain sight. I promise I won’t be by myself at any time with any of the live plants or food… please,” she begged. But it was too late.

      Elle looked away and to the far doors. As soon as she did, a group of crew members from security came in. Avery watched—as if having an outer body experience—as they took her access badge, personal office keys and started the process of closing her lab down.

      She couldn’t help but try to catch Elle’s eyes as it all happened. When she did, the dagger plunged in deep. Elle looked at her with disappointment.

      Extreme, debilitating shame shackled her once again right there on the spot. The urge to speak, to defend herself shriveled up and blew away like powder on the wind. Avery remained silent through the remainder of the process. She followed security and Elle in deflated silence to Elle’s quarters. She had no compulsion to respond to the gawking stares from the crew as they led her through the hallways and finally to her big sister’s apartment.

      The only feeling she could parcel out was the thread of anger that snaked through her toward Elle’s lack of support. Avery stared daggers into the back of her sister’s head as they walked closer to her house arrest.

      What hurt the most was that Elle acted as if she didn’t believe her. Never mind that she was her sister. Avery was a professional and would never do anything to put anyone in danger. This just let her know that she could no longer depend on her sister. She’d spent all her life learning to be alone. She could do this. Elle had a job to do and she wouldn’t make it hard for her. At least she wasn’t on the way to the on-board jail.
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      “You done pouting?” Elle asked once they were in her apartment alone and settled.

      “What do you care?” Avery snapped, no longer having the control to hold back her anger.

      “I care a lot,” Elle said, moving Avery’s feet off of the couch and taking a seat in their place. “Look at me.” She repeated the demand when Avery refused to look. “Look at me, Avery.”

      Avery couldn’t resist when Elle used that tone in her voice, the one that meant she was done kidding around.

      “Avery, I believe you. And, I believe that someone is trying to set you up. For what, I haven’t a clue. The fact that you were the one who brought that death bug on board played right into their hands. What were you thinking, doing something so careless anyway?”

      Avery shrugged her shoulders, feeling like a ten-year-old again having to listen to her nineteen-year-old sister scold her.

      “I wanted to find a way to stop that bacteria. Being in space with nothing but time seemed like the best opportunity to do that.”

      “Yeah, but baby you don’t work for the Centers for Disease Control. You work for a private, for-profit company, who paid you to feed its crew with food that wouldn’t turn them into horny maniacs. Oh yeah, you were also able to do a little fun research with cool edible alien plants and vegetables. Instead, what we got was an epidemic of insane fighters and potential sexual abusers roaming around the fleet.”

      “When you put it like that, I come off as a reckless idiot.”

      “You think?” Elle got up, moving to the kitchen area.

      Avery watched as her sister made two cups of tea and returned to the couch. She was drained and didn’t know what else to say.

      Elle spoke, passing a cup to Avery. “You have to believe that I fought tooth and nail to keep you out of the brig and safe here with me.” Her tone revealed the pain of the situation.

      That was when Avery started to understand; Elle wasn’t disappointed with her, she was upset with what was happening to her.

      Sitting back down on the couch, Elle turned to capture Avery’s attention and asked, “Is there anyone who has it out for you? You know—did you piss anyone off with that famous deadpan look of yours?”

      “No! Why would you think that’s the reason for this? I don’t interact with anyone except my staff. And I don’t have a look. You’re crazy if you believe I stared someone into framing me.”

      “You can sit there and deny it, but we all have to see it—your face, that is. Even if you don’t know you have it, your resting bitch face is on full display. You have a way of dressing down a person with a single glance. Maybe someone snapped and wanted to make you pay for making them feel uncomfortable? I don’t know—I just need to find a story that makes sense. This is crazy. You aren’t a traitor and I won’t allow this to get out of hand.”

      Avery put a hand on her sister’s back to settle her down. Elle’s protection mode was in full thrust and she’d go round and round until they were both brain numb trying to figure this out.

      “Sis, it’s okay. I’ll get to the bottom of this. You just need to get me information and things when I ask for them.” Avery looked around the apartment. It was spacious for the ship, but it was also still a bit tight for two grown women to share. “Do you have any way to get some of my things from my quarters? I think I need to cocoon for a little while, get a game plan and then come back out swinging.”

      “I know you will and we’ll get to the bottom of this. But before I forget, as a precaution, you need to go on and get the shot.”

      “Nope, not going to do that. I don’t believe I need to pump my body full of synthetic hormones. It’s not likely that I’m going to be sleeping with anyone in your apartment, is it?”

      “Don’t, Avery. With all the incidents of sexual assault—alleged, attempted and verified—I need to insist you get the shot to be on the safe side. Please, Avery?”

      “No! I’m going to be cooped up in here. There’s no need. Plus I’m on a cock-fast anyway.”

      “TMI young lady! TMI!” Elle said, plugging her ears. “It’s always been protocol and that is just another thing you’ve managed to skirt around. Please just do this for my sanity. You know how much this means to me. If something were to happen to you and it resulted in an unfortunate situation, I don’t… I don’t know what I’d do.”

      Avery sat stunned and numb. Elle went there to that place neither of them talked about. She didn’t have the strength to fight with her, but she also knew she wouldn’t be taking that shot unless they held her down and forced it on her.

      Damn it. This day kept getting more and more complicated and hateful. Avery tried to avoid her sister’s stare.

      “Please, Avery?”

      Avery hugged a pillow from the couch and shook back and forth. No played through her mental chorus over and over, but would never come to break the surface of her silence.

      No.

      Avery watched Elle respond to the silent alert of her inter-communicator.

      When Elle finished the call, she said, “I’ve been called to mission control. I guess they want a status report on my ‘prisoner’.”

      “Extremely not funny,” Avery said.

      “I know, but I have to go.” Elle prepared to leave but before she did, she said, “Avery, I won’t nag you about getting the shot, but I want you to take the time to think about more than yourself in this situation. Many folks are roaming around with God only knows what type of adrenaline. Please consider getting the shot. It would be unfair to not be prepared and have to make a dire decision if something were to happen. This is the last I’ll mention of it. You’re your own woman with your own body.”

      Elle left without saying anything else.

      The long, stressed and tired sigh that fell out of Avery said it all. Just like Elle to get the last word in.

      [image: ]

      Large amber-gold eyes peered into the depths of her innermost being. They belonged to a man, both mysterious and alluring. He held her gaze captive as he continued to penetrate her defenses. This man stood not ten feet away and was emotion-destroyingly gorgeous. The way his eyes sparkled, Avery was certain they couldn’t be real. Brilliant flecks of gold, chocolate, and warm honey hues danced around to make them look like gemstones. His eyes looked like the finest dark amber she’d ever seen.

      More importantly, it was the way he looked at her that held her transfixed. Direct and sure, his gaze sent tremors that threatened to make her run from their intensity. Avery refused to shrink from his attention. Instead, she stayed focused on locking eyes with him in a silent dance of negotiation. Why was he here? Where was she anyway? Nothing made sense… was she asleep?

      Shifting through the maze of recent events, her memory fell onto the last conversation she’d had with Elle—about the birth control shot. She must be internalizing and trying to work through the conversation in her subconscious. That would make sense, that she would conjure up an unnaturally handsome giant of a man to work out her objections to taking the shot. He still stood there, quiet as the space that surrounded them, staring at her. Since this was her dream, trance or whatever, she’d do what she damn well pleased.

      Avery advanced on the man. He didn’t move. She asked, “What do you want? Are you here to help me with this mess I’m in?”

      There was no answer for a long moment. No sooner had she prepared to turn and leave the apparition in her dreams, than he spoke.

      “Yes, I am here to help you. To assist you with whatever you need to make your journey successful.”

      Damn! A voice deep like still waters, sultry and totally fitting for that rakishly handsome look he completely pulled off, rewarded her with an answer. She had to give it to her subconscious. When she conjured up a dream guy, she didn’t scrimp on the possibilities. It was like attributes she’d never considered she’d be into were standing here in front of her working every bit of sexual magnetism imaginable. Not sure where the “GQ meets Mr. Universe” vibe came from, but she could work with it. It was time to have some fun. Her day stank worse than a rotten corpse flower up to now. At least her subconscious knew how to make her feel better.

      Boldness struck.

      She turned back to him, reaching up his very tall frame to hook her hand around the back of his thick neck. It all felt so real, and before she could complete her intended action, electric pulses vibrated at the point of her contact with him. She would do this. It was just a dream, right? Chickening out was for weak girls and she was a full grown, strong woman. Avery brought his lips down to crush against hers with force.

      Searing fire licked and singed her mouth, neck and chest as the sensation of his lips on hers reverberated through them both. She felt the resonance of soundless vibrations that bloomed into the sweetest scent of arousal she’d ever encountered. Caramel infused with juniper, cherry blossoms, and dusted with lush chocolate diamonds wrapped in luxurious sable filled her senses. The effect was strong enough to seduce the wanton and deprived sexiness out of her shuttered and stored erotic needs. She moaned a mixture of lust and need as his full lips parted to accept her invasion.

      Captive to the ferocious storm that was her new sexual awareness exponentially expanding, the sensations didn’t stop or even crescendo. Instead they continued to consume her like Greek fire, ever burning, no matter how much she attempted to douse them with her determination to stay in control. Avery had to stop this. It was too real and she didn’t want to experience the crash she was sure would follow when she woke to the reality that he was a figment of her imagination.

      But he felt like life. She couldn’t let go, not yet.

      Her tongue betrayed her as it flicked like a taunting sensual temptress against his wonderfully warm, velvety lips. She felt the broadest smile emerge as he wrapped thick, strong arms around her, bringing her even closer into his heat, masculinity and raw power.

      Then the imaginary seduction got real.

      His tongue answered in a dance so powerful and smooth it could best be described as what it must feel like to watch a god consume the worship of his admirer. And worship she did. More and more, she gave and took, exchanging pleasure for excellent, sumptuous pleasure with her mystery man. He kissed her hurts and the pain of her life to the far side of her thoughts. Simmering below the aphrodisiac smell of him lay an even more powerful need to touch every exposed inch of him.

      Avery’s hands roamed his back, amazed her fingertips couldn’t meet across the expanse of his wide upper portion. He moved her into the curve of his torso as he took one of her arms and wrapped it around his narrow waist. His breathing was just as hungry and ragged as hers now. She pressed into him more and more, enjoying how much more of him she could access with every wiggle of her chest and hips. Strong hands grabbed her plump ass as he drew her in with an almost crushing force.

      Held against him intimately, she was greeted with the firm, impressive and distinctive outline of his manhood, pressed against her torso. She’d have to figure out how to get her favorite sex toys brought to Elle’s after this sex dream from Nirvana.

      Breath—who needed to breathe? Living was overrated if she had to stop kissing and being kissed by this… this… oh hell, what was this? The best delusional hallucination ever!

      Wetness from her undergarments reminded her how pathetic she was to react like this to a dream. She had to stop this now. It would only hurt more, the longer she stayed here in her self-erected dream palace of escape. Avery wouldn’t be a pathetic introvert who lived in her dreams, having trysts with imaginary men who would never give her or her ample body the time of day in real life.

      With a forced determination she didn’t know she possessed until now, she tore herself away from the warm, silken embrace of her mystery man. He looked as stunned as she felt. Those eyes of fiery gold, crushed into toffee-colored shards pleaded with her for understanding. Instead of speaking, she turned and willed herself to wake. Life lived outside this magical space and it was time she faced it.

      The retreat had been nice, no—fucking awesome, but she had to face the music that was her current situation. No one was going to fight for her like—well, her. Avery took in a deep cleansing breath. Like that, she shot up straight on the couch to find herself alone in Elle’s living room. Alone.

      Determined to shake off the after effects of that all-too-real dream, she got up and started walking the length of the room. Phantom brushes of his lips played evil tricks with her mind, pulling her back into daydreaming about the encounter.

      “No, get clear headed and focus on clearing your name. You have to do this and not wait for anyone, including Elle, to save your ass this time.”

      Hearing her voice echo through the minimally decorated room gave her new clarity. This wasn’t her home, nor was this the rest of her life. At thirty years old, she still had a great portion of her life ahead of her. Avery would make this a temporary blip in the story of her life. It would be relegated to a footnote at best. Yeah, that worked.

      A familiar hum of life tickled at the outer edge of her attention as she continued to pace. Then she saw it. The potted Pothos plant she’d given Elle when they came on board sat in a corner next to the dining table in the open-space eating area. She smiled in spite of herself. Elle had done a great job keeping the plant thriving. Avery went to it and lovingly fingered the green and white variations of the plant. Since Elle had inherited their mother’s allergies, the slightest amount of dust and other allergens would set her off. In an effort to stop her from totally relying on and being at the mercy of artificial air purifiers, Avery had given her the plant. It was not only easy to take care of and beautiful, it was also one of the best natural air purifiers. It could even cleanse the air of chemicals that lived in components of the room, like formaldehyde in the carpet and other toxins from the materials used to build the spacecraft.

      “How are you doing lovely? You look amazing,” Avery said to the plant as she drew near to talk with it. “I see you’ve been taking great care of my sister. Thank you so much for doing that. I really appreciate it. Now it looks like you’ll have me on your hands as well.”

      She smiled as she started to feel a sense of familiar calm that only came when she was around living plants. Avery wasn’t sure she’d be able to make it indefinitely without being able to put her hands in soil and breathe in the fresh oxygen her plants so lovingly gave in return for her efforts to keep them thriving. This was already looking like hell in living color. At least there was this one plant here to give her a small fix from time to time.

      Avery could imagine how stupid and strung out she must look, hovering in the corner next to a little plant like a fiend. Now more than ever, it occurred to her how ill equipped she was to deal with the general population in social settings. Never mind ever having enough social graces to coerce some poor schlep into a relationship with her.

      “Ha!”

      The odds of Avery ever having sex again was beyond remote. That sex dream was the most action she was likely to see for the foreseeable future. It had already been three years since her cock-fast started. After another failed relationship where she found out she was not only just a side chick for the guy, but she wasn’t even the top one. At that time, Avery had made an oath that she would swear off guys and even the occasional piece of dick to keep her heart and sanity.

      Her problem was that she fell too hard, too fast for a guy. No, the truth was she didn’t trust herself or her emotions when it came to men. In an exercise Elle had given her to get over her last guy, she’d written and journaled until she came to the realization that she couldn’t name one man who had ever been in romantic love with her. Sure, there were a few—and that was literal—who might cop to being in lust with her, but none were ever in real, everyday love with her. That had hurt enough for her to make major changes.

      The most important change was that she didn’t date. Even her secret crush on the head of security, Neil Hodges, was never acted on. Good thing too, he was the one who’d snooped around to find her bacteria. That might have been the only reason he’d come to her lab all those times.

      He’d said he loved gardening and plants. She’d taken the time to show him how to cultivate the heartleaf philodendron he’d brought with him. Sure, he’d been nice and was too delicious for words, but she never let on that he affected her one way or the other. Or at least, she hoped not.

      Sounds from the other side of the door gave Avery enough time to move from the corner and back to the couch before Elle came in.

      “Hey, didn’t I leave you in that same place?”

      “Yeah. I fell asleep,” Avery said, wondering if Elle would volunteer any information or if she’d have to ask outright.

      “You hungry? Sorry, but all I can offer you is the chemical stuff. Until we get more information from the biomedical team about the plants, soil, and all steps in the harvesting and processing cycle, it’s back to nutritional shakes.”

      Puppy dog eyes.

      Elle had this amazing ability to turn her hazel-green eyes into the most pitiful puppy dog eyes around. She used them without warning or mercy. Avery didn’t stand a chance and took the cool pouch of liquid Elle brought to her.

      “Thanks. I guess this makes the most sense,” she said, eyeing the pouch with unrestrained disgust.

      Out of habit, she turned the pouch around to look at the chemical versions of vitamins, proteins and minerals printed in the ingredients section. This was another nail in the quickly closing coffin of hope.

      “I have an update on the situation,” Elle said. “What? You didn’t think I’d be that much of a sadistic bitch to hold it from you or make you wait, did you?”

      “Good. Come sit and tell me,” Avery said, patting the seat next to her.

      It almost felt like when they were growing up—before the incident. Elle kicked off her relatively sensible heels and sat, curling her feet under her bottom.

      “According to Vanessa and Neil, some of the smaller ships that run the largest of your crops are exhibiting questionable behavior in a large number of the crew.”

      “Will you have to go over to those ships?” Avery asked, not liking the chance her sister might have to go into a hostile environment.

      “At the moment, no. I’ve already spoken with members of my staff on those ships and they are handling the situation to my expectations. But back to the most important information; a galaxy with great odds of life-sustaining planets has been identified. It’s very close but until we are able to get control of the contamination and get a smaller scouting party out to some of the planets, we are in a holding pattern.”

      “Wait, you mean we’re hovering in space when a galaxy full of planets is nearby? That’s cuckoo. We should find a planet that supports life, land and get the crew better.”

      “Avery, Avery—hold on. That’s what we plan to do, but we can’t just land with enough adults to make up a city. The planet has to be able to handle us. Plus, we still don’t know if ‘there be aliens in them there hills’,” Elle said in her corniest gold minor impersonation.

      “You know how bad that was, right? If not, just don’t. Don’t do that for anyone else. It was painful to watch and excruciating to listen to.”

      “Okay, Miss Critic. See if I try to entertain you again. What I was told is that this might be the galaxy we’ve been sent to find. If so, we want to take time to learn about it and know which planets are in it. We don’t have maps to this one. Our intel only got us into the general vicinity of this galaxy.”

      “All right, so command wants to please Adler by finding his rumored huge aliens before we do anything to help these poor crew members.”

      “Avery, it’s really not like that. We are doing both things at the same time. I wouldn’t be fine with the plan otherwise, I promise.”
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      The abrupt end to the dream snatched the beautiful female out of his grasp. She was gone. He lingered outside the dream world searching for an entrance back in for as long as he could. Rilic sank himself into a meditative state and hovered on the edge of the hazy twilight that came before waking. He fought the pull of alertness, determined to return to the dream. Squeezing his eyes tight to block out the knowledge that it had been only a dream or a delightful trance-state, he continued to seek the beauty out in the world of dreams, but it was no use. She was gone.

      She’d been so very real, like no other female he’d ever encountered. The feel of her soft skin still played in his memory. A ghost of her essence lingered in his mind’s eye. The female with eyes so deep green they appeared black with passion had invaded his dreams. His reaction to her caused him to question many things he’d held as truth. His ability to react to her in such a primal way went against his understanding of his life’s mission and the plan of the Goddess.

      Details of her face continued to etch themselves into his mind. Each smooth slope taunted him. And her lips, plump and soft with a taste to rival the best delicacies, could drive him mad with want. Desiring her like this was not part of the plan of the Goddess for him—it couldn’t be. Yet, he was attempting to stay in a state of dream-filled bliss with this female.

      Another memory of her standing sure and defiant tormented and disabled his resolve to move on from this dalliance. A dalliance was exactly what this would be under normal circumstances. This could have been his life on any number of occasions in the past. He’d liked the impulsiveness of a chance meeting with a female who captured his interest.

      When the female had locked him in a stare-down for dominance, he’d been instantly intrigued. She bore strong signs that she might be Goddess-blessed, or at least kissed with the power of the Goddess for some special gifting or task. When she’d asked him that question of whether or not he would help her, it was like the strength of a clarion call that he couldn’t deny. Yes, he would help her. Yes, he would do whatever was in his power to keep her safe and free from whatever it was that so deeply troubled her.

      Then she’d initiated that kiss. Their shared touch was reminiscent of other accounts of unctions… No, it couldn’t be that. He was a servant of the Goddess and was tasked with helping others fulfill her calling. This female must be one of the designated that the Goddess had called. Rilic was a bystander, working in the shadows for the greater good of the Goddess’s overall plan—a loyal servant, nothing more. His work was never to be overtly done.

      Had he ruined all his work up until now by allowing the kiss to progress as it did? It hadn’t been him who stopped it. The female had been the brave one, stopping what most assuredly was not to be. She must be meant for another. Maybe he’d intercepted her plea on its way to the true target of her union?

      Certainty that she was on board one of the Earthian vessels spread through his understanding. Yes, she must be another called of the Goddess. And, she must have been subconsciously searching out help. Rilic decided then and there that it had been wrong of him to so quickly return to his baser nature. He had no right to behave that way with her. It was clear she needed help and he’d been anything but honorable in the situation. He would return to his sense of duty and honor to find and help her as a servant of the Goddess should—nothing more. But, the passion he’d felt for this female could not be so easily pushed aside.

      Those eyes had been filled with an intensity that could only be forged in adversity. What could have driven her to that level of need and hunger? When they’d kissed, it was as if his senses exploded with life. She drove him hard to meet her need and he’d wanted to just as much. The woman with the deep green eyes so intense he couldn’t look away had touched that part of him he reserved for no one.

      His breathing slowed to a normal pace as he gathered his thoughts to come back to the present. Rilic couldn’t remember a time when a dream was so real, or so enjoyable. The female in the dream was indeed different—even for an Earthian. And her passion rivaled all those of the great historic loves of his people and the written traditions. It was easy to return to thoughts of how she’d approached him, full of vigor and boldness, to kiss him with abandon.

      He shook his head to clear the want that crept up to take him back to thoughts of how much he wanted to taste her lips again. Not since before taking his Goddess’s oath to abstain from the sexual pleasures of a female had he ever encountered one who made his entire being react to her in that way. Hazy images of her beautiful skin, artistically painted with the hue of the finest nuts from the planet Polonari, teased and tortured him.

      Rilic sat up from his reclined position. He’d been in his private office in his residence working, when he must have dosed off. That wasn’t like him and he wondered how long he’d been slumbering in the fullness of midmorning. He still had council meetings and that business of the Earthian fleet of spacecrafts to discuss with the emperor.

      Rilic would have to leave the memories of his Earthian dream beauty to the recesses of his mind. Today, he had other more pressing Earthian matters to attend to, like how to get that fleet to either leave or be moved to a planet that wouldn’t cause possible danger to the capital planet, if they had indeed come in anger.

      [image: ]

      Rilic watched his long-time friend Lord Tordin absently rub his thumb back and forth over his mate’s swollen stomach. The fleet had been back home on Olodia long enough for Lady Kyra and the mates of Lord Malm and Jalek to become visible with child.

      Lady Kyra was always a delight. Her outlook always bright, most of the city sought out her and the other ladies’ schedules to know where and when they would be out and about. Now that her wee one had started to show, she’d become even more of a highly sought-after member of the royal family. And she handled it all with grace and just the right amount of unorthodoxy to keep everyone on their toes and enjoying it.

      Not one to wait for others to do for her, Lady Kyra had shocked Olodians by going for walks unaccompanied, and even stopping to fix a malfunctioning sign for a passageway. She was such an original that it was hard to deny her anything she requested.

      After the pleasantries of greeting him, Lady Kyra excused herself to take care of other things. Once Lady Kyra had left, Rilic immediately launched into what he’d come to do. Get Tordin’s support.

      “You’re going to have to stay here,” Rilic said to Tordin. “I don’t think any of you should go. Your mates are all pregnant and we can’t be sure what all this prolonged time in space might do to the wee ones.”

      Rilic wanted to make certain Lord Tordin, Lord Malm and even Jalek understood what was at stake. The Goddess had blessed each of them with a child and now was not the time to test her protection and blessing. They had no way of knowing what waited ahead.

      The fleet of Earthian vessels had yet to pierce the outer rim of the galaxy but they could arrive anytime now and he wanted to make sure none of the ladies would be in danger. He watched his commander, Lord Tordin, pace the length of his private office. Back and forth, Tordin paced, not wanting to admit that staying home with his new family was the best thing to do. When Rilic saw Tordin running his hands through his hair, he knew the decision would be made to stay. Tordin would never put anything before the welfare and safety of his family.

      “Lord Tordin—” he said.

      “Please don’t do that, not now,” Tordin said. “It’s bad enough that I get that title hurled at me all day long around here, I just want to be Tordin. At least in private quarters. Rilic, please?”

      Rilic understood without Tordin having to say anything else. At home, on Olodia, Tordin was the crown prince and had to fulfill the expectations that came with that position. It must be extremely taxing on him and his new life with his mate, Lady Kyra.

      On the one hand, it would be best for Tordin to stay and allow Kyra to have a calm pregnancy. On the other hand, he would be pulled more and more into the politics and antics of the Intergalactic Alliance and their continuous infighting. Tordin was a born leader and diplomat, but his heart was in the field with his legion of warriors.

      “Yes, I understand. Tordin, I’ll leave you to discuss this with Kyra, but I know you face a difficult decision and I do not envy you.”

      “You know she won’t stay home if I go,” Tordin said. “And, I won’t be without her. We come as a pair. Either we stay or we go. That’s the issue. Kyra is a female, determined to do what she feels is right. I always honor her, as she’s shown many times over the wisdom of her decisions.”

      “What’s the issue then? It seems like you need to explain to her the possible impact on her pregnancy. I know she’ll understand once you lay out all the reasons why BOTH of you should stay. I can handle this. Unlike you, I have no one waiting here for me. I can go and take as much time as possible to access the situation and deal with any possible threat. Plus, I can still keep the emperor and you in the loop. You all stay here and allow me to do my job—with all due respect, Lord Tordin.”

      That last part Rilic said with a hint of amusement. He knew Tordin’s sense of duty ran deep. And he hated seeing his friend fret about what to do. Having a family was a deep responsibility and changed everything. Rilic was glad he’d chosen to stay solo and not take a mate. He happily worshipped the Goddess and had taken his pleasure with willing females until the unction began to manifest. He’d felt the hand of the Goddess, and took an oath to abstain from sexual pleasure until her will was done and he’d fulfilled his role in her plan. For him, this was his walk.

      The Goddess had spoken to him many seasons before imparting bits and pieces of her plan as the need arose. Everything she’d given him in his dreams and meditations had come to pass. Not quite how he thought, but how they needed to be. And it looked like all was going to be all right with their universe.

      Now, he was pulled and even urged to take care of this minor glitch in the plan. Rilic hated that he may have made matters worse by acting the way he did in that dream. Even if it was only a dream, it showed him things in his heart that he’d have to deal with. It was plain that he still had personal desires to have a mate. These same desires, if left unresolved, could hamper the mission and the plan. Rilic would have to be steadfast in his focus.

      He’d go and even sacrifice himself to make sure the Goddess’s plan and harmony for their future remained unharmed. Her warriors were being called and she was at work building a future for the heads of the families that were best equipped to guide their galaxy into the future. And he was a part of it. He could push his selfish wants to the back for a bit longer. Rilic believed in the promises of the Goddess. He knew his reward of the promise of a mate and family would eventually come. He wouldn’t jeopardize that with a temporary lapse in self-control now.

      Yes, it felt good to be a servant of the Goddess. Rilic heard the contented sigh leave his lips before he could catch it.

      Tordin stopped his pacing to look at him and smiled. “Ah yes, you feel it. You’re being pulled to that fleet of Earthian vessels.”

      “What? No! Nothing like that. Nothing like that at all,” Rilic said, immediately fighting the defensive tone peppering his voice. “I was just thinking about how faithful and fruitful the Goddess has been. I want to make certain I do my part to protect her plans. You, and the others, deserve the happiness you have. I cannot wait to meet your wee ones. I would do everything in my power to make sure nothing happens to upset the harmony and plans that have been laid forth. You should keep Kyra safe. Stay home.”

      Tordin laughed with a boom loud enough to reach the upper floors.

      “You really think I can do anything to ‘lord’ over Kyra and keep her safe? I can see you have a lot to learn about mating. If anything, Kyra is the one trying to keep me safe! I find her running about, trying to make sure I get enough rest and other little things. She’s even managed to get my father on a schedule for when he calls and asks me to do things.”

      The gleam of pride that shone in Tordin’s eyes as he spoke about his mate made Rilic’s heart clinch for a moment with longing.

      He managed to keep his consistent composure and smile as the Crown Prince continued, “I think my father has met his match. She has him wrapped around her little finger, as they like to say on her home planet. I don’t think there’s anything he wouldn’t do to please Kyra. No, as I think on it, there isn’t a thing he would deny her.”

      Rilic liked how much Tordin had begun to relax and live more fully. Having his mate was the best thing that could have happened to him. Instead of being a robot, traipsing about the galaxy as a glorified keeper of his older brother Cordin, Tordin had become a fully engaged male. He laughed and got to see more of what living on Olodia had in store. He took special pride in showing Kyra the wonders of their immediate area and introducing her to the beauty of their capital planet.

      Rilic still wanted to find a way to allow Tordin, and even Malm and Jalek, an avenue to stay home. The emperor had to know how much of a burden this would be on the females if they needed anything during their pregnancies. Plus, no one had any clue how long this mission would last. Having a wee one on board and not allowing them to have their formative years on the planet’s surface could cause irreparable damage to their systems. Yes, he would have to make a final plea to the emperor directly to allow him and a small contingent of warriors to go on this mission alone.

      Rilic had been trained as a royal warrior and could do whatever was necessary, should the need arise to protect the galaxy. He would convince the emperor that he could be an excellent replacement for Tordin on this tiny mission. He was already the liaison. Surely he could be the commander too.

      Tordin finally stopped pacing and sat down to observe Rilic.

      Tordin said, “I know that look. You’re up to something and I’m going to find out what it is. Don’t make me get Kyra to drum it out of you.”

      Rilic laughed, loving how many Earthian terms his commander used now that he was wedded to Kyra. The more they were together, the more Tordin spoke with these delightfully colorful and sometimes absurd terms and colloquialisms.

      “Yes, you would have her drum it out of me. I don’t doubt she could do something like that and make it work.”

      “Oh, you know what I mean,” Tordin said, laughing at his own choice of phrasing. “Kyra would love to make sure you don’t rush off and do anything hasty.”

      “When have I ever been one to be hasty? You yourself always say I’m too cautious. Now that I’m taking some initiative, you want to change your mind?”

      Tordin narrowed his brilliant gray eyes and studied Rilic long and hard.

      “What is the real reason you want to go alone? Do you have one of your super-secret directives from the Goddess that you wish to act on?”

      “If I did, I would not tell you. What is the point of it being a secret, otherwise?”

      “True, but I know you are a devotee. As your commander and Lord, I want to know when she has a game afoot. All I ask is that you keep me aware of anything Goddess related.” Tordin paused to lean in for emphasis before he said, “Is this one of those times, Rilic?”

      The telltale signs of the Goddess’s presence washed over him, leaving him pleasantly loose and feeling satiated with life. He responded without his usual guard up as he said, “Yes, but I do this as part of her unifying plan to heal many lands. The Goddess is at work and I go in service to her grand plan.”

      Invisible cold water doused him, dragging him back to his normal state of preparedness. Rilic didn’t want to give details about what he’d just said, because truth was, he didn’t know what it all meant.

      Tordin looked amazed and said, “Is that so? I can’t wait to see what she has up her sleeve this time.”

      “Me too.”
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      In the privacy of his residence that evening, Rilic knelt before the carefully curated items that had come to symbolize his sacred space. These items paid homage to the Goddess and her deeds. And of recent, many of them had come from areas where her presence was shown through her chosen vessels.

      In a brilliant display of providence, the Goddess had re-established her ancient practice of the unction, where she united a couple to perform an act or numerous deeds together. Not only that, she had included the blessing of the couples becoming mates as well. There were three such matings, and already the major changes were happening. The females had all come from the far-off planet Earth and were currently all enjoying healthy pregnancies.

      Rilic held up pieces of Agate and Aegirine crystals he’d collected from the gem-rich planet Nenndi where Lady Kyra had performed the first feat to garner a Goddess Mark. She and her best friend Phoebe had been rescued off a failing space station and taken on board the mothership of Lord Tordin’s fleet. While in his care, the unction bloomed, as did a mating between Lord Tordin and Lady Kyra. The result was the overthrow of a clandestine plan to install Lord Tordin’s brother, Cordin, as the crown prince. On the planet Nenndi, Lady Kyra had channeled the Goddess’s power to destroy a very powerful and evil Skleen mystic.

      The evil mystical Skleen, along with Tordin’s older brother, Prince Cordin, were behind the plan to kidnap both Lord Tordin and Lady Kyra. In a clear display of her love and the Goddess’s blessing, Lady Kyra had not only convinced some of the mightiest warriors into accompanying her to the planet to find him, but she’d been the one to single-handedly defeat the evil mystic. The Goddess left a mark, showing her blessing of Lady Kyra and presence at this place of battle.

      On the other side of the medium-sized platform sat a vial of red soil from the planet Rogolas.  He’d gotten it from another warrior named Hordas, who’d been on the planet of Rogolas, the site of another Goddess Mark, this time by the hand of Lady Phoebe. The Goddess sparked her next mating and unction when Lady Phoebe, the closest friend to Lady Kyra, had awakened from a death-threatening coma to become mated to Lord Tordin’s second-in-command, Lord Malm. The result of that unction had been to discover a plan to assassinate Prince Cordin now that he was in custody and could identify the powers at work behind the scenes.

      When rogue mercenaries attacked the Penal ship and Lord Malm had gone over to help, Lady Phoebe joined him in a daring rescue, only to be marooned on the angry dwarf planet, Rogolas. The planet had been known as uninhabitable, but with the guidance of the Goddess, Lady Phoebe led them to hot springs that would shelter the crew of the rescue jump they’d been on. It was also Lady Phoebe who displayed the Goddess’s power and defeated a hoard of warrior Skleen who had attempted to take Lord Cordin out of their legal custody on the planet.

      In an awesome show of her power, the Goddess left her mark on that planet’s temperamental surface as well, further installing her plan of renewal and hope for their galaxy.

      Then there was a small piece of metal he’d collected from the interior seating from the jump shuttle where Warrior Simona had defeated Lord Quan as the Goddess’s Warrior. She was the third mating to happen and it almost didn’t happen. In what most thought was a huge mistake by young warrior Jalek to return to the scene of the failed space station, he’d encountered Warrior Simona and made the choice to bring her back with him to the ship when he was cornered by her work colleagues. The unction and mating between them was swift, with one of the biggest results happening. Together they were able to uncover an enormous mastermind plot by none other than Jalek’s father, Lord Quan.

      If Lord Quan’s plan had succeeded, the entire royal family and many other top officials would have been killed and the entire galaxy in upheaval as he took claim as the emperor and head of IGA. In spite of injury during battle and her fears for her mate’s life, Warrior Simona fought to end Lord Quan. As part of her last deeds before succumbing to her injuries, she was able to alert others of the plot by Lord Quan to destroy the entire royal family. Her actions were heralded on the various planets.

      Without Jalek and Simona’s joint efforts, this world as they all knew it would have ceased to exist. Lord Quan had spent years planning and running little projects to do direct harm to the emperor and his family. If he had succeeded, the entire galaxy would be under the rule of his merciless might.

      Rilic had become the royal recorder of the Goddess’s deeds. He made sure to document what he could and kept the records not only on file with the royal archives, but in his personal files as well. His affinity with documenting events was one of the reasons he’d ended up on Lord Quan’s radar as well. In his efforts to capture some event on Olodia a while back, it had been discovered that he’d captured proof of some of Lord Quan’s nefarious dealings.

      Yes, these women were the tangible manifestations of the Goddess’s plan and his hope that healing would come to them all. It had been a long time coming, but the Goddess’s prophecy had finally come to pass. For so long, he’d looked to the females of his galaxy to usher in a time of revival of fertility, creation and joy. The Goddess had promised that when her true warriors were revealed, that would be the sign of the age of creative revival.

      When Tordin mated with Kyra, he’d refused to get excited and thought it might be an anomaly. But, when Malm and Phoebe mated, he allowed himself to have a little hope. It wasn’t until Jalek and Simona mated that he relented in his pursuit of stoic resolve to believe the prophecy to be true.

      There was still a part of him that didn’t dare believe all of what was foretold would come to pass. That part was hidden deep in his memories and closed off from the world. For a moment, he allowed himself to remember a promise offered long ago. This promise was that in serving the Goddess, when the time came she would reward him with a mate and family of his own as well. There was so much more to do and he would continue to obey his oath until her plan was complete. His faith for a family kept him steadfast in his resolve to serve the Goddess.

      “Yes, maybe it will come to pass,” he said, not realizing he dared say it aloud.

      In the stillness of his tidy space, Rilic continued to kneel and offer praise, worship and prayers for the matings.

      Dearest Creative One. I pray you watch over every womb you have blessed to conceive. I pray for the fruit of the loins of Lords Tordin and Malm and also of Warrior Jalek, that they be healthy and of strong character. May their mates know nothing but ease of delivery and the joy of motherhood. May each of these families grow to become strong and help to replenish our lands.

      Rilic continued to pray and make supplications to the Goddess as he swayed back and forth, responding to the rhythm of Olodia’s gravitational pull. The motion allowed him to drop deeper into the comfort of the bosom of the Goddess as he continued to thank her for her presence and plan. Then, like a blanket of a bountiful blessing, the stillness of contentment washed over him. Rilic allowed the peace that surpassed all understanding to hold him a trance-like stasis.

      Nothing and everything collided as he breathed through wonderful flashes of beauty and promise that cascaded in his mind’s eye. A set of beautiful females, one older than the other with the hue of a pale desert and the other with the tone of a ripe and precious nut seed from the fields of Polonari, came before him. Similar and yet different in their essence and appearance, the latter of the two was the female from his earlier dream. Joy of seeing her again washed over him. Then he waited for the condemnation of his earlier actions to come. Instead of dread for what he’d done with her enveloping him, a continuous serenity flowed and comforted him.

      As he continued to observe the vision with reverence, Rilic saw their faces and marveled at how unaware they appeared to be of the many plots and plans swarming around to do them harm. They appeared to be hampered or veiled to what happened around them. Both beautiful and yet intriguing like a puzzle, they appeared trapped and alone. Strong protective instincts rose within him to help.

      Again, the latter female’s plea from the earlier encounter came to him, “Are you here to help me with this mess I’m in?”

      He allowed flashes of images to move through him, trusting the meanings to show up when they pleased.

      Rilic’s devotion and trust in the Goddess were without question, especially since her promise to bring creative healing to their planets had come to pass, and he viewed the images to see where the Goddess would lead him. Then the flashes of images stopped, and the stillness returned to calm him and return him to his current surroundings.

      When Rilic finally opened his eyes, the altar he knelt before offered comfort and assurance that all would be well. He smiled with the knowledge that the Goddess was directing him to do this latest mission. He stood and went to start his nightly ritual of preparing for slumber.

      A vision of the two women came back to him as he lay down to sleep. Their faces clearly presented, and both were absolutely beautiful. Not wanting to question what the Goddess might have in mind, he couldn’t help but think that it might be his assignment to get these women to Olodia and introduce them to some of the valiant warriors who had worked so hard to make sure the crown prince and his mate made it back safely.

      Yes, that must be it. He’d been entrusted by the Goddess to deliver these women to Olodia to find their mates and future. Rilic smiled as he drifted off to sleep, happy the Goddess would continue to use him for her grand plan.

      When he woke the next morning, he was greeted by a message asking him to join Emperor Gordin for a meeting.
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      “Rilic, I know you want to protect the others and their mates, but I still have reservations about you being out there alone without the experience and might that Tordin and Malm can provide.” Emperor Gordin was good at diplomacy, but could be straightforward when needed as well. This was one of those times.

      Rilic waited to respond, carefully taking in each word the emperor said. There was no way he would show disrespect by speaking out of turn. The emperor had his reasons for wanting his son to go and he would honor that feeling. What he wouldn’t do was fail at fulfilling his part of the Goddess’s plan. At the moment, that involved him keeping Tordin, Malm, and Jalek at home with their expectant wives.

      Plus, he knew he needed to offer aid to the two females from his vision. They must be part of the Earthian fleet. He’d decided before coming to see the emperor that he would appeal to his sense of understanding about the many unknown variables surrounding this mission and how they could affect the lives of those with wee ones on the way. He was also aware that he would need to keep his notions about the Goddess’s plans to himself.

      So far, everything he believed would come to pass had. He wanted to make sure he played his part. To broadcast that to the emperor might come off as zealous instead of qualified and determined to make the mission a success. This mission felt like it was his to perform. Rilic knew that deep within his seat of understanding. He would find a way to convey this part to the emperor.

      Rilic refocused on the room to see Emperor Gordin taking him in with a scrutiny he reserved for negotiations. Rilic fought the instinct to ask what the emperor might be thinking. Instead, he remained quiet and allowed the emperor to do the same. After what seemed like an excessive pause in the conversation, the emperor spoke.

      “I can see you have a directive from a higher calling.”

      An eyebrow cocked before Rilic could stop himself from responding in any way. Then he spoke, “Sir? What do you mean?”

      Emperor Gordin moved an ornamental precious gemstone from in front of him as if to remove any objects or hindrances to his direct line of sight between them. He seemed to ponder his question. The reply he gave was not what Rilic would have expected.

      “What I mean, Counselor Rilic, is that I know of your devotion to the Goddess. I also know of your personal quest to help with some clandestine plan you believe the Goddess has in mind. You are not the only one she visits, young male.” The emperor gave him a warm smile that encouraged Rilic to release some of the tension he held within. Emperor Gordin spoke again, with more warmth in his voice as he said, “I am grateful for your assistance with Tordin, as I am sure he is. Your allegiance to him and all of his missions has been admirable, but…” He paused, taking in a long breath before continuing, “When it comes down to it, this is Tordin’s expertise. You may have been warrior trained, but your current path is that of a statesman. Am I not correct?”

      This time Rilic couldn’t speak. He was stymied for a moment about how he felt with this statement. The emperor was aware of the plans of the Goddess. To what extent, he wasn’t sure, but there was some knowledge. Then he must understand the severity of this mission. Good, he would stress and even remind the emperor of the imperative that Tordin needed to stay here and make sure Kyra had a safe pregnancy. The promise of the Goddess was for fertility, healing their lands, and a revival of the creative energy that had once allowed Olodia to thrive with a harmonic balance between the sexes.

      As it stood now, in another few generations, the population of women would become almost non-existent. He was determined to be the servant the Goddess called him to be in order to return them to balance.

      “Well young male, what say you?” the emperor asked. Gone was the warmth of tone. He was back to business and Rilic had to persuade him or lose his chance.

      He was so certain of the need for her intervention in the course of events that he’d taken an oath to return to celibacy. Until the Goddess’s plans had been fulfilled and the galaxy was on its way back to health, he would deny himself personal pleasure. This mission was another part and step in her plan of restoration. Those faces of those women most likely were inhabitants on board that fleet.

      Rilic would find out however he could. He would also do everything in his power to make their entrance into his galaxy as non-threatening as possible. If these women were indeed called of the Goddess, he would make certain to get them to their Goddess-chosen mates. Rilic would have it no other way. Even if he had to disobey a direct order, he would make sure to do the Goddess’s will.

      And it was her will that he go out to meet this Earthian fleet.

      Steadying himself with a deep breath, Rilic felt the weight of his words as they assembled in his mind. He would have to tell the emperor something contrary to his wishes. Rilic didn’t relish doing this, but knew it to be the right thing to do.

      “Emperor… I understand your concerns and under normal circumstances, I would agree with you, but—”

      “Are you saying you disagree with me?” Emperor Gordin asked, incredulity etched in the lines throughout his brow and in his facial expression.

      Rilic rearranged his next words to show more evident respect and tact. He would have to ease into this. The emperor was in no mood to hear anything but “yes sir.”

      “Sir, what I mean is that I agree with you AND in this case I also agree that with Kyra’s current state, it would be a huge undertaking for Lord Tordin to take her on this mission.” Rilic paused to assess the emperor’s response. When Emperor Gordin sat up straight in his chair and leaned in, he knew he’d peaked his interest. Kyra was in his heart and the thought of her being gone with his grandchild might be too much for him to handle. Rilic had to make his appeal and do it now.

      “Yes, I spoke with Lord Tordin and he had expressed concern that Kyra would not stay here. He is certain she would go if he went.” Rilic checked to make sure the emperor was processing the full extent of his words. When he saw the emperor begin to put the pieces together, he continued. “Yes, Lady Kyra has stated that she will go on this mission if Tordin goes.”

      “But she’s with child! She can’t do this to me—I mean, this cannot be allowed to happen. We do not know what being in outer space would do to her pregnancy!”

      Rilic hated to get the kind ruler riled up, but this was the only way he could stop Tordin from having to make a difficult decision. Plus, he knew the emperor would do anything to make sure he was around to see his first grandchild born. The seeds of a successful mission where taking root. He’d be quiet and allow the emperor to cultivate and harvest the idea that Tordin did not need to go on this mission.

      It didn’t take long for the emperor to start placing messages with his advisors and making plans. Rilic sat there quietly, as not to break the ruler’s flow.

      After a few minutes of hurried activity, the emperor spoke, “I have made the necessary arrangements. You will leave as soon as you pick your crew and can get supplies. You will be commander and liaison to the throne on this mission. It will be your duty to successfully nullify any threats to the galaxy. Do you understand my directives?”

      Rilic smiled, knowing the Goddess would make sure everything went as planned. He said, “Yes, most certainly, sir. I will gather the best warriors and leave within the next few cycles.”

      “And one more thing… to ease my concerns, you will take some of the fighter ships that we use to patrol the boundaries of Olodia. I have alerted the squadron that you will have pick of the best pilots and fighter warriors to accompany you.” The emperor held his gaze with the vibrant blue of his eyes and said, “Make this outcome a great one. I believe in you and your desire to please the Goddess. I know you will not fail, even if it means sacrificing your own life. Go with my blessing and in the grace of the Goddess.”

      Rilic smiled, a wide toothy one, in spite of his determination to remain composed. He’d won the emperor over. As he left the emperor’s office, he heard the male contacting Lady Kyra to see how she and his grandchild were fairing that day.
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      “Between you and me, I don’t know what you did, but Malm, Jalek and I have been forbidden to even attempt to join you on the mission to intercept that Earthian fleet.” Tordin looked Rilic in the eyes, his grey ones piercing Rilic to the root. “Come on, long friend, what did you say to my father to get him to agree to your foolhardy plan?”

      “I simply appealed to his baser nature. He cannot bear the thought of Kyra or his grandchild being far away when the wee one is born. That is a real possibility with this mission. When he had time to realize Kyra would never agree to be separated from you for that amount of time, he immediately changed his tune and allowed me to command the mission. You’d better enjoy your honeymoon and time with your family, because when I get back, I’m taking off for a very long time.”

      “Something tells me you will have earned time off when you return. Just make sure you come back in one piece and don’t allow any of those Earthians to get out of hand. The last thing we need is for you to have to go into combat with them, so close to our galaxy’s edge.” Then Tordin put that piercing gaze on Rilic again and said, “Promise me. If you feel for one breath that this is a hostile situation, vo-link me immediately and I’ll be there. We have to maintain peace and keep these travelers from finding us. If they’re allowed to report back that we are here, there’s no telling what they might do.”

      Rilic held up a hand to stop Tordin from going down a litany of events that he could trigger. He needed to ease Tordin’s worries. The last thing he needed was for Tordin to talk himself out of the decision to stay home.

      Rilic said, “I understand completely. My team and I will do everything in our power to make certain the Earthian fleet does not cause trouble for any of our inhabited planets. As for reporting back regarding our existence, we can only hope that has not already happened.”

      Tordin must have not been completely satisfied, because he asked, “What is the update on the classes of ships they have? Are any of them outfitted for battle?” Tordin thumbed through virtual files on the glass-like apparatus used to keep such information. “I do not see a report from you on that. Do you have any information from Simona about these space craft?”

      “No sir, that is because I have nothing to report about their craft. When I showed Simona closer images of the craft traveling in the fleet from our surveillance, she said they weren’t familiar and must be too new for her to recognize.”

      “I see,” was all Tordin said.

      Rilic tried to give Tordin more reassurance that everything would be all right.

      He continued, stressing changes that Tordin might be overlooking. “Tordin, you must keep in mind that thirty years or more have passed and things change—sometime drastically, in a way that could totally change what we think we know about Earthians. This may be nothing more than an expedition fleet, looking for signs of other life. We will find out whether they are friend or foe and proceed from there. This is yet another reason for the smaller delegation I’ve put together to go.”

      Tordin nodded, accepting the wisdom his friend spoke. “True. Thank you for putting your needs aside to make this happen. Your sacrifice does not go unnoticed. We are all appreciative of the service you do, especially at a time when we as families are all in a major transition. May the Goddess be with you, my friend.”

      Rilic accepted the blessing. As he prepared to leave, he noticed both Tordin and he received simultaneous messages. The security arm of Tordin’s Warriors reported that in the last two cycles, the Earthian fleet had neither advanced nor retreated. Instead they remained still.

      Finishing his part of the communication, Tordin looked to Rilic and said, “What do you make of this—Commander?”

      Rilic knew his friend well enough to know this was both a test and a tease. He would have to use his knowledge of warfare, diplomacy and defensive skills to answer. Taking a pause to run scenarios, to think like a Warrior Lord and gather his thoughts, he said, “I believe moving sooner than later to intercept them will be our best hope of keeping the situation from turning into a noticeable event here on the surface.” Rilic made note of the fact that the presence of Earthians in the outskirts of the galaxy wasn’t common knowledge. “Plus, I have reason to believe there may be innocent females on board. Females I believe the Goddess has plans for.”

      Tordin’s eyebrows raised in question, “Really? Okay, did you receive this in a vision? And more importantly, did you sense danger of any sort?”

      “Yes, I sensed the females in a vision.” Rilic paused to gage Tordin’s reaction to that. When Tordin remained fixed on what he would say, he followed with, “As for the danger part, I am not able to answer that as of yet. I get the impression that there may be danger, but that they are unaware of it. And, I am not able to determine if that danger is directed toward them or our galaxy as well.”

      Rilic did not like the look on Tordin’s face at his last statement.

      “When will you and your team depart?” Tordin asked.

      “We leave first thing next cycle.”

      “Good, I have a feeling the sooner you make contact with them the better.”

      “I agree. As we discussed, as part of my team I will take Hordas, Devar, Palon and Surt. We will approach and attempt to make first contact to show benevolent intentions. Once we are successful, we will assess the situation of why they are not moving and plan from there.”

      “And what happens if they are hostile?”

      “Then you’d better make certain you have your vo-link on and a battleship at the ready.”

      “Will do,” Tordin said, giving Rilic the gesture that he was satisfied with his plan.

      Rilic left, preparing his mind and body for the mission ahead. Somehow, he had to make contact with an alien race noted for short-tempered hostility when in fear and find those females. This was his first mission in the capacity of a commander of warriors. He could not depend on his status and clout as a member of the Intergalactic Alliance—IGA. These beings did not know of or recognize that authority.

      Instead he would intercept the fleet, using everything he knew about dealing with Earthians and hope the Goddess gave him favor and grace. The last thing he wanted was to be the cause for the Earthians finding out about Olodia and opening fire.

      That night he warred with his thoughts to find rest. The start of the new cycle meant the start of the next part he’d play in the Goddess’s plan.
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      “What’s happening? Why do I hear folks running in the halls?” Avery asked in a sleep-laced voice to no one in particular.

      It was early yet. Way too early for a stampede of folks to be running through the hallway. They were so loud, they’d managed to wake Avery from a somewhat sound sleep. She’d chosen to sleep on the couch instead of the small guest bedroom. It had been too stuffed with all the things from her own apartment to find a comfortable spot to sleep on the bed.

      Talk about rude; they’d evicted her completely from her apartment. Geez, they were taking this prisoner thing a bit far, in her opinion. Elle had reminded her that she ought to be thankful. Most who were taken to the brig got zero access to their belongings.

      Avery tried to find a new comfortable spot on the cramped couch to fall back to sleep when Elle came into the living room. She was fully clothed and grabbed her identification and security badges as she prepared to leave.

      Answering Avery’s earlier question, she said, “That’s because there’s an unknown small fleet of ships hailing us on the general communication line.”

      “What? Are they here from Earth… or what?”

      “Too soon to say, but we might be dealing with the ‘or what’ part of that question,” Elle said, getting close to the door.

      “Wow—this could be it. This could be real aliens then?”

      “Looks that way. I’ll let you know what I can as soon as I find out something. I hate they made you give up your inter-communicator. It would be so much easier to call and keep you updated.”

      “I know but ‘prisoners’ don’t get to have luxuries like that, remember?” Avery said, trying to keep the annoyance out of her voice.

      “I’ll come back as soon as I can. Remember to keep this door locked. I’m not expecting anyone to come by, so if something happens and I can’t get back to you, only open if it is security or someone from command. Got it?”

      “Yep, now go to work. I’m going back to sleep.”

      Elle slipped out the door as Avery attempted to drift back into a deep, restful sleep, slightly hoping her mystery man would make another appearance.
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      “Right, there you are Dr. Chambers. I’m glad you could join us,” Captain Tom Efram said in greeting as Elle came into the open area of the main bridge for mission control. “It appears we’ve been hailed by one of those ships,” he said, pointing out of the large viewing window to a set of vessels hovering in the distance. “I’ve checked the database for all known spacecraft and none of those are listed. We believe we may be encountering the first signs of real alien intelligence. I’ve waited until you could get here and assess the situation before proceeding.”

      All eyes seemed to bore holes into her. She was on the spot and had to make everything smooth. She knew they expected her to do her psychology thing and figure out what the aliens wanted before they even spoke, but that was more like being a magician than a psychologist. Although, having a magic wand might be just as good as what she could do at the moment. Performance anxiety be damned, she had a job to do and that’s what she’d do.

      Elle knew emotions were contagious, especially highly charged ones. She’d remain calm to keep the emotional levels and expectations at a manageable concentration. Having the mantle of emotional regulator thrust on her from almost the moment she’d joined the mission had been something she’d come to live with over this almost-year of being in space. Now she’d have to work that role like never before. One wrong move and all hell could break lose. The last thing they needed was to freak out and do something to antagonize an unknown entity, like the one behind that message.

      She would do this like she’d done a million times before. One of her best attributes was to act in spite of fear. Now, Elle would do it in spades.

      Elle hid her nervousness by taking an electronic notepad from an operations crew member and reading the data displayed. She took her time, reading the report. It allowed her the much-needed moments to compose herself and also consume the information to give sound counsel.

      Once she finished, she said a quick prayer for wisdom and spoke, “This report says they’ve been within detectable range for the last hour and…” she paused to look at her embedded activity chip on her wrist, for the current time. She noticed her heart rate was still a little too high but she’d calm down soon enough. “Twenty-three minutes. You haven’t been able to gather any data from their craft. None of our sensors or scans seem to be working. The only thing you’ve received is a message to identify ourselves, spoken and written in the top ten languages from Earth, which leads me to believe that they are familiar with our planet. And, you haven’t replied yet. Does that sum up what has happened up until now?”

      The captain was a mild-mannered man who most of the crew admired. He’d been the one to help persuade the council that it would be a good experiment to have live food on the mission and thus bring her sister along as lead botanist. Elle liked the captain and wanted to make sure she provided as much support as possible.

      Instead of him answering, it was the captain’s second-in-command, Vanessa Lucas, who spoke up. Elle had assessed a long time ago that the woman had worthiness issues.

      Vanessa said, “Yes, that is correct. We want to make sure we read the social cues correctly, as not to start a war. Normal observation of their vessels tells us the ships in front are equipped with some type of machinery. We suspect if we answer incorrectly, they’ll fire on us.”

      Elle didn’t like how Vanessa had a tendency to do that—speak out of turn when she was clearly directing questions to the captain or someone else. Elle had flirted with the idea of taking her under her wing to knock off some of the rough edges of social abruptness she had. That was quashed when the woman refused to take any of her subtle suggestions to heart about how to behave to get the best response. Like the fact that Vanessa had this habit of constantly interrupting or offering information and advice that was neither wanted nor appreciated.

      Vanessa’s need to qualify herself, to show how much she knew and “deserved” her position threatened to make Elle force her into mandatory therapy sessions. The woman had some serious defense mechanisms to work through. Elle hoped she wouldn’t go so far as to alienate everyone around her. That would only make her try even harder and become a person many avoided.

      Then there was Avery’s position on Vanessa. Elle knew her sister didn’t particularly care for the woman and would remain silent around her, no matter how much Vanessa attempted to forge a conversation with her. Sometimes it was comical.

      Elle had laughed in spite of herself at the time Vanessa came to the lab with Neil, and Avery put them both out. She’d said only those with appointments could enter. Vanessa didn’t have an appointment, so it nullified Neil’s as well. Yes, Elle loved her little sister, but she could depend on Avery to pretty much dislike most of the general population. And, most of the time with good cause. She was usually correct in her assessment of those she didn’t like as well.

      Instead of being catty about Vanessa’s behavior, Elle decided to use some crafty diplomacy, when she said, “Thank you, Officer Lucas. Your assessment with what you’ve gathered is correct.” Then she turned her attention back to the captain and asked, “Captain, do we have somewhere private we can meet? I want to prep you for the first encounter we might be having with an intelligent alien species,  and would like to do that with the least amount of distractions.” She said the last part as she looked around the crowded mission control area. She made certain not to linger on any one face, but her message said loud and clear—this was the Captain’s task and no one else’s.

      Once they were in the Captain’s private office, Elle started by having him relay any and all protocols he’d been given to use when dealing with alien intelligence and encounters.

      “Captain, I mean Tom, please call me Ellery?” Elle said, remembering the man had asked her numerous times to call him Tom. She was still not willing to ask him to call her by the more intimate Elle that Avery always used. With a smile she was sure looked like it was plastered in place, she said, “Please show me any and all approved protocols for dealing with alien intelligence. We don’t want to be ignorant of what we should be doing here. Plus, if anything goes awry, we’ll have these approved procedures to fall back on when or if an investigation is launched.”

      She didn’t like the green hue on the captain’s face. He’d been quiet, too quiet and she had to find out if she needed to page medical to come in to have a look at him as well.

      “Captain—Tom, are you all right? You look a little under the weather,” she said, hoping her calling that out would snap him back into his role as the leader.

      “No, I’m not feeling well. It seems I’m having a bit of trouble overcoming an aversion to initiating contact with whoever is on the other side of that transmission.” He gave her a sheepish look as he returned to silence.

      Elle knew it took a lot for the man to admit he was scared and she would make certain he realized that this was a safe place where his vulnerabilities wouldn’t be exploited or condemned.

      “Hey there,” she said, getting him to look back up at her, “it’s perfectly fine to have fear. What’s not okay is to pretend and try to hide behind a lot of bravado. You’re doing well here. You’re expressing your true feelings, and I can work with that. If you’d tried to fake it until you succeeded, then we would have potentially had a problem.” Elle reached over to give him a reassuring pat on the hand as the man began to loosen up. He allowed a faint smile to emerge.

      “There, that’s more like it. So how about we get the protocols pulled up and start working on a plan. There’s no rush. If they were hostile, they would have sent another more threatening message by now. Don’t you think?” she asked, hoping to engage the man and get him back into his comfort zone.

      It worked.

      “Yes, that sounds like something I would do. You know, be patient. As I remember, the first thing we need to do is to establish a baseline of understanding. It appears they understand English, so our response should be that we speak English and come from the North American continent of Earth in the Milky Way galaxy.”

      “Good, that’s a great start. Then what do we do next?”

      “We wait until they respond and go from there. We will need to make sure we record all interactions and have them backed up. We currently have transmissions going back at the end of each week as not to flood our data stream at mission control back home.”

      “I see.” Elle’s mind thought that it might still be time to keep the captain from letting management know about the food situation until Avery and she had time to fix whatever the issue was. “Hey, I have a question. What happens if there is a delay in your normal transmission schedule with Earth?”

      He thought for a moment before responding, “Nothing, I guess. I was the one who started sending transmissions back. I’m not even sure they’ve ever received any of them so far. We are so far away that it might take years for them to receive anything from us. Once we emerged from that wormhole we found, nothing has acted as expected. But, they knew that might be the case.” He looked perplexed and asked, “Why do you ask? Are we in possible danger if we can’t send transmissions in a timely manner?”

      “Oh no, nothing like that. I was just thinking that we may want to hold off on sending anymore until we have a better grasp on what or who we’re dealing with as well as getting a handle on the food situation. That way, we don’t send out alarmist messages that might be misunderstood in translation.”

      “Yes, that makes perfect sense. I think you should have been my second,” Captain Tom said, offering a smile with a knowing grin to it.

      Ah, so Vanessa got on his nerves, too? Made sense. She had some sort of pull with management that no one could understand. The fact that she was head of communications but did none of the work and was the captain’s second-in-command was weird to say the least. She was like a glorified talking head. And she didn’t exhibit any of the technical know-how needed to be the second of a vast fleet like this one.

      There was a story there, Elle could feel it, but for now, she had a captain to prep for the big show with the aliens.

      “No use thinking about woulda, coulda, shoulda; we have an alien contingent out there to dazzle.”

      They both got to work developing a plan to make their initial response and then a decision tree of possibilities after that. Once they were at a good place to stop, Elle looked at her watch and noticed it had been over another hour. She still had to get Tom mentally prepared to deliver the message. This encounter could have an emotional impact worse than the fear of public speaking. From his files and her interactions with him, Elle knew the man was extremely qualified technically, but as for diplomacy and the social skills needed to make this work he was no captain like the historical-fiction actors who played on those Star Trek shows. No, he was a true mechanics-type of guy who could get the fleet where they needed to go. The other schmoozing and whatnot wasn’t in his wheelhouse.

      This was most likely why Vanessa had been appointed as his second. To be his voice. The only problem was that she didn’t take the time to listen to him before speaking.

      Finished with their powwow and the captain finally feeling ready to proceed, they emerged from his private office to find the crew listlessly waiting.

      Elle gave Tom a gentle pat on the back and whispered in his ear, “Captain, it’s show time.”

      And, he delivered like a pro.
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      “Hello, this is Captain Thomas Efram of the USS Adler fleet. We hail from the Milky Way Galaxy from the planet Earth, and are localized from the North American continent. We speak North American English and come in peace. Our mission is one of peace. We seek other sentient lifeforms of intelligence and would like to engage with said beings in a peaceful exchange.”

      Elle could hear the wind go out of him when he finished from where she stood, but he looked as professional and in control as she’d ever seen him. They waited as the transmission was coded and sent to the same frequency. It didn’t take very long for a reply to come back.

      As she would have guessed, it was Vanessa who grabbed control from the technical officer manning the monitor for the communication and read it aloud.

      “Hello, this is Rilic of the Olodian galaxy. We too come in peace. We have noticed your ships are neither advancing nor moving and have come to offer help if you have injuries or mechanical issues with your vessels. Please confirm you understand and reply by updating your current status.”

      Everyone in the room stopped and looked. They were speaking with real aliens. Aliens, who knew their language and had come to offer help. This was history being made at this moment.

      Elle wished her sister could be here to witness it. She was both humbled and honored to be one of the first to interact with a race who could communicate so fluently with them. And they were from a galaxy called Olodia. Wow!

      When she thought about it, she wanted to know if they had form and flesh—corporeal, or something like pure energy. What about their social structure and emotional capacity? Her mind raced as to the possibilities of who they could be. She caught herself daydreaming and brought her attention back to the room to see the captain trying to get her attention again. Vanessa was attempting to get him to allow her to respond and he gave Elle eyes that said he needed help.

      God save her from weak men who couldn’t stand up to a pushy woman! Then, as soon as the thought appeared, she repented of it. Tom was a kind man and a great captain. He just didn’t like confrontation and with Vanessa, that was the only level of communication she seemed to understand.

      Elle went over to where they stood and said to Tom, “Captain, you’re on. Follow the plan you outlined for me back in the office and we’ll be good.”

      “Make sure to find out what they look like. We need to capture images to send back to management. We need to know if these are the huge aliens that kidnapped Officer Simona Crowley all those years ago. Don’t forget, Captain, it’s your job to get us that data!” Vanessa said, raising her voice at the end in veiled warning.

      That chick has some nerve.

      She might be beautiful and able to manipulate the best of them, but Elle could see she’d just overstepped a boundary the captain didn’t appreciate. It was most likely to do with her trying to tell him what his job responsibilities were in open company.

      Not cool Vanessa, not cool at all.

      The captain took long strides over to where the original technical officer sat and gave him the message to send back. Elle already knew the gist of what it would say. He would acknowledge they had some illness on board and were trying to put together a smaller scouting party to find a safe place to take their people and figure out how to quell the sickness.

      Elle was proud of the captain. In the time when he was needed, he showed everyone why he was the captain and not Vanessa. She looked around to see Vanessa whispering in Neil Hodges’s ear. She was most likely complaining about not getting her way. Elle knew Neil had a thing for Vanessa and that Vanessa most likely only gave him the time of day because he was somewhat high on the totem pole of responsibility. But, it was also evident, she wasn’t that into him.

      What Elle didn’t like was how he’d tried to lead her sister along until she stepped in. She wasn’t quite sure why he felt the need to get his ego stroked by visiting Avery and watching her fangirl crush over him, but Elle wasn’t having it. This mission wouldn’t turn into some high school angsty drama on her watch. They were here to find alien life and that mission looked like it had been achieved. She wanted everyone to return to normal, make introductions with the nice aliens, and then head back home.

      If they could keep a great schedule and find that wormhole again, they could be back home in under a year. That would work out wonderfully and she would be able to sell the rights to her book and publish her research to boot. Yes, this would work out fine.

      The response from the aliens came back and the captain’s face had that green tint to it again. She went over to check on him and saw someone from medical doing the same.

      “What’s wrong, Captain,” she said, whispering in his ear.

      “They want to come on board to meet with us—now.”

      “What?”
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      The cargo area of the main ship was large, but not large enough for all the bodies attempting to crowd in. Word had spread and most of the ship had shown up to see the alien vessel that had been granted permission to board.

      “We need to get most of these people out of here,” the captain told the crew responsible for overseeing the area.

      The man closest to the control room nodded, and soon after, a general announcement was made asking all non-essential personnel to vacate the area. Besides the scheduled crew for that area, only members of command, including Elle, Vanessa and Neil Hodges from security, and those there to document the event were left there to meet the visitors.

      Again, Elle wished Avery could be here. She hadn’t been able to get a message to her all morning and now, they would be meeting aliens in the flesh for the first time.

      Once they were herded into the climate-controlled observation area, the cavernous area where pods and terrestrial equipment were housed opened to allow a large, sleek vessel to dock. The vessel reminded Elle of a magnetic bullet train with a great aerodynamics treatment. The color was holographic against what looked like a metal akin to a steel alloy. That was the best she could tell from so far away.

      Elle caught herself holding her breath as the vessel made a too-smooth-to-be-real vertical landing and then went completely still. A few of the crew bounced around the zero gravity room in spacesuits to tether the front of the vehicle to a point against the wall. She could only guess that was in case the main ship made any movements that would cause this one to shift or move. It was all fascinating, but she—like many of the others from their antsy movements—was ready to get the meeting started.

      Once the area’s docking door was closed and gravity and oxygen restored, a side hatch of the alien craft opened to reveal a very tall, large humanoid being clad in a protective suit and helmet with a mirrored visor. Elle watched, holding her breath, as four more beings of similar build and stature descended from the hatch to stand next to the vessel. They towered over the other men of the crew who were in the area, in comparison. She remembered to release her breath only when she felt Vanessa’s fingernails digging into her arm as she took in the sight.

      “Vanessa, if you don’t release my arm this second, I’m going to cause a scene and you won’t like it.”

      “Oh sorry! I’m just… overwhelmed,” she said in a breathy voice, trying to laugh it off.  Her eyes remained wide and fixed on the aliens as if she were starstruck or in a daze. In a voice from far away she said, “These must be the huge humanoid aliens my, I mean Mr. Adler has spoken about for so long. Finally there’s proof they exist.” Then she seemed to catch herself, snapping out of that weird show she’d just put on.

      In a blink of an eye, the normal Vanessa was back. She left the observation area and searched for whomever was documenting this event. After locating the small team, she went over to them, barking directions on the angles and types of images and video to get.

      Elle shook her head as she heard the woman harping on about minor points that only seemed important to her. This was going to be a long day and it was just starting. She felt another presence come to stand beside her. It was Captain Tom. He offered her his arm and said, “Looks like we’re up.” He pointed his chin toward the area where the aliens stood and said, “We’re the welcoming party and I know you don’t want them to meet Vanessa as the first human they encounter, now do you?”

      Elle laughed at his joke. She was starting to really like Tom. His wit was pleasant and he seemed to be back in his normal stride. She looped her arm in his and said, “Nope, she might start a galactic war if we don’t catch her.” Then with a breath to prepare herself to do what they paid her to big bucks to do, she said, “I’m ready if you are. Lead the way, Captain.”

      Her knees actually shook a little as they walked out to meet the group of five larger humanoid beings. Thankfully, no one had started introductions in the small group starting to assemble around the visitors.

      [image: ]

      OMG! They were absolutely beautiful! Every single one of them.

      Elle and the others stood in the captain’s private office looking at some of the most anatomically gorgeous men she’d ever seen. They had requested to leave their helmets and outer suits on until they were in private quarters with the leaders of this mission. The captain had agreed and quickly led them to his office through the service route.

      Once in the office, and with the doors closed to prying eyes from the crew, as if on cue all five of the aliens took their helmets off. Up until that point Elle had been trying to work up the courage to be kind if they looked hideous or, well, alien. What she was not ready for was the absolute masculine perfection that stood before her. Each of them must have been between seven to just under eight feet tall and all of them had the most dazzling eyes she’d ever seen. They all looked like different gemstones with their brilliance.

      But it was Vanessa who took the cake. When their helmets came off she blurted out, “Oh my God, you’re all fucking gorgeous!”

      Then with a look from the captain Elle didn’t know he had in him, she took a step back to hide behind a few of the other members of command. They remained quiet until the captain offered for everyone to take a seat around his conference table. Once they were seated, the one with the eyes that looked like huge chocolate diamonds spoke with a voice that could rival an Ohm chant. It was deep, rich and… somehow very spiritual. He must be the leader of their kind.

      “Thank you for receiving us in such a kind manner. As we stated before, we’ve come in peace to assist in whatever capacity we can to help you along to completing your journey. I am Rilic, the leader of this small party, and with me I have some of our best males.” He gestured to the others as he introduced them by name, “This is Surt, Devar, Hordas and Palon, and we are here at your disposal in whatever capacity we can be beneficial in.” As he called them by name, each said hello in an equally deep and impressive voice. He paused, allowing the captain to speak if he wished.

      Elle was proud of Tom when he spoke up and said, “No, please accept our thanks. As we conveyed in our message, we have paused our journey to attend to some type of food-borne illness that has been affecting some of our crew. We were about to send a smaller scouting party out to find an inhabitable planet that we could land on to figure out how to get the affected ones back to health.”

      The one named Rilic leaned in, a show of interest to what the captain said. They were so… human-like, just bigger versions and visual perfection. Elle continued to observe, looking for any common social cues and emotions, comparing them to how those back on Earth interacted. So far, it seemed as though they behaved in a manner very similar to humans. Now, if she could get them to agree to an interview before they left, that would be a great win for advancing her understanding of their kind.

      Rilic spoke, saying, “Your ill, do you know what is the cause for the illness and have you isolated those showing signs?”

      That was a fair question; they didn’t know if these aliens had a way of knowing if they were walking into an infected and contagious atmosphere. It would make sense to make that a priority in their fact gathering before agreeing to help them.

      “The captain has—”

      Elle was surprised to see Tom interrupt Vanessa, “Vanessa, Mr. Rilic directed his question to me. As captain, I will answer. You forget yourself.” Then he turned his attention back to Rilic, leaving a red-faced Vanessa fuming and said, “Yes, we believe the symptoms come from something in the live food that we were consuming. Currently we’ve moved all those showing symptoms to the medical bay on our research and medical ship.”

      Rilic asked, “What are these symptoms and how are they transmitted—excuse me, are they contagious?”

      Elle liked how the man, or whatever he preferred to be called, thought. She’d caught him looking at her a few times as if he was familiar with her. It hadn’t unnerved her as much as it intrigued her. Why would an alien look at her with a clear expression of recognition? She’d studied minute facial expressions long enough to never miss one that was so easy to detect.

      Tom answered with more confidence in his voice, “Well, the symptoms are somewhat delicate. It seems the afflicted become highly aggressive. Some become very sexually aggressive. I’m sad to say we have had a large increase in the number of reported sexual assaults and even attempted rapes over the last week. But, as for contagious, our medical staff says it doesn’t seem to be easily transmitted. Only through ingestion of the live food we were supplying the crew could the trace irritants be found. We have ceased feeding any of the crew of any of our ships live food and are living off of backup nutrient liquids.”

      He looked at Elle as if in permission to go on. In answer, she placed a light hand over his as he continued. “We need to solve the issue with the food. Our supply of liquid food substitute will only last for another few days. We didn’t believe we’d need to use it and thus the supply was for emergencies only. That is why we need to find a planet that supports life with food and water for our crew.”

      The room fell silent as the severity of the situation became clear. The captain had just told these aliens something none of the others knew. They would run out of food in a few days! Elle continued to try to offer comfort to the man as he sat there staring into some void only he knew where. Then the alien placed his finger on his neck.

      Elle could swear she heard a low rumble in the room as he too seemed to look off into space. Then just as fast, his attention was back to the room.

      Rilic spoke, “We may be able to help you, but first we need to meet the head of your live food supply area. Once we work with them, we will know what can be done to help you remedy this situation.”

      Vanessa’s mouth struck again. “You can’t see her! She’s in holding. She should be in jail for what she’s done, if you ask me.”

      “No one did, now hush up before I come over there,” Elle said before she could stop herself.

      Vanessa clammed up like she’d swallowed a bad egg. Elle continued to give her an eye that said she meant business as she heard Rilic speak again.

      “Captain, please—we must speak with this person to ascertain the depth of the issue. Will you be able to make that arrangement as soon as possible? We understand the predicament you may be in with what this person may or may not have done, but time and a sense of urgency should override any of that at this time.”

      “Yes, you are right and I should have done that before now. Instead, I let certain parts of my team handle that. I agree, we must get Dr. Avery Chambers up here and debriefed.”

      Rilic gave Elle a look as if in question. Elle was too stunned with the fact that they were going to allow Avery a chance to redeem herself to pay too much notice. Instead, she watched like a momma eagle as the captain gave orders to one of his personal assistants to bring Avery to his private office.

      [image: ]

      Knock, knock, knock

      Avery looked up from the corner where she was repotting and pruning the Pothos plant to glance at the door. Elle had made it clear she wasn’t expecting anyone.

      Then the knock came again with a message, “Dr. Avery Chambers, please open up. Your presence is requested in the private office of Captain Thomas Efram. We have been sent by him to escort you there.”

      Oh shit, the time had come. He was going to pass down her sentencing. Wasn’t she supposed to get a trial or something? This was space, but she should still have rights, right? That nervous sick feel she had always hated pumped its weird feeling into her stomach and limbs. She felt limp, sick, hot and cold all at the same time. But, she knew she had to go or else they might do something stupid like break down the door. That would be another thing she’d have to explain to Elle.

      Elle! Where was Elle and did she know they were here to cart her off like some common felon? Thoughts, sane and a bit quacky raced through her mind. She even looked at the little window to the outside of the ship to see if she could make a break for it before realizing how silly she was being. They couldn’t harm her right now. Everyone was still awake and she’d scream. If these guys were like most of the scrawny ones walking around, if anything went bad she could punch one and sit on the other before they knew what hit them.

      Deciding to stop stalling, she made her way to the door, flinging it open with gusto.

      “Yes? I’m Dr. Avery Chambers,” she said, stressing the doctor part of her name. They didn’t have to know if was for plants.

      “Good, we need you to come with us. Your presence is requested and it is important that you come immediately.”

      Never mind she looked like she was at the end of a marathon gardening session; her face surely had dirt and grime on it from the plant, and she needed to wash up and comb her hair. She looked like a cross between a hobo and hippie gardener. Opting to lounge around instead of keeping a routine to get up and get dressed had come back to bite her. Then she remembered to not care. These were the same people who had kicked her out of her lab and thrown her belongings in a room one size up from a closet. It was just that wimp of a captain, who let others do his bidding. She wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of her dressing up to meet with him. Avery looked down at the faded t-shirt from one of her alma maters and shrugged.

      “Fuck it, I’m ready—lead the way,” was all she said as she slammed the door behind her and followed the scrawny guys to the captain’s office.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          7

        

      

    

    
      “Um, well,” the captain said as he laid eyes on Avery, “Dr. Chambers thank you for coming. Did my men not give you time to freshen up a bit?”

      “Nope, they said it was important I drop what I was doing to come see you. What’s up? Are you going to finally recognize the fact that I’m innocent and had nothing to do with whatever is going on with the crew?”

      “About that—”

      “Hold on, I’m not finished. I was kicked out of my lab, evicted and forced to cram my life into my sister’s apartment while you did nothing. For days, I sat waiting to be called to have my say and now you want to say something about my appearance? Well, you can—”

      “And that should just about do it,” Elle interrupted, just as Avery was getting riled up. “Honey, take a look around, we have guests.”

      Avery hadn’t taken the time to look at the others in the room. She’d worked herself up to have it out with the captain when she saw him. She was going to give him a piece of her mind and then take it back! It wasn’t until she stopped long enough to take in her surroundings that she saw him.

      HIM!

      Instinct had Avery taking a step back and covering herself when she saw the object of her wet dreams sitting not five feet away. And he looked even better in real life.

      Shit cones and lolly fucks, she thought as a million reasons why she should have taken the time to at least comb her hair rambled around in a guilty assault on her senses. Embarrassment and a feeling of being exposed crashed down on her, making her want to stop talking and retreat. She did the only thing she could do. She found her sister and made a beeline to her.

      Elle stood up to embrace her, allowing her to put her head into the crook of her neck. Elle rocked her for a moment and then got her calm enough to take a seat. The room continued to spin as she felt his gaze concentrated on her. She wanted to shrink into the floor.

      What was HE doing here? He was a dream. A fucking dream!

      The breaths started coming too fast as she tried to sort them out. She heard her sister’s voice telling her to breathe, but all she wanted to do was come out of her skin. She was losing it in a room full of the most powerful folks on this mission and she didn’t know how to stop it.

      “Please, someone, get me some water,” Elle said, as she continued to coo in her ear and rocked her back and forth. “Breathe baby, I’m here, I’m here.”

      Survive. Got to survive.

      Those words filled her mind as she tried to concentrate on doing just that. She would survive and not die. Elle had taught her that. They were survivors. Nothing was going to ever harm them again. She clung to her sister even tighter as they rocked together.

      Slowly the breaths obeyed like they always did and she could make sense of her surroundings again. Avery could do it. She had to. There was no way she would let them lock her up for real. If they thought she was crazy, she wouldn’t have a leg to stand on. Her having an anxiety attack was a real good way to give them the ammunition they needed. She had to pull her shit together. So what if the man who made her hurt with want was a few feet away, and most likely totally grossed out by her? But, she would live… and survive.

      The water helped as she took sips from the cup Elle held for her. But what she really wanted was to slip into the background, to become invisible. They hadn’t told her there would be an audience. She thought this would be a simple trip to the principal’s office for a hand slap and then back to the confines of her quarters to think about her actions. But no, this was a freaking entertainment show with her as the unwitting star.

      Again, another sip of water and she was able to finally release the death grip she had on Elle’s top. Poor top, it might be ruined now. Silk was never a match for her hands, especially with potting soil still on them.

      “There now. All good? Yes?” her sister cooed at her, getting her to look her in the eyes. They’d done this so many times before, Avery knew that when her sister could see her eyes and that the pupils returned to normal, she’d give her the all clear. She loved her sister. “Yes, I think you’re going to fight another day. All right, lovey. I need you to stay with me and answer some questions our visitors have.”

      When Avery finally looked around the room, she was stunned to see everyone looking at her with… what was that? Hope? Yes, even that social moron, Vanessa, was here and for once, not talking or trying to be the center of everything. Avery sat up in the chair next to her sister, took a napkin that sat in front of her and took a few moments to groom herself. She dipped the napkin in the water and proceeded to wipe her tear-stained face, as much of the grime off her hands as possible and her shirt where the biggest dirt stains lived.

      “Sure, I’m fine. Just got a little overwhelmed with all the people in here.”

      “Yes, I know, sweetie,” Elle said, still holding her hand as not to break physical contact with her. Then she looked around the room and said, “Hey everyone, this is a bit much for her. She’s a plant person way more than a people person. So, could all non-essential bodies give up the room so we can allow her the courtesy of giving us the answers we need?”

      A mumble from none other than Vanessa said, “She didn’t give us the courtesy of opting out of her poisoning regimen.”

      “Enough, Vanessa. You are way out of line with that one,” Tom said. “You most definitely aren’t needed for this portion of the meeting.” He looked over at her clique that included her flunky staff members and Neil. “You, Neil and the others, give us the room. Anything I determine falls in your area will be made available to you.”

      “What about our other visitors?” Vanessa said, hunger evident in every pore of her body. “Do all of them need to stay in here or would it be better if I gave them the official tour of the ship and the area where she used to work?”

      Even Neil rolled his eyes in disgust at that one. Vanessa was a bit much.

      “No, that won’t be necessary. Just return to your normal duties as of now,” Tom said, shooing her and the others out of his office.

      Avery saw Elle give him a thank you smile when he returned to sit on the other side of her. Avery wished that kind of stuff came as naturally to her, but it didn’t. Instead she had a “resting bitch face” as Elle had called it.

      The captain began to speak. Avery had to fight her normal habit of drowning his monotone voice out as he spoke, trying to sound professional and all in charge.

      “Dr. Chambers, Avery if I may?” he paused, waiting for permission to call her by her first name as Elle kneed her under the table to accept.

      “Yes, Avery is fine, Tom,” she said stressing his first name too. First names should be shared all around in her book.

      “Yes, of course, Tom is fine.” He said, not knowing what to make of that. “We are joined by a delegation from the Olodian galaxy to help us with our current, er um, predicament.”

      “Oh you mean the poisoning of the crew that someone is trying to frame me with?” she said, anger tinging every word.

      Another knee, with a little sharpness thrown in, hit her under the table.

      “No, I mean the unfortunate circumstance of the food supply being contaminated with an as-of-yet unknown element. I do want to take the time to apologize for your treatment. I didn’t know Neil and Vanessa had followed through with their suggestion on how to handle the situation. I had not given them leave to remove you from your station and certainly not from your apartment. After this meeting I will have you reinstated to your lab and living quarters. The fact that you are willing to work with our visitors to come up with a solution for our food predicament is action enough for me to believe you.”

      “Wait a minute. You want me to work with—them?” Avery said, pointing at the five super-sized alien models sitting on the other side of the table. She had made it her business not to stare at the one from her dream. He unnerved her in the worse way. She didn’t want to have another episode and so she kept her eyes to herself.

      “Yes. Rilic and his team have offered to work with you to find out what is happening to the food. I let everyone here know that we will run out of nutritional supplements in less than four days. So the clock is ticking on finding out what is wrong with the food and or finding a replacement source.” Then he turned his attention to the one called Rilic from her dreams and asked, “Would you be willing to work with our good doctor, Avery, here to find a solution? I do not know what your timetable is for helping us, but if you could spare the time while we find a place to land, that would be excellent.”

      Then this Rilic spoke, “Yes, about that. I have already made arrangements for you to land on the planet Polonari. It is lush with food and would be able to support your people. I am guessing you are traveling with around seven to ten of your thousands of people?”

      The captain looked impressed as he said, “Why yes, we have just under nine thousand. I don’t know what to say. Please accept my sincere gratitude. We greatly appreciate your hospitality.”

      “You are welcome. I need to know some specifics like how long you anticipate needing lodging there before you continue your journey and if you have any military aims to your mission?”

      Rilic stopped and smiled. Avery almost started hiccupping when that smile unleashed its force throughout the room. The man could give every whitening and dental veneer company a run for their money. His smile was perfect, just like the rest of him. Avery had to know if he had the same effect on Elle as he did on her. She looked over to see Elle looking normal and none too out of sorts. Maybe her sister had a poker face she didn’t know about.

      Tom hesitated and looked over at Elle as she shrugged her shoulders. He must be trying to hide something. Even she, with her less than par social cue-reading self could tell that. Then he said, “We aren’t sure how long it will take to get our ill healthy enough to travel again. I’ve just learned that the symptoms are advancing in some of them and we do not know what the next phase will be. As for the military component, we do have two vessels that currently fly on our flanks, to offer protection should we encounter any danger. But, they are only there to act in defense.”

      “I see. Then I will respectfully ask you to leave the military portion of your crew with the ships in an area that will be patrolled by our military. We are peace-loving and will do what we must in order to keep that status. You will find that the planet is mostly agricultural—I think you call it—and farming. It will be a slower pace but also a perfect place for your medical staff to work, and for your food doctor here,” he said bringing his attention back around to Avery, “to work. Now, if you are ready, we are. Dr. Chambers?” he asked, motioning to Avery. “May we accompany you to your work area to get started on what you’ll need to transport to Polonari?”

      “What, you mean I’m not staying here? I have to go to some farm on that P word planet to work?” Avery asked, not believing he wanted to take her from her lab right when she’d won the right to be back in it.

      “Yes, we will make certain any and all equipment you need is provided or transported with you. But, for sake of time, we have to get to work. You only have days before your food source is depleted. We expect to have you all moved to Polonari within one cycle. Oh, our cycles are equivalent to a little over two of your Earth cycles or days.”

      “I see,” Avery said mimicking him. Now it was her turn to be silent.

      Elle took the cue to start the questioning phase. She was great, continuing to help Avery through the questions with little pats of comfort and smiles here and there. The questions these men had—it was hard to see them as aliens—were what she would expect.

      They wanted to know things like the chain of custody for her plants, who had access, why did the illness just start to manifest instead of when their journey started almost a year ago. That one was a great question that she wanted to know as well. That one alone should prove she was innocent. She would have benefited from doing this well before they ended up on the other side of God’s back in terms of space, if she wanted to make this easy on herself. There was no clear motive as to why she’d do it and it made no sense in the timing, at least with her as the suspect.

      Then the questions were over. Once again, Elle took the cue to end the meeting by standing up and walking around to extend a handshake to the alien delegation. Avery didn’t know if she could control herself by shaking Rilic’s hand, but she’d follow the lead of her sister and do the socially graceful thing.

      She followed the procession, shaking their hands. Each was surprisingly warm but very powerful, as she expected. When she came to the end of the line where Rilic stood, she watched as Elle shook his hand and moved out of the way for her to follow suit.

      She extended her hand and noticed he had placed his down by his side. Did he think her hand was still too dirty to shake his? All of the other giant hotties had shaken her hand with no reservations. Where did he get off trying to act all high and mighty? He might be God’s answer to all orgasms, but he wasn’t too good to shake her damn hand!

      Instead, he patted her on the shoulder like she was a flunky. A fucking pat on the shoulder.

      Hell no!

      Avery rubbed her hands down the front of her pants to clean them and stuck her hand out again and waited. This time she looked him dead on in eyes that reminded her of melting salted caramel ice cream with Turbinado sugar crystals on top. They stood there. Her with her hand held out and him with those damn knee-weakening gorgeous eyes staring her down.

      A clearing of the throat from beside her let her know the captain wanted her to give it a rest, but she couldn’t, not now. It was the principle of the matter. He shook everyone else’s hand, so he’d better damn well shake hers. Thus, she continued to extend her hand for a shake. She heard one next to him whisper something to him in a language she couldn’t decipher and he finally extended his hand to shake hers.

      When their hands locked in contact, white-hot burning seared her from the inside out. Her skin sizzled with icy hotness as her mind tried to understand. Shock after shock rocketed through her as her internal cooling system played defense against the assault of invisible fire. Perspiration instantly drenched her entire being. Fast breaths followed as if she’d run a marathon. What type of joke was this? Did he have one of those electric shock buzzers in his palm that he’d used to get back at her? Avery couldn’t make sense of what was happening to her. It was like she short-circuited. But from a touch?

      The weight of Avery’s hair, normally wild and free with the length and heft of it, felt lighter as she was sure the shock had given her a blowout. Then, her knees when out from under her. Strong hands caught her before she ate it and face planted on the floor. It was him. The one who’d shocked the shit out of her in the first place.

      “Oh no, you don’t. I’m not going through a repeat of that again. I don’t know what type of alien voodoo you practice, but if you didn’t want to shake my hand you didn’t have to shock me like that!” She shrugged out of his embrace, putting distance between them.

      “Dr. Chambers, I do apologize. I do not know what happened. Are you all right? Are you hurt in any way?” he asked, actually sounding sincere.

      Avery wasn’t having it. He made the wiring in her brain go berserk. She needed to put some distance between them—now. Looking at a clearly embarrassed captain, she said, “Could someone please let me back into my lab and give me some clearance badges to be able to get around this place? I need to see how much damage was done to my plants.”

      “Sure, one moment,” Tom said, motioning to one of his assistants to get the necessary things she’d need. “Follow my assistant there and she’ll get you reinstated and back to work. I’ll have someone move your things back to your apartment as well.”

      In spite of wanting to continue throwing a temper tantrum, Avery had to be reasonable. The man had given her her life back. She had her lab and her own place to stay. Looking over to Elle, who had those damn tears too lazy to fall in her eyes again, she said, “Thank you captain. I appreciate your help. As for them…” she said gesturing to the five heartthrob aliens, “Give me a few hours to get me and my lab ‘presentable’ before you bring them down. And, I promise, no funny business or trying to destroy anything before they come down.”

      “Oh, I have no worry about that. My assistant will stay with you until these gentleman accompany you in your lab.”

      Shit, that was sneaky and clever on his part.

      Avery nodded, accepting the invisible leash he still held until these aliens gave the final say-so as to her innocence. She’d better make nice so they could do their part and then get gone.
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      The lab was in fine condition. Everything seemed to be the same. The plants looked no worse for wear and her office was undisturbed from how she’d last left it—in a slight mess. Avery walked around, saying a silent prayer of thanks and taking in the stillness and serenity the lab still offered. As she walked the paths through the thickets of leaves, she remembered the last time she’d been here. She’d promised Elle lavender. The same lavender that should be ready to harvest.

      Avery smiled when she made it to the fully mature patch of lavender. Printed in the beautiful penmanship of her sister was a note that said, “I believe you’ll be back in time. You promised me lavender. And so, I am keeping things going until your return.”

      This time it was Avery who had the tears. Unlike her sister, hers fell like leaky droplets down her cheeks. Her sister had been coming and watering her plants and watching the lab while she lay around on her couch moping and whining. Avery picked some of the best lavender and made a quick nosegay to give to her when she saw her next.

      “Dr. Chambers? Are you ready for our visitors?” the assistant whose name she’d forgotten to get asked from the end of the aisle.

      Avery looked at her hands to see once again they were smeared with potting soil. A devilish smile spread across her face in preparation for the fun she was about to have when she said, “Oh yes. Let them in.”

      The aliens came in without all the gear they’d worn in the office. Instead they wore what looked like a cross between sophisticated workout gear and a uniform. It was comfortable looking and looked to give them full range of motion. She liked what she saw—a little too much. A glance over at the captain’s assistant showed that she had the same expression of appreciation… meow!

      Then the sensation of a million ants infiltrating a flower bed crawled up her spine as the voice of none other than Vanessa Lucas filled her lab.

      “Hell no—she can’t be in here,” Avery said, racing down the aisle to make sure the woman didn’t get too far in and get comfortable.

      “Yes, I believe live food is essential to staying healthy as well. So, you really don’t eat any type of meat or animals, eh?” Vanessa said, directing it at the one they called Surt.

      He kept his hands behind his back and his distance as she attempted over and over to get closer. Good for him, Avery thought as she crossed the space to evict the woman out of her lab.

      “Vanessa, what are you doing here? You know my rules. If you do not have an appointment, you do not have permission to be here.” Vanessa tried to ignore her and turned her attention back to the group of men, but Avery was determined to protect her boundaries. She wouldn’t allow Vanessa one measly inch or the witch would try to take her for everything she had. “Vanessa, I’m going to say this one more time and then I’m going to either forcibly remove you myself or have security do it.”

      That must have clicked because Vanessa said, “Chill out plant girl, I was just showing these lovely gentleman to your lab. I also told them how anal you can be about your lab rules. Good to know you haven’t disappointed. Buh-bye!” she said, winking at Avery in a sign of victory as she left.

      The woman actually thought Avery gave a hoot about what these men thought about her and her lab. Well, maybe the one named Rilic—oh stop it! But, her lab was her domain, her rules and her life. If she was going to get them to sign off on her innocence and help her get to the bottom of this, she needed them focused and not distracted by Vanessa or even this other little tart.

      Avery looked over and noticed that said tart was daring to make “come hither” eyes at any and all of them!

      “All right, I see how this is going, you—whatever your name is—you’re done. Tom said you were relieved of babysitting me once they arrived,” she said, pointing a thumb at the group of men. “So, buh-bye!” Avery said, trying to do her best Vanessa voice.

      The little girl actually had the nerve to give her a pleading look to stay. Avery barely gave her a shake of the head “no” as she moved to the door of the lab to open and wait for the woman to leave. When she returned, she came up behind the men in time to hear them chuckling.

      “What’s so funny?”

      Rilic spoke, “We just enjoyed seeing how direct you can be about the work. It seems many on board do not seem to have a sense of urgency, considering the dire situation you all appear to be in.”

      Avery didn’t know if she was well versed enough to comment on that, seeing as she had been cooped up in a tiny apartment for days. Instead, she decided to do what they so admired about her. She’d get to work.

      “Shall we get started?”

      She walked over to a locker that held aprons and lab coats. Taking a lab coat out to wear, she looked at the men and knew even the aprons wouldn’t fit too well. Rilic watched everything she did. She knew because she felt those damn copper-lit eyes take in her every move. He walked over to the locker and grabbed one of the aprons, folded the top part over and wrapped the rest around his waist. The apron just made it around him and the others followed suit. Once they all had on aprons, she decided the best thing to do was to give a quick tour and then explain her process.

      After she’d done that part, the one who Vanessa had tried to flirt with asked, “Are any of these plants used medicinally?”

      “Good question. I supply the medical department with many herbs, plants and even flowers from this section over here. I personally do not understand what all the plants are capable of unless they tell me.” That last part she hadn’t meant to say out loud, but he didn’t seem to be fazed by it.

      Instead he went over to the section and began to look through the plants and flowers. The others did the same, fanning out to other parts of the lab. All except Rilic, who stayed by her side.

      “That’s Surt. He’s one of our medically-trained warriors. He works with our Healers—they would be doctors on your planet—to heal those who are injured. His knowledge and expertise should prove very valuable to you. I foresee you working with him the most to get the answers you seek,” Rilic said.

      “Oh, so he knows medicine then?”

      “Yes and he is very handy with plant medicine. When we get you settled on Polonari, he will give you a tour of the plants indigenous to the planet and what their most prevalent uses are.”

      Avery looked at the golden Viking-looking man. He knelt by a bin of goldenseal and seemed transfixed on examining the soil and plants like his eyes were microscopes.

      “What’s he doing? I can get him a microscope if he wants to look at the plants in detail. The lab has been closed for days, so I’m sure some of them need a little loving care.”

      “I do not believe he needs your apparatus. Surt is able to sense plants like you. They speak to him as well. That is one of the traits that makes him exceptional as a medical warrior.”

      Avery decided to ignore the comment about her sensing plants, and instead said, “Warrior, you use that term. Does it mean the same thing on your planet as it does ours?”

      “Let me think about that,” Rilic said, pausing to look up in thought.

      Avery took that moment to steal a look at him. His neck was pure sculptured beauty. His profile had dignity and power engrained in it. This man was well bred. She could tell by how measured all his movements were executed. He did nothing that wasn’t what he wanted. As she looked at him, she heard another deep voice from behind ask a question.

      “Excuse me, Dr. Chambers, but did you know this was here?”

      “That’s Devar, he’s one of our top scouts. You would most likely call him a spy on your home planet.”

      “Oh, I see,” was all Avery could manage to get out regarding that revelation.

      “You’d better go see what he’s found. Knowing Devar, it’s important.”

      Avery felt a bit of sadness being encouraged to leave Rilic’s side to go to this spy. When she found Devar, he was in her office.

      “Dr. Chambers did you—“

      “Please, everyone call me Avery!” she said, shouting it loud enough for them to hear the request.

      “Sure thing, Avery,” Devar said. “Look at this, did you know it was here?”

      “No and I don’t know what it is either,” Avery said looking at the small piece of molded plastic in Devar’s large hands.

      “It appears to be a recording device for both video and audio. And it was pointed directly at your safe. I found it lodged into this piece of the wall here,” he said, reaching up to indicate the small hole where the device was recently housed.

      Avery felt violated. Someone had been watching her. No, they had been watching her doing her experiments and going in and out of her safe. Realization dawned on her. That was how the person was able to gain access to her safe. But what about the biometric identifier?

      “Devar, is that thing strong enough to see the details of what I used to enter that safe?”

      “Yes, I do not see why not. The recording magnification is broad enough to easily zoom in to see what you were doing. Also it looks like it had a 360-degree angle capability. Meaning, it would have been able to see not only in your office but out onto the lab floor as well.”

      She felt a little sick and like someone had punched her in her gut. She had been under surveillance all this time and never had a clue.

      “I think I want to punch something,” she said, allowing the anger to wash the eerie feeling of being watched away.

      “Yes, it can be overwhelming to find out your boundaries have been violated.”

      “You don’t say. Hey Devar, could you do a sweep to make sure nothing else turns up in here and the lab? I want to make sure I shut down whoever is trying to frame me for this.” Then she had a thought, “Would you mind coming and doing the same for both my sister Elle’s and my apartments too? I want to make sure I don’t leave anything to chance now.”

      “Clear it with your captain and Rilic, and I’ll do it as soon as possible.”

      Avery didn’t like having to clear anything that involved her safety and peace of mind. But she’d play along. “Does finding that spy camera and recorder mean I have the evidence that I didn’t to this? I want to give Tom something concrete that clears my name as soon as possible.”

      “I would say this should do it. But, that is not up to me. From what I understand, you have a board or command that has to make that determination, correct?”

      “Correct,” Avery said, a sour note in her stomach. It was always something. She didn’t like having to do all this to clear her name. She’d been innocent from the start and she was still having to jump through hoops to prove she was innocent. The entire ordeal was a bunch of crap. There was no motive and now she had a smoking gun that showed that someone else had to be involved. She wouldn’t install a camera if she was the one doing the deed.

      “Avery, please come here when you’re done,” that deep luscious voice that could only belong to Rilic said.

      She wanted to skip out of the office and abandon even clearing her name to see what he wanted. Instead, she simply said, “Okay,” and returned her attention to what Devar was doing to find more bugs or other items that ought not be there.

      When Devar had finished with the office and taught her some rudimentary things she could do to sweep for bugs, he released her to see what Rilic wanted. Her heart did a little flutter when she approached, just as he looked up and gave her that award-deserving smile of his.

      “I’m here. What did you find?” she asked, attempting to be cool and calm around him.

      “Come closer so we can show you this. Before we came, we had a sample of a plant and soil send over from the farming ships. They just arrived while you were with Devar.” Rilic allowed Avery to look at the sample plant.

      Something was off—way off. The color, texture and even soil was off. The plant had no real life to it. It was more like a facsimile of a plant.

      “Do you see anything off-putting about this plant?” he asked her.

      “Yes—everything! This is not one of my plants. It can’t be. All my plant seedlings have a distinctive marker that I grafted in. They all have a strain of honeysuckle. I used honeysuckle so that it would be easier for the few hummingbirds and bees I was allowed to bring to pollinate them. Honeysuckle has a sweet nectar that won’t disrupt the taste of edible plants, nor take over the characteristics of other plants. This plant has nothing of honeysuckle in it.”

      “I didn’t know about the honeysuckle part, but it was evident even with the naked eye that this plant is not like any I see here,” Rilic said, holding the plant as not to place it near anything in the lab. “Would you like to run any tests on it?” he asked.

      “Thought you’d never ask. Let’s take it to my office where I use a hood to keep even the particles out of the air.”

      Avery and Rilic went to the office. She tried not to be self-conscious of his presence as she went about setting up the test. He sat in the chair at her desk and the look of his big body in that chair made her want to laugh. She managed to hold it in and worked on getting samples of the leaves and soil.

      She’d finished preparing the slides of the specimens when he said, “I want to apologize for earlier.”

      She didn’t know what he was getting at. Avery was finally in the zone again working with this plant and now he wanted to be chatty. “Okay, but may I ask what you’re referring to?”

      She heard a low chuckle that had to be him laughing for some reason. She wouldn’t be baited to ask what that meant. Avery decided to continue working on her test.

      He spoke again, this time with his voice in a lowered, almost hushed tone. “I apologize for the incident with the handshake. I cannot give you a definite answer as to what happened just yet, but I wanted to apologize and say I am truly sorry for any discomfort you felt.”

      That was nice of him and she wanted to thank him. But, she didn’t want to come off as easy to win over, either. He needed to think she wasn’t bothered by it and that he didn’t have that much of an impact on her. Avery couldn’t allow herself to do her normal “fall fast and hard” routine. She wanted a chance to survive. Men just complicated her life. This one looked to be the biggest trap for her yet. No, she’d keep her distance and not allow her dreams to bleed into real life. Plus, he was a gorgeous alien. He most likely had a Mrs. Rilic somewhere as well.

      With her plan in place, she said, “No big deal. I’m over it. Now let’s get some test results on this Franken-plant.”

      The test came back as expected. The plant and soil had traces of the bacteria in them. But, there was a noticeable difference. The bacteria also had a virulent strain that meant it had a virus encoded in it as well. It was as if the superbug bacteria had been weaponized. The type of virus present in the plant was known to attack the centers of the brain that controlled impulses, logic and reason. Without a cure, a person infected with this bacteria would move from aggression to insanity, to death!

      The stakes just got exponentially higher. Avery was no longer trying to find someone who framed her, she was now looking for an attempted murderer.

      [image: ]

      Elle had a look of utter disbelief when Avery, Rilic and his team told her what actually was in the plants and soil. Avery had wanted to keep this within the close circle of them after finding that spy equipment in her lab and office. She didn’t trust anyone and Rilic had concluded that it would be best to keep this within their group until others were eliminated from the list of suspects.

      “Avery, I still think you should stay with me until we get to the bottom of this. If they are willing to go as far as murder, if they suspect you know what they’re up to, you could be in danger too.”

      Elle’s argument was strong, but Avery’s need for her privacy was stronger. After being with her for the last four days, Avery needed to get back to her own space. It wasn’t that Elle was difficult to live with, it just wasn’t hers. It wasn’t her space or home. She couldn’t get relaxed enough to benefit from resting. Avery didn’t want to hurt her sister’s feelings, but her sister knew her like no other.

      “Elle with all due respect, honor and love, I need to be in my own bed with my own things around me. I haven’t had the pleasure of a full, restful sleep in days and I need that in order to function properly. You know I love you, but I got to go, boo!”

      They both laughed as the men looked on, with a look of confusion as to where the joke was.

      Avery was beginning to ease her guard around them. They were definitely not humans, at least not like the ones she was used to being around. But somehow, they were also more human than the ones she’d been around. Just like her plants that were true, with no duplicity, she felt a similar vibe from these men. She felt safe, protected, respected and even honored. They were there to truly help her and the crew.

      “I’ll agree to you staying at your place tonight on one condition,” Elle said, with a gleam in her eye Avery wasn’t quite sure of.

      “What’s that, dear sister?”

      “That these fine gentleman, or at least Mr. Rilic here, escort you back to your apartment and make sure it’s safe before you settle in for the evening.”

      Avery looked at the grin on her sister’s face and could have choked her. Was she actually trying to play at being some two-bit matchmaker? None of these guys were the least bit interested. Plus… hello, aliens! Besides, as gorgeous as they were, they probably had a harem full of women each.

      Avery felt the energy of the men behind her. They were up to something as well. Then the one named Hordas said, “We think it should be our leader Rilic who makes sure Avery gets to her apartment safely. We still need to check in with the captain before we return to our own ship.”

      Avery didn’t dare look at the face Rilic might be making at his men. Instead, she tried to beg off the request from her sister that was turning more embarrassing by the moment.

      “It’s fine, you all. I’m a big girl, in more ways than one, and I can see myself home. Plus, it’s late. You all need to get your rest, so we can get this show on the road tomorrow, right?”

      Rilic captured her gaze as he said, “Actually this is considered midday for us. Remember, our days are a little more than two of yours. When we get back, we will work on the logistics of moving nine thousand people to the planet’s surface, getting temporary housing, food and operational facilities set up for you, as well as medical and the other essential areas like your meal preparation and a few others. Our day is really only just warming up for activity.”

      “Huh, well in that case, please don’t let me prolong you any further. Again, I can get myself home and—”

      “Nonsense, as you all like to say. I would be honored to escort you to your living area. My men will take care of meeting with your captain before we go to our own ship. We will come back after a proper amount of time has passed for you to get rest and started with your new day. Deal?” Rilic asked, waiting for Avery to accept his offer.

      She was conflicted.

      She both wanted to and didn’t. The more time she spent with him being so nice, the harder it would be for her to control the feelings she’d already started to have for him just today. He was kind, patient, funny and brilliant. Plus, he didn’t seem to be distracted with things that didn’t matter in the grand scheme of life. He knew there was a job to be done and he was about doing it. That was super sexy for her. So much so, that she had to remember this was just a job for him. All of these men had a huge sense of honor and were doing what they thought was right. They were big on their word and deeds. His offer to escort her home was simply part of that honor.

      Her being alone with him would equal torture for her. Avery knew how much energy it took for her to remain neutral on the outside when all she wanted to do on the inside was jump him. She’d used up most of her energy today in the lab, and she was exhausted.  There was no telling what she’d do if her defenses were to fail.

      She stood to leave her sister’s apartment and noticed so did all the men.

      “I’m going home. Goodnight, you all.” She turned to Rilic, who clearly looked like he was preparing to leave with her. “Rilic thank you for the offer, but I promise there is no need. Please, go with your men and do all that stuff you said you needed to get taken care of. Please, really.” She hoped she sounded convincing enough for him to take the big hint and leave her to it.

      “I understand your thinking, but I also know the real dangers and agree with your sister. I will escort you home and the others will take care of loose ends here.

      Avery wanted to stamp her foot and say no, but she knew it would be no use. This alien had made up his mind that he would escort her home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          9

        

      

    

    
      “Here we are. This is me,” Avery said, coming to stop in front of her apartment door.

      “Great, please give me your access card, key or whatever you use to open the door. I want to go in first and do a check before you enter. You can stand in the open entrance while I do that, if you like.”

      So far so good. The walk down to her apartment had been uneventful. Most people had already retreated to their apartments, since tomorrow would be a normal working day on board. Standing in front of her apartment with the man literally of her dreams felt like a momentous occasion. She wanted to celebrate it in some way. She had a newfound respect for having one’s own place to live, and the handsome man in her room was just the icing on the cake.

      “I’m just grateful to be able to have an apartment again. Oh here…” she said, giving him her security badge to open the door. She watched as he slid the badge in, turned the lever to open the door, and—nothing happened. “What? I don’t know why that isn’t working,” she said, trying to fight down the fear and embarrassment of not having access to her apartment yet.

      “Let me try it again. It may be user error on my part. Am I doing this correctly?” Rilic asked, repeating the steps to unlock the door slowly.

      Again, nothing happened. Avery tried to keep the panic at bay. She didn’t want to freak out in the hallway—especially not late at night with the head of the alien delegation. That would most surely get her put away.

      Deep breaths, deep breaths.

      She tried to focus on the fact that she would survive. She always survived.

      A large warm hand wrapped around hers, as she felt how tightly she’d balled her hands up into fists of tension.

      “Hello there,” the smooth deep voice said. “There is nothing to worry about. We will get this sorted out. Do you have a way to contact your sister?” he asked, keeping his voice hypnotic as he kneaded her hands to loosen the muscles, helping her relax her fists.

      Avery focused on the large chest in front of her. She mimicked the deep, measured, rhythmic breaths that she saw in the slight rise and fall of that massive chest. In and out, she concentrated on following that breathing pattern. As her breathing took on the same rhythm, she focused on answering his question. Had she gotten her inter-communicator back today?

      Her mind replayed the events of the day until she remembered the captain’s assistant had placed her reinstatement materials on a table in the lab. Happy with the success of that simple task, she tried to remember if she’d taken the packet of things with her to Elle’s.

      No. The packet must still be in the lab.

      She felt a tiny surge of joy with the knowledge that she could remember something.

      “I remember. I left the packet with the rest of my reinstatement materials down in the lab. I could go get it, but it might just be easier to go back to Elle’s, which is a shorter distance than the lab. It’s late and I don’t want to keep you much longer anyway.”

      She really didn’t want to impose too much more of herself on him. Rilic had been a gentleman, extremely kind and patient with her all day. Avery wasn’t used to taking a liking to anyone so fast but he was quickly becoming one of her most-liked people. All of the warriors were, but especially him.

      His hand came up to lift her chin to look at him. Those unbelievable eyes shown bright in the dimly-lit hall as he looked deeply into hers.

      “I am here to help you succeed. Whatever you need, I will help with all that is in my power. Please allow me to escort you back to your lab to gather the rest of your materials and then to your sister’s. I wouldn’t want anyone to come into the lab and find your personal information lying about.”

      He made a good point. With all that was going on and a potential murderer on the loose, she had to think more than one-step ahead.

      “Sure, that would be great. We can go this way,” she said, pointing in a direction but never turning away from those eyes.

      The scent of s’mores, cinnamon, hot toddies, and the bite of fresh ginger enveloped her and played with her senses as he continued to stand here, close, touching her. It was a spell, cast by him. She wanted more of it. The soft fragrant, plush feel of the moment continued to invite her in. Her body swayed in contentment, thankful for the invitation. She must snap out of it. Avery was certain, in the recesses of her mind where her logic and common sense had gone to hibernate, that she mustn’t fall into whatever this was. She had to come back to reality.

      Neither of them moved, him still holding her chin upturned toward his face, so close she could feel the heat coming off him like the rays of the sun on a summer’s day. The air around them still and waiting as they both swayed in the slightest way, entrancing them into a suspended agreement of togetherness. Then, as smooth and regal as the opening blooms of flowers in the morning, Rilic released her chin and led her away in the direction she’d pointed.

      There was no speech, just the slip of her hand into his as he led the way. Where, she wasn’t sure, but she’d follow.

      Avery willingly followed as Rilic led them back to an elevator and down to the area where her lab was located. He never released her hand, as they traveled down the levels until they reached the floor just above the hull of the ship, where her lab was located. Exiting the elevator, he looked down at her as she again pointed in the direction of her lab.

      He continued to lead her, taking care to walk at a pace she could easily maintain. When they reached the door of her lab, he used her security badge to open the door. Thankful that at least one door worked with her credentials, Avery entered behind him. Rilic still held her hand as he came into the large room and looked around, before turning the lights on. Then as if sensing it was all right to do so, he turned the lights on behind them and released her hand.

      Avery wanted to scream “no” at the loss of her hand in his, but better manners somehow prevailed. In the room, she went to find the packet. The silence they shared did something to her… it was as if they communicated on a different frequency. She had no need to offer words, and yet she felt as if they were communicating on various levels simultaneously.

      She located the packet in the spot she’d envisioned and came back to where Rilic still stood, close to the door. Looking at him standing there, she wanted nothing more than to touch him. Walking with him, hand-in-hand, had been the highlight event of her day, even more than getting reinstated. Avery wanted to continue having a reason to touch him. Thoughts floated through her as to how she could touch his arm or maybe brush up against him. And all those thoughts were shot down as lame and the pitiful acts of a desperate woman.

      Avery didn’t want to want him like she did, but it felt different. He felt different. She didn’t have this burning need to have him prove anything. She didn’t have the need for him to tell her anything about her or how he might be feeling about her. Instead, she wanted touch and time with him. She’d be content with more of those.

      As she approached, Rilic’s eyes looked at her with even more of their brilliance. Her insides decided to flip and flutter in response. Avery almost let a giggle escape at the pure joy of having him and his attention all to herself. She motioned to the packet she now held as the fruit of success for their journey. Coming closer, she decided to do as her whole being urged and reached for his hand again.

      Rilic’s strong, large warm hand covered hers as she came to stand as close as she dared. She didn’t stop with that; her motions, fluid as a trickle of water flowing in a path through a garden, continued to move on their own until she’d wrapped herself around his firm, muscled torso. That moment, in that space and that time, Avery didn’t care about anything but feeling his body against hers. It didn’t have to be sexual. She simply needed his touch. Arms of steel and comfort encircled her as he accepted her into his protective embrace.

      He didn’t move away. Instead, he brought her in closer, hugging her as a hand ran up and down her back. She understood why pets loved to be stroked like this now. With the right touch, it was pure heaven. Rilic’s slow movements were exactly what she’d needed… to feel protected and held. He was here to help her. She knew that on a deep level—deeper than mere understanding. They had a bond and she would enjoy what it presented. She wouldn’t try to force it, instead she would allow it to unfold naturally.

      Placing her head on his chest, she smiled at the deep, sure beats of a heart.

      Good, no dueling heartbeats or anything weird.

      The thought was crude, not a part of what she wanted swirling around in her mind about him and she pushed it far away from her, banning it from ever returning. He might be an “alien” but he was more human than even she could claim. His body, soul, mind, and yes—spirit was beautiful. He was kind and unhurried as they stood there, him offering her comfort. He was most definitely more human than she’d ever be.

      He placed his chin on the top of her head as they continued to stand there. A sigh of bliss escaped her as his arms continued to envelop her. A deep vibration of laughter floated up and out of his chest as he laughed at her. She didn’t care. He was here with her and that was all that mattered. His laughter was sensual and stroked the embers of her attraction for him. Her instinctive response was to snuggle in more as she placed a kiss on his chest.

      “Please do not do that, Avery. I am already using most of my will to keep from doing more than just hold you now. I have to honor you.”

      “Mmm, well honor me anyway you wish. I’ve had dreams about way more than this.”

      “You’ve had dreams? About this?” Rilic asked.

      Avery felt his heart rate increase slightly, but nothing too alarming.

      “Yes. I was stunned today when I saw you. I thought you were a configuration of my subconscious before then. I know it sounds crazy, but I’ve seen you in my dreams before. And, if I’m going to be honest with you, I did some things to you in that dream. But, in my defense, I thought you were simply a dream to help me cope with all of this.”

      Rilic pushed her back a bit to look down at her. He searched her face for something, only he knew what it was.

      “You were in my dreams and visions too. In the dream, we kissed and then you went away.”

      “Oh, so you had that sort of dream, too? I’ve heard of things happening like this, but never thought they could be real. You know, shared dreams and visions.”

      “Yes, they are very real, very real indeed,” he said, still looking at her as if searching for permission to do something.

      Avery felt more alive at that moment. Her life made sense. This man was her answer. She’d been looking for him or maybe for his help. She wasn’t sure about to what extent, but she wanted to take this journey to find out.

      “Why are you here?” she asked, almost in a whisper.

      “To help you succeed,” came the reply from her dreams.

      There was more to it than that. She knew it and wanted the answer revealed. Looking back into eyes of rich amber, she searched for the answer. A veil fell before her, allowing her to go no further. Avery could sense the reason for their being here together so close and yet, there was a block to that answer. Why?

      Her eyes fell to his full lips as she felt the flick of her tongue instinctively moisten her own lips. The fullness of his bottom lip played with her control. She wanted to suck and nibble on it as she got her fill of tasting and tempting him to get her what she wanted and needed. Teeth pressed into her own bottom lip, as a sensation of the delight it would be to nibble on and kiss his luscious lips prevailed in her mind’s eye.

      That last exhibition of her biting her own lip must have been the needed signal to prompt him to advance. He pulled her against himself in a savage urgency. Gone was the measured pace of him, instead a raging fire ignited as his lips collided with hers. The feel of him in reality was exponentially better than her dream. In real life, she got the full immersion experience, an overload of all things Rilic. Hot breaths caressed her face, and pure masculine spiciness permeated the air as his heartbeat filled her head with the steady drum of an erotic call. Muscles rippled, contracted and relaxed under her fingers as he moved her into his domain.

      Never had she ever experienced anything like this. Her mouth opened to grant his probing tongue entry. Hungry moans erupted from some primal pit within her as he took what he wanted of her mouth. His tongue explored and commanded reciprocation. Each brush of tongue against tongue, driving her more and more into a land of new frontiers.

      Avery relished the chance to explore a newness of life. It wasn’t just her body that wanted and needed this, her very soul seemed to awaken at the touch of his body and the mastery of his tongue. She wrapped her arms around his, attempting to pull him even closer to her if she could. Avery’s nipples ached to be touched, caressed and ministered to. Her womanhood clutched uncontrollably with the need to be explored and plundered.

      Exotic saffron, habanero peppers, the kiss of smooth brandy and black orchids mingled to send her into overdrive. Avery found his hand and brought it to one of her aching nipples.

      “Touch me here,” she breathed into him as he obeyed with a caress so delicate yet sure as to make her explode on the spot.

      Her nipple hardened in welcome and offered itself for his delight. She strained against the tips of his fingers as they rolled and played with the sensitive flesh. Avery was beside herself, grabbing the tightest ass cheek she’d ever encountered.

      In response, the feel of a hardened erection rubbed against her upper torso.

      “I want you so bad, but I cannot violate your—”

      She kissed away the remainder of whatever it was he attempted to say. Avery knew without a doubt he was it. Him. Over and over she rubbed herself against him, enjoying how much harder his cock got with every pass.

      “I want you,” she said, not believing it came out.

      He growled a response so primal, her core quivered with the anticipation of being taken.

      “I want you as well. Please Goddess forgive me, but I want you,” he said, using that large hand of his to cup her full breast into his hand and squeezed.

      The pleasure of the act threatened to rob her of coherent thought. She wanted to climb this mountain of a man right now. He was hers. She didn’t have a right nor did it make any sense, but she knew he was hers.

      Mine, mine, all mine.

      The tiny sound of a distant voice calling her name felt like the buzzing of a bee. Elle’s voice.

      Oh no you don’t. You will not be the voice of reason in my head, she thought, as Rilic started on the other nipple, doing things with his mouth on hers she never even knew existed.

      He tasted like the first bloom of a temperamental rose and the joy of a sprouted seed, mixed up in a cocktail of sunlight and freshly-cut grass on the breeze. He tasted like… home. Or at least what her best interpretation of home would be.

      “Avery, can you hear me? Please answer. I’m starting to get worried,” came Elle’s voice in the distance.

      “What is that? Do I hear your sister’s voice?” Rilic asked, dragging his mouth away from hers.

      “You hear that too?” Avery asked, hating how winded and breathy she must sound.

      She was a slut—and she could care less. She wanted Rilic and at the moment, her sister was cramping her style. She had to find out where that sound was coming from. A weight in her other hand came into her awareness. Looking down, she saw the packet from earlier.

      “Oh! My inter-communicator must be in here.” She hated to stop what she was doing, but if Elle was this worked up, she’d wake up the entire ship until she found her. The inter-communicator sat, nestled in the envelope, along with papers and—a new security badge!

      “Shit! There’s a new badge in here!” Avery said, forgetting she was in Rilic’s company.

      When she heard him chuckle, she knew he was definitely for her. Avery pulled out the talking device, connected the sensor into her ear and listened. “Yeah hey, I’m down in the lab. I forgot and left the new packet they gave me today. I came back down to locate it. Good thing too, there’s a new security badge in here. I couldn’t get into my apartment with my old one. You almost had a roommate again for the night,” Avery said, attempting to sound casual.

      “Why do you sound like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know, flushed or bothered. Are you all right, for real? I can come down to the lab and keep you company. I know you’re most likely in there exploring something while we mere mortals sleep,” Elle said with an innocent giggle.

      Yeah, I was exploring something all right.

      “No, that’s not necessary. I’m on my way back to my apartment to get some rest. It’s been a…” she paused to look up at Rilic, who still held her in his arms, “an exciting day. Yep, sounds good. I’ll call you in the morning. Love you too, bye.” Avery disconnected the link with her sister and gave Rilic a smile.

      When she tiptoed to kiss him again, he stopped her.

      “Avery, I think we’ve been saved by the grace of the Goddess. I don’t want to tempt fate. I’ll see you to your apartment and allow you to retire for the evening. My team and I will return in twelve of your Earth hours.” He looked at what must be her own version of puppy dog eyes, because he placed a slow promising kiss on her forehead and said, “I want to continue this more than you’ll ever know. There are things going on that I have to make sure I complete and you are most likely meant for a different path. I cannot violate your path. Two times now, once in a dream and now in the fullest of awareness, I have gone against my oath. Dear Avery, you make me forget myself and I must not do that. There is more at stake than my want for you. You’d do better to forget me and allow me to help you succeed in your calling and purpose.”

      The dull hit to her heart pulled her out of his arms to stand a few feet away.

      “You’ve wounded me,” she said, hating how dramatic it sounded. But, it was the truth. His rejection, and the questioning of her ability to know what was best for her, hurt deep and painfully. The last thing she wanted to face was the possibility that she’d done it again. She’d fallen for a man who was just in lust with her and what her body could do for him at the moment.

      Avery packed up her feelings and put them away, this time farther than she’d ever done before. She wouldn’t feel for him or any other again. It hurt too much and she couldn’t trust her feelings. They’d lied and betrayed her over and over. If she liked a man, it must mean he was the worst man for her and didn’t return her feelings. From now on, she would remember he was here to help her. Maybe he’d gotten caught up in her drama, wanted to comfort her and it went too far. She didn’t want him to feel disgusted over her. They still had to work together. No, she’d do this and get herself together. There were way more pressing matters to deal with besides her little stupid immature crush on yet another unavailable man.

      Rilic wore an expression that looked a little like pain. Good, he should feel a little of this hurt too.

      He spoke, “Avery, if you are ready, I’ll take you back to your apartment.”

      “No, I can manage. You go on back to your ship. I’m sure your team is waiting to debrief from the day’s events.” When he didn’t look like he was going to obey her wishes to be left alone, she went the mean girl route. “Look, it was fun and now it’s not. Go away. I need to straighten up in here before going to bed, anyway. Go!” she said, forcing herself to act like a bitch in spite of the screams within for him to stay.

      Rilic didn’t say another word. Instead, he gave her a curt nod, turned and left. When the door to the lab was closed, and she’d given him enough time to board the elevator, deep wails of pain erupted, causing her to double over with the force of her sobbing.

      To deal with the pain, she worked.

      It was around four in the morning when she finally felt exhausted enough to go to sleep. She left the lab and made the mournful journey back up to her apartment. Everything was quiet. The ding of the elevator in the sleepy, dim hallway on her floor was loud. Stepping out of the elevator, she wasn’t ready for the forceful yank on her arm or the dark hood and painful prick of a needle sinking into her arm.

      The last thoughts before a drug-induced darkness fell over her were of Rilic’s face and those damned copper eyes of fire and amber staring down at her. She shouldn’t have pushed him away. She should have been more patient to make him understand he was hers.
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      Her mouth felt like the inside of a cotton ball. Avery sat up and looked around. She was on the hard, cold, concrete floor of a cell!

      “What the fuck? Somebody let me out of here!” she screamed. Her muscles ached like she’d been thrown against a wall a hundred times. “Ouch, what did you do to me?”

      Avery looked down to see her side, where it hurt the most. It looked like she’d been in a street fight. Bruises and scrapes covered the left side of her body and her neck hurt to move.

      With determination fueled by anger, Avery managed to stand to her feet. Her left ankle was tender and she smarted when she attempted to put her full weight on it, but she wouldn’t let any of this get her down. Avery would survive, she always did.

      Sounds, most likely from around a corner and down a hallway from how distant they sounded, floated into her area.

      “Hey, hey there! Can anyone hear me? It’s Avery Chambers and I’m here against my will or permission!” she said, yelling in all directions. Silence fell on the space and a sense of real loneliness doused her hopes. She was not only alone, but for the first time in a long time, the loneliness had crept back in.

      [image: ]

      “I don’t care… where is my sister, Rilic? She was with you! The last time we spoke you promised to stay with her until she was safely in her own apartment. Did you do that?”

      No, he hadn’t.

      Rilic couldn’t bear to see this kind female so upset, and he was the reason. Elle had opened the door of her apartment twelve hours after he’d last seen her. This time, she was the sight of a female undone. Her hair was a massive mane of dark brown wild curls and her eyes looked like an angry feline’s as she pulled him into her apartment by the arm. Before, he or the other warriors could ask what was wrong, she’d asked where her sister was.

      Now Rilic’s entire body fought to run out of there and find Avery. It was his fault for allowing his emotions to get the best of him earlier. The entire time back on the Olodian space vessel, he’d fought thoughts of how he could have handled the situation differently. He’d berated himself for not keeping his oath to see to her safety; to not leave her until she was inside her own living area. Instead, he’d left her alone in that lab for whomever was behind this deadly game to gain full access to her. He’d left his heart alone and unprotected.

      Wait, his heart? Avery was most definitely called of the Goddess. He couldn’t lay claim to her. He couldn’t.

      He had to make this right. His honor and the will of the Goddess was dependent on him not making any more mistakes.

      “We will find her. I promise. Please, where are the most likely places she could be?” he asked, hating to see the frightened look on Elle’s face.

      “I told you. She only went to her lab, here and home. She’d never even been to the other ships to site-visit the crops they grew. Avery is a homebody, preferring to stick to places that are familiar and comforting to her. She wouldn’t venture off like that.”

      Elle got up from her sitting platform to pace the length of the small room. She nibbled on her thumb as she paced. Rilic didn’t know what to do and the others all looked to him for answers.

      Please Goddess, if you help me with this, I’ll do whatever you ask of me. Please let Avery be all right and lead me to her.

      Rilic didn’t like the feeling of helplessness hovering over his mood. He was a man of calm, collected action. His efforts were calculated to bring the most efficient outcomes. Avery had managed to disrupt all of that. He wanted to run the length of this vessel, level by level until he found her. That was it!

      Rilic caught the attention of Devar and said, “Devar, did you notice any areas that might be able to hide something when we came in? I’d like to start from the bottom and work to the top of this vessel until we find Avery. Something tells me she didn’t wander off.”

      “Yes, I get the same feeling. Hordas and I can take the bottom part of the craft and get started looking for her,” Devar said.

      “No, Surt and I will go with you. Hordas and Palon should start at the top and work down. Their technical and operational understanding of these craft will help them to find any passageways or tunnels where she could be stashed,” Rilic said, preparing to ask the men to leave and have Elle stay here.

      “I’ll go with Hordas and Palon. I know the upper part of the ship pretty well. Plus, no one will question why they are walking around  if I’m with them. Unaccompanied, they might get stopped, especially in the technical and command areas.”

      Rilic had to admit that made perfect sense and gave his blessing to the other group. “Before you go, no offense, but shouldn’t you wear your normal clothing, Elle? We do not want anyone to surmise something is out of order.”

      “Right, good thinking. Fellas, give me a few minutes to get dressed, then we can go. I don’t want Avery missing for a second longer than absolutely necessary. She doesn’t do well in highly stressful situations. I need to find her,” Elle said, the tension of the unknown making her voice shake a bit.

      When Elle was ready and looking like she had during their initial meeting, the two groups departed and started looking for Avery.

      [image: ]

      Avery practiced breathing and thought management, like Elle had taught her, to stay calm. The air was dank and stale. This area didn’t get much use. She was sure she was in some part of the jail area, but this must be isolation. Nothing was down here, except for her.

      At least there was a light on. It was pitiful in its ability to cast illumination, but she’d take what she could get. Her stomach had been making periodic protests for food since she’d been awake. Those damned nutrient shakes were the worst. They not only had no taste, but they only lasted four hours at the most. She did a mental calculation to see how long it had been since she’d eaten. To her shock, Avery hadn’t eaten since yesterday before the captain’s men came for her. No wonder her stomach was so angry. Adrenaline had pimped her right good all of yesterday. Today, it was gone and she was locked up, and her body wanted payback.

      She winced as pain shot through her side when she moved the wrong way. For the life of her, Avery still couldn’t understand where all those bruises and cuts had come from. It was like someone had beat and dragged her while she was out. Try as she might, the last thing she remembered was being ambushed as she got off the elevator to her apartment floor.

      Over and over, she tried to make sense of the actions. Why would someone do that to her? What could she have done that was so bad to jump her and lock her up? Then she remembered that someone was also trying to frame her for poisoning the crew with a vicious superbug.

      “This sucks sweaty balls,” she said to the still, stale air.

      Nothing. No response or even the sense that someone heard what she said. Avery was alone in an area where no one would find her.

      She eyed the filthy toilet in the corner of the room and hated the fact that she needed to use it. There was no toilet paper and she didn’t want to be bruised and smelling like urine as well. Whoever had done this to her wanted to humiliate her, that was for certain.

      Avery tried to form a list of possible suspects who might have it out for her. The one at the top of her list was that crazy Vanessa. But, Avery doubted she had the brains and follow-through to pull off something like this. Nah—it couldn’t be her. This took too many moving parts to pull off. Vanessa was a low-hanging fruit type of woman. If it wasn’t easy pickings, she wasn’t interested.

      Distant sounds echoed again, giving her a little bit of hope. Avery yelled with all her might in the hope of someone hearing her. Again, the vacuous feel of silence was her reward. She sat down on the cold, mean floor and returned to her mental management of wayward thoughts. Avery would attempt to meditate. Maybe this time, it might actually work.

      Leaning her head against the steel enforced wall, she concentrated on breathing and clearing her mind. Like rabbit holes and bunny trails, her thoughts sent her on adventures to nowhere. She kept resetting, concentrating on her breathing until she’d end up at the end of another futile attempt at serenity before starting over once again.

      Focus on finding him. He is yours and will find you. Find him in your heart and awareness. He searches for you as well. Find him and he will find you.

      “Whoa! Who said that?” Avery said, eyes wide with surprise and a little fear.

      She looked around to see if someone played a trick on her and had come down to make fun of the captured introvert. No one was here. She was just as alone as when she’d started. Then, a strange peace settled her down.

      Lotus blossoms, honeysuckle and lilacs tickled her nose as she fell into the bosom of peace. Her thought began to merge, compounding upon one another, until a single word formed in her consciousness, Rilic.

      Over and over “Rilic” played through her being.

      “Rilic, please find me. I’m here,” she said. The phrase became a chant and mantra as she meditated on each part of it.

      Rilic. The word was fire, purity, richness and control—everything she needed.

      Please. The simple supplication had always been an infrequent visitor to her vocabulary. Avery rarely saw the need to say please, since she also rarely saw the need to speak with many people.

      Find me. These two words played with the possibility of the great “what ifs”. Would he find her physically but not emotionally? Would he ignore that fact that she was his to be found and possessed? Find me, please, Rilic. The plea burned a remembrance of his arms wrapped around her, holding her in his protective embrace.

      I’m here. Avery surrendered to the truth. She was here. Waiting for him and willing to be. She would be herself, with all her shortcomings, including her doubts about her ability to choose the right man to spend her affections on. Rilic was worth it. She was certain. I’m here, Rilic.

      Again, she sent out the plea for him to locate her. She dropped down into the cosmic all, the primal consciousness that held all together. He would find her. Her faith in him would prevail. Deeper she drifted into the haziness of sleep.

      Rilic, please find me. I’m here, echoed through the fanciful sights. Hints and hopes of him played with her as she waded through the landscape of her dream world. Like a child playing hide and seek, she hoped and frolicked with the imagined image of him. Whenever she thought she’d found him, the image would blow away like a cloud of sparkles. Enough playing around, she wanted a firm Rilic—the real thing. Avery allowed herself to let go and free float on the waves of dreams. She passed thoughts of her home as a child, knowing there was no time to visit there. On she floated until she was there, in front of him.

      He looked at her, but not at her. Instead he looked past her. He appeared to be distracted and busy. “Rilic, please find me. I’m here,” she said, hoping he would hear her and… love her.

      He stopped and turned back to her, for a moment. She willed her plea to him again. PLEASE FIND ME. I’M HERE, she willed to him with the most emotional energy she could muster.

      He stood there, not moving, not responding, just standing there. Had she failed?

      Find him in your heart…

      Avery looked down and in her hands lay her heart. It beat, but not like it enjoyed the task. It performed, but not with the vigor of life. What was wrong with her heart? She turned it over, examining it as she would one of her precious plants. Precious! What was precious to her, besides her plants and Elle?

      Rilic’s smile and those damned penetrating coppery orbs found her and held her. It couldn’t be. It was too soon. She couldn’t allow herself to fall for him, not like that. But Avery loved Rilic. She loved a mystery—her mystery man.

      The beats of her heart ignited with new life as it beat proud and sure. She looked down to see the heart vibrant with life and vitality. The dullness of existence was shed to make way for new adventures. She didn’t know what he felt about her, but she wouldn’t lie to herself anymore. She had fallen for this alien. That was her truth and it was no one’s but hers to deal with.

      “Rilic, please find me. I’m here,” she said with a firm belief that he would. Over and over, he’d promised to help her succeed. He’d promised to do everything in his power to make that happen and he would. She was certain. Hope flooded her as she saw him turn and run, to her.

      Avery didn’t know if she was still in the dream or reality when strong, large hands picked her up and crushed her in an embrace full of life and support.

      “Avery, Avery! Can you hear me? Wake up, dear one. Avery, it’s Rilic. Wake up!”

      Avery heard the deep cognac pour over her soul with its slow ember of a burn. Rilic’s voice was a treasure. She couldn’t believe she remembered it so vividly.

      Her body shook and pulsated with sexual excitement as she heard the depth of his tone again.

      “Please, for me… wake up, Avery.”

      This was too real to be a dream. She had to wake up. Playtime was over. Avery gathered her thoughts and soared back to the realm beyond her dreams. Her eyes felt weak, but she managed to open them to the truest sight she’d ever seen.

      Eyes of the purest golden fire stared into hers with—love? This was no dream. Rilic had found her and held her in his arms.

      The presence of others kept her from diarrhea of the mouth, from confessing her love to him. She managed to stand on her own, after he helped her get to her feet.  Surt and Palon came into the small cell. She looked over their shoulders to see the bars had been bent like the ones from a cartoon.

      “Who did that?” she asked, motioning to the bent bars.

      “Did what?” Rilic asked, continuing to hold her, his arms protectively wrapped around her.

      “Bent those bars like they were nothing more than rubber.”

      Surt came near and gently pulled Avery out of Rilic’s arms. Her body felt weaker but all she wanted was to scramble back to her rock, Rilic. She looked over to Rilic and tried to get back to him until she realized Surt was doing a wellness check of her body. “Rilic did,” he said as he lifted and moved her limbs, testing for range of motion. She looked over to see Rilic’s focus locked onto what Surt did.

      When he got to her side and lifted her top to see the purplish dark spots and scabs, Rilic was by her side again, holding her top up higher for a better look. Heartbeats drummed a little faster in her head.

      “Who did this to you?” he asked, revealing a murderous gleam to eyes the color of electric whiskey. “Avery, tell me. Tell me this minute, who beat you like this?”

      “I don’t know. I woke up like this.”

      Surt intervened with his calm bedside demeanor. “Avery, try to walk us through what you remember from when you last saw Rilic. Take your time.”

      It was hard to think straight but Avery went back in time to remember what happened after Rilic left. “I was in the lab and then I got on the elevator to go to my apartment. When I got off on my floor, someone was by the elevator.” She shut her eyes to stay with her memories. It was emotional, and difficult not to trigger the other incident. She wouldn’t go there.

      “Avery, what else happened? Please dear one, tell us what you remember,” Rilic said, using that hypnotic tone of his to get her to obey.

      The heartbeats in her head continued to increase, beating harder and faster but she had to finish letting them know what happened. She returned to where she’d left off, getting out of the elevator. “I remember my head was down, as I stepped off the elevator. Someone attacked me. They grabbed me, put something dark over my head and then I felt the pinch and burn of a needle in my arm.”

      “Anything else,” Rilic asked.

      “No. The next thing I remember was waking up here with my mouth dry and my body aching.

      She could tell he wanted to ask something else, but searched for the words. He gave Surt a look and the other man nodded.

      “Avery, I have to ask this. Due to the symptoms some of your crew exhibit, do you feel as if you were sexually assaulted?”

      Heartbeats pounded louder, blocking out most of what he said—except “sexually assaulted”. She couldn’t focus. Fear and confusion pummeled her as she fought to keep it together. She wanted her sister. She wanted Elle here. Her breathing threatened to get out of synch as she tried to process his question. Her heart was out of control. The beats were too fast to be a good sign.

      “Shh, it’s all right. Surt just needs to know the extent of your injuries. He will make sure you are taken care of. It’s all right, I promise.” Rilic lifted her chin to capture her focus. “Look at me. That’s it, dear one. Keep looking at me.” She could see him cut his eyes over to Surt as he whispered, “Do you feel that? Her heart rate is too high and she’s burning up.”

      “Where’s Avery?” she heard her sister’s voice in the background. “I need to get to her.”

      At the sound of Elle’s voice, Avery’s heart sped up more. For the first time, she didn’t want Elle to see her like this. She almost went into that place where it was hard to come back from.

      “Dearest Avery, are you still looking at me? Please don’t take those beautiful green eyes away. Please keep looking right here. You’re safe and Elle is right here,” Rilic said, as he continued to use the smoothness of his voice to keep Avery calm and still.

      She felt Surt doing something to her side as he placed a large hand over one of the worst of the bruises and gently pressed. Avery took a quick peek over to see his mouth move slightly as the pain began to dull a little. “I believe whoever did this to her bruised some of her ribs as well,” she heard him say to Rilic and now Elle. “We need to get her off this ship and to the planet where a healer can fix it. She may have more than external bruises.”

      “I will make the arrangements. Both of them need to get off this ship. Elle, I would like for you to come as well. Avery needs you and I want her to stay as calm as possible,” Rilic said.

      Avery saw Elle nod in agreement as she and Rilic exchanged positions. When Elle was by Avery’s side, Avery felt a wave of loss wash over her. She missed Rilic already. She attempted to raise her head to see where he was in the room.

      “Hey sweetie, he’ll be back. Rilic just went to make arrangements for us to go down to the planet, so their doctors can take a look at you. He’ll be back real soon, I promise.”

      All Avery could do was nod as a single tear fled down her cheek. She remained silent as Elle and Surt spoke above her head. She vaguely heard phrases like internal bruising and extent of injuries. But all she wanted was to have Rilic back by her side.

      “Avery, stay with me honey. I know you’re tired, hurting and sleepy, but we have to keep you awake for a little while longer,” Elle said.

      Time was loose in her perception by now. Avery didn’t know how long it had been. She just wanted to know where Rilic was.

      She drifted in and out of wakefulness as she was taken over to the cargo area and placed on a vessel that must have been the warriors’. The next thing she heard was Vanessa’s voice.

      “I need to be on that ship too! I’m the head of communications and if they get to go down to scout out the planet, so should I—oh, and Neil, too!” Vanessa said, almost screaming.

      A voice that sounded like Hordas’s said, “You will come down on some of your own transport pods once we have everything set up.”

      “I still don’t understand why plant girl needs to go down first! She should be here working on a cure for the predicament she’s put us in.”

      “We will let you know when it’s time for you to come down to the planet’s surface. In the meantime, follow your captain’s instructions to get everyone prepared to transport. He will have the most up-to-date information, as he is our point of contact from this moment forward.”

      Elle leaned over and said into Avery’s ear, “Did you hear that? Vanessa was trying to hitch a ride with us, but Hordas shut that down.”

      Avery didn’t really care what she did. Instead she asked, “Where’s Rilic? Is he coming too?”

      “Honey, save your strength. And yes, of course he’s coming. He and the others are clearing the path for us to leave and go directly down to the surface. Don’t worry, Hordas assures me this vessel will be able to land on the planet without any problems.”

      No sooner had Elle said that then Hordas, Palon and yes, Rilic, climbed in and closed the hatch. Surt was already there beside her in the vessel. When she saw Rilic come and exchange seats with her sister to be close to her, her heart made a little happy jig on the inside.

      “How is she?” he asked Surt.

      “Too soon to tell. We’ll know as soon as they can have a look at her.

      Rilic placed her hand from the side that wasn’t bruised in his. He raised it up to place a gentle kiss on her knuckles as she felt the engines fire up and then the craft started to move.

      As their vessel left the spaceship, he leaned down and said into her ear, “Thank you for calling to me. My heart heard yours.”

      Another tear fell, but this time in joy. He’d heard her. Now all she had to do was make it through this day without dying.
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      Yet another large man who looked like he should be a magnificent sculpture moved around her, placing his hands along her sides. Everyplace he put his hands, the pain would ebb. He’d been introduced as a Healer and immediately started touching her in the most careful and gentle way. His size belied his ability to be kid-soft with his ministrations.

      Elle was allowed back into the room. She came close and Avery managed to smile.

      “You are going to need time in a sort of chamber that contains a life-replenishing liquid. I’ve been brought in to help you change into this gown,” Elle said, holding up a piece of the finest material she’d ever been in personal contact with. “Can you help me get you to sit up? We need to get that cruddy t-shirt off of you.”

      “Elle, I need a bath. Please, can you help me get a bath before they do anything else? I feel a lot better now—promise.”

      Elle smiled down at her with that maternal vibe Avery loved so much. Elle was a universal mother. It was just too bad that neither of her marriages had worked out long enough for her to have kids. She would make a great mother.

      “Sure thing, sweetie. Let me check and I’ll be right back.”

      Avery struggled to sit up on her own, finally achieving the task after a lot of sweating and exhaustion. Elle came back into the room with the oddest look.

      “What’s up?” Avery asked, wondering what news her sister had for her.

      “I was told the liquid that you will be in will cleanse your body as well—even while wearing a gown. They called the liquid gaiata. You know like the Earth Goddess Gaia—yeah. I’ve got to see this to believe it.”

      “Me too. I can’t complain though, I feel a lot better now. All that guy did was place his hands along my side and the pain started to go away. Whatever they do to get those Healers up to par, we need one of them. I have yet to be poked or drugs injected into me.”

      Elle came closer. “I see you had to be a Miss Fassy and sit up on your own—couldn’t wait for me, huh?”

      “I told you I was feeling better, so I sat up.” Then Avery wanted to know about what they knew. “Did you find out more about what happened? I mean, how did you all find me?”

      “It was all Rilic. He swears you led him to you. He says he could hear you calling him. The others who were with him say they never heard your voice though. Odd, but I don’t care. He found you and that’s what matters.”

      “Did they find out who put me down there in the first place?”

      “That still a mystery. There was no one down there and it looked like it was an area originally meant to be holding cells, but was unfinished. The warriors had to break through a false wall to get to you. The area had been boarded up. Palon checked and he still couldn’t figure out how you got in there. There were no passageways leading in or out, above or below. Someone wanted you to rot away down there.”

      Hearing that, Avery wanted more than ever to find out who would do such a thing. She didn’t deserve that kind of treatment… hell, no one deserved that. But, she wasn’t done trying to get answers. The next one would be painful to endure, but she had to know.

      “Elle?”

      “Hmm,” she said, helping Avery into the beautiful gown.

      “Did they find out if I had been… you know, sexually assaulted?”

      Avery sensed more than saw a wave of relief wash over her sister. “Yes, they were able to determine you weren’t assaulted. I was here when the Healer did the exam. All he did was hover his hands over your pelvic area. After a moment he said you were fine and that no sexual assault or even consensual sex could be detected.”

      “He said that, in front of how many?”

      “It was just Surt, me, and… Rilic,” Elle said, looking away. “Sweetie, it’s all right. We knew you were a good girl. I’m still holding out hope that you change your status soon, but hey, you’ll wake up and see what’s right in front of you at the right time. I have hope.”

      Avery narrowed her eyes at her sister. Elle had a tendency to try to matchmake. She always bragged on her success rate, saying she just knew when two people were meant to be together. Their shared joke was that the gift didn’t extend to her own self. Elle had been married twice, and each one had ended in a terrible divorce where Elle ended up having to pay the guy to go away.

      “Elle, please don’t tell me you’re trying to match me up with one of the aliens. You think I’m such a lost cause that you have to try to hitch me to the first alien that comes along?” Avery said, trying to laugh it off. Her heart did a little thing at the thought of Rilic and how her love would most likely never be returned.

      “You aren’t a lost cause, but I can tell you that Rilic is smitten with you, lovey. He was the one who opened those bars with his bare hands. And, he was the one who stayed by you the entire time we transported you here. You may not believe me, but I see it. You two are meant to be together.”

      “Oh yeah, why is that?” Avery asked, secretly wanting to hear more of why her sister gave her matchmaking blessing to her and Rilic.

      “Because it is. Everything is lining up for you two to be together. Plus, I’ve never seen you blossom and open up as much as you do when he’s around. You two get each other. He’s all stately and calm, and takes his time with everything. And you’re all, ‘Don’t touch me or my stuff. I love plants and I don’t do people.’ But, when the two of you come together, there’s life. It actually feels good being around you two.”

      “I’m wounded, Elle. You want me hitched so badly that you’d leave me on an alien planet. Wouldn’t you miss me?” Avery said.

      The look Elle gave her was a complex mix of emotions, too complicated to decipher for her mere understanding of such matters.

      “Yes, yes honey bee, I would miss you something fierce. But, life must go on. You need to find and have your own family. I can’t keep you underfoot forever. You’re ready and truly deserving of love. If that love happens to life on a planet far, far away, so be it.” Elle smoothed an errant strand of Avery’s hair away from her face and continued, “Please don’t make decisions that affect the rest of your life because of me or anyone else before yourself. This is your time to love and be loved. I feel it deep within,” she said pointing to the area where her heart was.

      Avery didn’t know what to say. Her sister had just given her blessing of a union with Rilic, even if it meant her living here with him. Wow. Deciding to play the heaviness of the conversation down, she said,“Elle, I love you and your kooky ideas, but that man doesn’t want me and has said as much. So, there’s no worries about me staying here with the big, beautiful alien, okay.”

      “Oh, so you find him big and beautiful, huh?” Elle said, starting to tease her. “And as for what he might have said, once he’s done lying to himself and you, he’ll come around,” Elle said with a wink as she finished putting the gown on Avery. “Okay, you’re done! I’ll let the Healer know he can bring the tank in now.”

      “Before you get him, would you answer something else for me?”

      “Sure honey bee.”

      “How did you manage to get me here without anyone knowing what happened? I get the feeling that’s what you did.”

      “And you’d be correct. This last incident was the final straw we needed to let us know not to trust anyone. The warriors, and you and I, are the only ones who know you went missing and that we found out about the weaponized superbug. Until we can safely cross people off the list of suspects, no one is to be trusted, except within this small circle.” Elle came back close to Avery and said in a hushed tone, “Rilic is so serious about keeping you safe, that when the others come down tomorrow your location will be classified.”

      “What about the captain, does he know anything?”

      “He only knows that Rilic and I convinced him that you needed to work in privacy. You needed to come down now to set up your lab and would be sequestered from the rest of the crew until you figured out what was going on. Again, no one is to be trusted.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “Anything else, before I get the Healer for you?”

      “Yes. One more time, do you really think Rilic likes me?”

      “What? Girl, bye!” Elle laughed as she left the room, giving her sister a “you’d better believe it” look.
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      Avery stared at the tank of blue-green water. There was no way she was getting into that and fully submerging herself.

      “Avery, it’s just like when you learned to swim. You’ll go under and then come up when you need air.”

      The Healer came forward and said, “Actually, Joyful One, that is not correct. She will be able to continue breathing as normal while submerged. Gaiata is sentient and restores healing and life when any other living being comes into contact with it.”

      “Is that so?” Elle asked, not quite believing him.

      “Yes, why don’t we have the Wise One take a test run? A simple Earthian three-minute test to see if she is able to stay submerged.” He moved to help Avery step into the water tank.

      Avery did as he directed and stepped in.

      “Whoa! This water—”

      “It’s gaiata,” the Healer corrected.

      “My bad, gaiata. It feels amazing.”

      “Now Wise One, I would like for you to lie all the way back until you are submerged. Allow the gaiata to surround you and float within it. It will know how much to submerge you if you allow yourself to relax completely.”

      “Sure thing doc, but one more thing. Why do I have to be in this tank anyway?”

      The Healer looked sad for a moment as he said, “I hate to tell you this, but your abductors injected a potentially lethal cocktail of some of your most addictive drugs. It appears they wanted you to either overdose, or die a painful death from withdrawal by leaving you down in that dungeon of a place.” He paused, as Elle went over to Avery to comfort her. When he saw that Avery refused to cry or give those bastards another care, he continued, “The gaiata will detox you. You only need to be submerged for two Earthian hours. You can even take a nap if you’d like as you rest. Allow the gaiata to restore you to health.”

      Avery was determined to get that poison out of her system. She’d never done drugs in her life and she didn’t want to suffer the pain that she’d seen many go through trying to purge it out of their system.

      “Hey doc, I have another question. Why didn’t I have symptoms of overdose or withdrawal? I don’t remember feeling anything like what I’ve seen.”

      “Oh, you did. From Surt’s account, you were in full-blown overdose when they found you. It was Counselor Rilic who got you to stay with us and not go into cardiac arrest.” Then the Healer stared past her for a moment, as if his eyes were looking at something distant, and spoke, “The Goddess has called you to continue the work of her warriors. You will bring healing to many by the fruit of your seed to the land and the fruit of the womb to the people. You have been brought here of the Goddess’s will, oh daughters of wise counsel and joy.” Then he returned his attention to the room as if nothing happened.

      Avery cut an eye to Elle, who stood there transfixed to the spot. This guy had gone all mystical on them and acted like it was no big deal. Avery had to know more. It wasn’t everyday someone spoke to them like they would do something great for a lot of people.

      “Healer, before I go under, would you care to elaborate on what you just said?”

      The Healer smiled and gave her a fatherly grin as he said, “Words have eternal life and will return to you often as you need them. Do not fret or worry. That which you desire and doubt will soon be yours. Now please, Wise One, it is time to purge the remains of this poison from your body.”

      Avery couldn’t think of anything more to say. The Healer had given her more than enough to ponder in her two-hour bath. She lay back, submerging herself into the pillowy folds of pleasure. The gaiata covered and caressed her every crevice. Soon after full submersion, Avery couldn’t think of anywhere else she’d rather be, besides underneath Rilic with their bodies locked in sexual satisfaction.

      That thought didn’t even make her blush. It was true. She wanted to be with him in every capacity. And, the Healer’s words had done even more to fuel the fire of hope for her. Avery wanted to believe that what he spoke of was her desire for Rilic, but doubted that he would give into being with her. She pushed the doubt out of her mind and allowed herself the rare pleasure of daydreaming wonderful thoughts of what a life with Rilic might be like.
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      “Gaiata is the answer to world peace,” Avery announced, as a matter of fact.

      “Is that so?” Elle asked, enjoying a plate of food that looked like a skittles attack.

      “What is that you’re eating? I want some,” Avery said, eyeing the food and remembering that it was going on almost two days since she’d had food of any kind.

      “Don’t worry little darling, I’ve got you. I was told you have to drink this first and then your stomach will be ready to properly absorb food.”

      Avery reached for the container Elle passed to her. “What is it?”

      “More of that stuff you believe will solve world peace.”

      “Wait, you mean I have to drink it too?”

      “Yep. I’ve been drinking it since you got in that tank and acted like you didn’t want to come out. I’m starting to crave it too.” Elle saw how large Avery’s eyes had gotten again and quickly added, “Don’t worry, it has no taste, like what our best water at home is like. I can say that this stuff is amazing too. I feel like I could run a race. I’ve been drinking it almost nonstop. Go on, take a sip and see what I mean.”

      Avery took a sip. When nothing spectacular happened she took another. Before she knew it, half of the container was gone.

      “See, told ya. Oh, and I’ve got to say, you look amazing—like you’ve been chilling and getting pampered for days. No one would ever know you just had a drug overdose.”

      “That is so not funny, Elle. It’s sort of embarrassing, too,” Avery said, feeling that old feeling of violation. It was coming up more and more lately. First, the camera in her office and now the attack.

      “Oh sweetie, I’m just kidding. But, I’ll cool it. Have you checked out your side yet? It’s like nothing ever happened. I’m in total awe.”

      Avery looked down her left side to see her skin was flawless. No scabs, scrapes or bruises. What had that Gaia stuff done to her?

      She looked back up to Elle with pure amazement. “Elle, we have got to get this back on Earth. I wonder how they make it?”

      “Already asked and was shut down. Not gonna happen,” Elle said between bites of a neon blue vegetable that looked like broccoli. “This stuff is amazing, by the way. Hurry up so you can try it and tell me what you think.”

      “Whoa, go back. What do you mean shut down? You know about the Gaia stuff.”

      “It’s called gaiata and it’s their version of water. From what I can gather, the last time someone of Earthian descent drank the stuff, he lived like a really long time. They said our race called it the fountain of youth—no kidding, with a cross to the heart.”

      “Shut up, who told you that? The Healer?”

      Elle nodded. Avery took longer swallows of the stuff and checked to see if she felt any different. She had to say, she did feel like she could run a race too. And that was saying something, considering she’d get winded running the length of her lab.

      Rilic came in carrying yet another container of gaiata. “Hello ladies. I bring more healing elixir,” he said as he placed the container on the table. Then he directed his attention to Avery, as Elle made goo-goo eyes at her behind his back. “Hello Avery, how are you doing?”

      Avery wanted to grab him and kiss the hell out of him. Instead, she leaned to look at Elle and said, “Hey sis, could you give us a moment?”

      Elle smiled, grabbed her plate and slipped out of the room. When Avery looked at Rilic again, he’d moved closer to stand in front of her. She waited. He obviously wanted to say something and she’d give him time to get whatever it was off of his chest.

      Rilic shifted weight from side to side for a moment. The sight of him nervous made her smile in spite of her resolve to be serious. He was so adorable and she wanted to reach out to him. Yet, she waited. Some instinct deep inside said she must.

      Finally, he spoke.

      “Avery, I need to have a conversation with you about something that is extremely important.”

      “Okay…” she said, trying to encourage him to keep going.

      “Today, you almost died because I didn’t do what I was supposed to. If I had, none of this would have happened.”

      Oh boy, he was back to that tired line about duty and honor. Save her from Dudley Do-Rights. She wanted the Rilic who had a purpose for his own life and not some mystical ideal that would come to pass in the by and by.

      Instead, she remained silent. The Healer’s words came back to her, Don’t fret or worry. That which you desire and doubt will soon be yours.

      She had to have the faith that he was what the Healer meant.

      Rilic said, “Avery, today I realized that maybe I’m not the one who should be overseeing your safety.”

      What the fuck?

      Avery tried to absorb the blow but couldn’t manage to keep up a strong facade. This was the second time he’d done this. Come so close, only to break her heart. This was pure madness. She’d worked herself up to believe that he would do what it was clear he should. She knew what she saw in his eyes when he’d found her. He may not be in love with her, but she knew he had a love for her. She wasn’t going to fall into her usual need to campaign for him to see things her way. Fine. If he wanted to get away from her, then so be it. She was done looking for actions to confirm her beliefs.

      At that moment, it was clear to her that he had some issues he needed to work on. She’d traveled countless miles and years in outer space only to meet a man who was just as screwed up as those back on Earth. Geez, she was a magnet for them. Enough was enough.

      When she spoke, all she said was, “Fine. Is that gaiata for me? I want to drink a little more before I eat.”

      The look on his face was priceless as he passed the container over to her. Avery took long gulps, draining the container. She looked down to see she sat high up on a bed clearly made for these aliens.

      “Hey Rilic, would you help me down from here? I want to get dressed, eat and get started working.”

      “What? Why so soon?” He looked perplexed.

      “Because that’s why you brought me here… to work, correct? As soon as I figure out an antidote to that bacteria, we can leave your planet and go home. Our mission is done. We now know we aren’t alone, you all are nice and there is life that resembles Earth elsewhere. What else is there for us to do then? We can’t stay here and mooch off your hospitality.”

      He almost stumbled over to the table and took a seat. Her words had hit their target. He needed to consider a life without her and see if it felt like the right thing for him and his damn duty.

      Rilic continued to sit. Avery could imagine all the thoughts going through his head as he processed her words. Good. It was time he was on the other side of the equation. She wanted to be free to love or leave. And, that took her—and him—getting clear on what they both wanted. Avery wouldn’t force the idea of her with him. She’d live either way. One thing about that drug-fueled dream she had was that she still knew her heart would survive. She always did.
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      Avery’s new lab at the facility on the planet Polonari was a botanist’s wet dream. Somehow the warriors had moved all of her plants, flowers and trees from the lab on the ship to here. Like elves, they’d even set up similar lighting conditions and an irrigation system. Instead of water, the system here fed gaiata to her lab plants. Already she could tell a visible difference in their vitality, richness of color and strength. Just like her men, Avery could fall hard and fast for a great lab and this one was no different—she had it bad.

      As for her health, true to the Healer’s words, she was more than back to normal. Even her eyesight seemed better. After her talk with Rilic last night, she’d gotten her game face on. First thing this morning, she’d gotten Surt to show her to her accommodations in the lab. There was even a little apartment attached to the building where she and Elle would stay while she worked.

      She’d managed to have the warriors bring her a list of the different types of food supplies from the farm ship and some of her plants from her lab for comparison. All the infected plants were lined up on a counter separated from the other workspaces. She would run tests on them later. Today, Surt would take her around the region for samples of their plants. He was well versed and would help her pick possible plants that might be able to reverse the damage.

      “Are you ready to go?” Surt asked from the door.

      Avery liked the quiet sun-kissed Viking of a man. He was golden and beautiful like the rest, but had a quiet strength that seemed more like the soil than the flashy petals of a beautiful flower. She understood his mode of existence. Why couldn’t she had fallen for him? They could have walked off into the land together not bothering anyone and been happy. Instead, she was stuck with a heartache over duty-bound Rilic.

      She wasn’t going to think about him anymore. Today, she’d work and finding a way to reverse the issue with the ill crew members. Then it dawned on her to ask about using gaiata on them.

      “Hey Surt, yes I’m ready to go. But, before we do, let me run something by you.”

      Surt came into the new work area and sat at the table next to where she’d arranged the plants from her lab on the ship. “Yes? What would you like to know?”

      “I would like to see if we might be able to use gaiata on the infected crew members with the worse symptoms. And before you say no, we could hide the fact that it’s gaiata by having them believe they are just taking medicinal baths. I believe we could hide the fact that gaiata is so powerful by doing a sort of placebo where we—”

      Surt interrupted saying, “We have already started doing that. Rilic figured that once we got your ill on the surface, we would be able to give them gaiata and the healing would begin. He wanted to make sure you were able to solve the problem of your food issue so it wouldn’t happen again when you left.”

      “Oh, so you mean to tell me Rilic had already planned to use gaiata to help us?”

      “Yes… why wouldn’t he?” Surt asked, clearly not following her reason for being angry.

      “Because, he could have told me before instead of me stressing out about finding a cure.”

      “It’s against our laws to share that knowledge unless it is for life-saving measures. Our laws prohibit us from allowing you to take gaiata with you, if you are not a citizen of the Olodian galaxy. And, you do still need to find a cure or this is bound to happen again. His use of gaiata is only a stop measure.”

      When he put it like that, it made sense. She had to admit she was looking for reasons to be angry with Rilic. Since their “talk” last night, she hadn’t seen him and had to work hard to keep herself from thinking about him all the time. No time like the present to do something else to keep her mind busy.

      “Surt, why are you allowing me to yap away on stuff I can’t control? We’re burning daylight, let’s get going,” she said, laughing at the kind alien’s smile at her saying.

      They left her lab through the rear of the building. From this location, it looked like she was in an isolated field with a backdrop of tree cover. The planet was lush and beautifully golden. Even though most of the vegetation had a golden hue to it, she could tell by the molecular makeup of the foliage that it was a form of chlorophyll similar to their green version back on Earth.

      Surt took her to a bike that looked like a hover racer back home. Attached to the side was a car for her to sit in. Avery was thankful because her larger backside wouldn’t have been happy sitting on the tiny seat that he was going to occupy. Once they were on their way, she noticed streams and brooks filled with gaiata. The blue-green in contrast with the hues of predominant gold mixed with reds, greens, purples, and even some blues, made the landscape look like a mythical place from a wonderful fairytale back home. She looked at the small animals and even larger ones that resembled rhinos and horses in the distance. They looked surreal and yet gentle.

      This made her think of dinner and then the breakfast she’d been served here. She ate very little meat as it was, but would engage in the occasional piece of chicken, fish or seafood. There had been nothing but a colorful array of vegetables cooked to varying degrees, served with innovative sauces, nuts and what she would classify as beans and grains. There had been a porridge type of cereal this morning that made her mouth water just thinking about it. It reminded her of a smooth oatmeal with a distinctly nutty taste, like that of a hazelnut. Their food was delicious, filling but not overly complicated. She liked it. Elle was loving it, too. That woman had come back and eaten the rest of her food last night.

      She asked Surt, “Question… I noticed you don’t serve meat of any kind. Are all in your culture vegetarian?”

      He smiled, looking over to a pack of grazing animals that could be descended from buffalo and said, “Yes. We are raised with the belief that the Goddess provides us with food from her bountiful soil. If it grows from her futile soil and is edible, we consider it food. If it eats things from the soil, like animals, insects and beasts of our larger gaiata pools, then it is not food but rather lower beings.

      “Oh. That makes it pretty straightforward. So there’s a circle of life here—I mean an ecological system where the animals regulate their population by eating lower classes of beings?” She didn’t want to go too deep, but understanding this part of their culture was something that intrigued her.

      “No, our animals are all, as you would say it, herbivores. They do not eat each other either. The Goddess keeps the population in harmony by allowing those who are strong to find the best lands that are plentiful with food. Even if there are fights that end in death over a piece of land, the body is not consumed. We do have some warriors who go out and burn the ashes of the fallen beasts in order to help the regeneration of life go on. But no—we are all vegetarians.”

      “Wow—that is amazing. I would think your planet would be as varied as ours with different people forming sects of different beliefs, eating patterns and cultures.”

      “We do have some variations but they are not as broad as those of Earthians. Many believe it is because we have gaiata instead of water. Gaiata is living and thus it helps to repair and takes away a lot of the fears that other cultures face. We live way longer than many cultures, thus we do not have the need to fight for supremacy or even relevance. We matter because we believe it and see it in our deeds. We have time. When time is no longer as much of a limited resource, priorities change—somewhat. Do not misunderstand me though. We have a lot of very similar issues that will always be a part of the humanoid species.”

      “Like what?” Avery asked, enjoying the flow of this conversation but still wishing it was Rilic here with her.

      “Like power and influence. Just because we have length of days, that doesn’t guarantee that those days will be full of joy. Many would like to make sure they enjoy them by having power and influence.”

      “I see. So, galaxies far and wide suffer the same conditions; a need for comfort and I would also bet a need to love and be loved,” she said, still thinking about Rilic, in spite of her best efforts.

      Surt looked over at her as they continued to skim the surface of the terrain. “You are indeed the Wise One.”
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      Back on Olodia in Lord Tordin’s private residence, Rilic met with him to give a status update on the situation. To get some distance between himself and Avery, he’d taken a jump back to Olodia to meet with his commanding officer.

      “Thank you for such detailed reports,” Tordin said, scrolling through the digital reports Rilic had been sending since leaving on the mission. “You keep this up and my father will promote you to my position. Your reports make me look bad, my friend.”

      “Nothing of the sort,” Rilic said, enjoying the ease in which his friend showed his approval of his work. “I learned how to do a report studying yours. I simply followed your template and took it from there,” Rilic said, pleased he’d made Tordin more confident about him running this mission alone.

      “I see here that you have all the crew on the surface of Polonari at the largest natural preserve complex?”

      “Yes, since we are still trying to uncover who is behind their food contamination and the latest incident with the head botanist, we are keeping them isolated from any Polonarians. Since it is the least populated and has plenty of food reserves and gaiata at that facility, it is a perfect place to house nine thousand of these Earthians.”

      “Yes, that’s a lot and could become an invasion if we don’t manage their presence carefully. How long to you anticipate these Earthians being on Polonari?” Lord Tordin asked Rilic, going over to his desk to look at schematics of the complex on that planet.

      “No more than five to seven cycles. The gaiata we’ve administered to the sickest has been doing a lot to extract the bacteria out of their systems. The botanist is back to full health and working with Surt to find an antidote that will eradicate that monster of a bug they are dealing with.”

      “Could that superbug, as you called it, do harm to any of you and thus any Olodian galaxy citizens?”

      “No, thank the Goddess. The Healer on site at the complex took a look at it while the botanist was recuperating and found that it is harmless to us. He instructed Surt to make sure he took her to the area on the preserve that has the richest soil, full of medicinal plants. The Healer believes she was sent there to find this cure and to help us as well.”

      “Do you believe that to be the case?” Tordin asked, eyeing him with a new focus.

      “Yes, I do. She and her sister were the females I saw in the vision prior to going on the mission. The fact that she has been targeted and now attacked appears to back that up. You know nothing screams ‘Goddess calling’ like becoming the target of some ill will.”

      “Yes, I do.” Tordin continued to look at him with a more-than-casual stare. “That brings me to something else I want to discuss with you, if I may?” he said, giving Rilic the chance to accept or deny his request—like he would ever do that with his commanding officer.

      “Of course. Please, Tordin—you know I value your counsel.”

      “Good. I’m sure you know that with Kyra, Phoebe and Simona all growing closer with each passing day, this house is filled with females. It’s different and sometimes I long for being out in the field with you and the males on this mission,” Tordin said, running a hand through his hair.

      Rilic couldn’t help but wonder if Tordin was going to ask him if he could join the mission. If so, it would be an honor and pleasure to have him along. He could only imagine what it must be like to have all of the ladies around all the time.

      Tordin continued, “But, Phoebe brought up something that Kyra made me promise I’d discuss with you the next time we spoke. And, like the dutiful mate I am, I am doing that.” He took a deep breath and said with a bit of a laugh, “Phoebe says the Goddess has revealed that you and the botanist are in the mating thrall and that you are resisting it.”

      Tordin’s words hit Rilic like a force of mountains clashing. The only redeeming thing about the question was that he’d said it with a little laughter. Rilic groaned in spite of trying to keep his consternation about the situation to himself.

      “I wouldn’t say I’m in a mating thrall. I was… am attracted to one of the females we are working with and I let myself lose sight of the mission. I have corrected my error.” Rilic wanted to move on from this conversation as soon as possible.

      “Darn her. She was right again,” Tordin said, confusing Rilic.

      “What, I do not understand what you are talking about. The botanist has done nothing to—”

      “Not your mate, Lady Phoebe. She is going to have a great time with this. Now I have to get Malm to take her flying.”

      Rilic was even more confused than ever, “Wait, sir, I am not following you. Can you please explain?”

      “Oh sure, it seems I just lost a bet with Lady Phoebe. I told her there was no way you could be in a mating thrall; you have that oath of yours and you hadn’t mentioned anything to me. I was certain you would have at least mentioned it, if it was the Goddess’s unction and mating call.” Tordin looked at Rilic like he didn’t know him at that moment. “She said that you would say you had feelings for the female but had corrected your error. And you said it, almost verbatim. There is no winning with her. And she likes to rub it in my face all the time. Rilic, you know you should have come to me about this. The mating call and unction are nothing to play around with. You have to make this right immediately. This plan you’re always talking about is happening and you’re the one hindering it. The Goddess has presented you with a mate and you keep denying her gift. Fix it, friend, or it could affect us all.”

      Stunned was an understatement to how Rilic felt. It all came crashing down around him. The wall of denial he’d erected. He’d been so sure that he knew how the Goddess would work that he couldn’t see he was part of the problem. The Goddess was true to her word and had led him right to his mate… and he’d refused twice! Avery almost dying hadn’t been enough to snatch him out of his hubris.

      He would repent and make this right immediately. “Tordin, it is true. I see it all so clearly now. I have been prideful and stubborn. If this had been another, I would have told him he was being stupid and to accept the blessing of his mate. All the classic signs of what you, Malm and Jalek went through are there. The dreams, not able to concentrate when I’m not near her, wanting to protect her with a fierce rage that sometimes scares me, wanting her so badly—I had to do something to make her angry to go away from me in order to resist—and so much more, are all things that are happening,” Rilic said, hating how he’d done that last part, knowing he didn’t want to do any of the things he said.

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself. Malm and I did the same thing, that’s why I can tell you it’s bad.

      “Easy for you to say. You didn’t almost get your mate killed by being stubborn,” Rilic said, noting that it came out a little too harsh.

      “Again, don’t beat yourself up over this. Your mate has made a full recovery and is working on the problem with their food supply now. My only suggestion is that you get back there and make it right with her. I know that she might give you a hard time and make you do some groveling, but make it right and pray she accepts you.”

      Rilic nodded, not wanting to say too much more. He was still processing his actions and how much he’d hurt Avery in the process.

      “Tordin, thank you for taking the time to tell me this. I appreciate it. I’m sorry it got so bad that the Goddess had to use Phoebe to let you know. I know how tough she can be on you—and poor young warrior Jalek, too.”

      “Oh don’t worry about us and Phoebe. That’s just her way and we know she loves us all. As for Jalek, since Simona has been with him, the male has toughened up a lot. Phoebe can’t get too much over on him. Both he and Simona cut her very little slack. It’s funny to watch. Which is something else I need to mention…”

      “Oh no, not more, I am still processing how to fix this mess I’ve made with Avery.”

      “No, nothing bad. It’s just that Kyra and yes, Phoebe as well, said they fully expect to meet and invite your mate into their Goddess sisterhood. That means, when you get back into her good graces, you have to bring her over to meet them. They expect it and I wouldn’t want you to have to deal with any of them alone, let alone all three at the same time, if you don’t comply.”

      “Haha, no I wouldn’t either. If, and that’s a strong if, Avery will have me, I will make sure all of you are one of my first stops when we come to Olodia. This presents another problem I have to deal with, too.”

      “Oh, what is it?”

      “She thinks I live on Polonari. They all do. We have kept the fact that there are many planets in our solar system with life on them a secret. We do not want them getting curious, as they are wont to do. We figured if they met us and thought we had a peaceful farming existence, they would be satisfied and leave. That way they wouldn’t be that interested in us and would go back to Earth, most likely never to return for such a dull alien existence.”

      “Well, that’s interesting. Wait until she sees Olodia. Talk about culture shock. And, if Kyra gets her way, the ladies all want to go on a gem-shopping trip to Nenndi. Simona and Phoebe both want jewelry, like the pieces she received when we were there.”

      “Yes, I’ve learned that females love gems and jewelry.”

      “Get prepared because you will need to start gifting it to your mate. There’s a ring involved and a ceremony they like to have, but we can talk about that when this mission is completed. I’ll let you get back to your mate and Polonari. May the Goddess go before you and make your path smooth,” Tordin said, bestowing the blessing that felt more like a wish on his friend.

      “Yes, thank you. Now if there isn’t anything else—and I do not believe I would be able to handle it, if there was—I will take my leave.”

      Tordin smiled, giving Rilic some encouragement. When Rilic made it to the entrance to Tordin’s office, Tordin said, “Thank you for the gift of the Golden Sweet Breads from Polonari. The ladies can’t get enough of it. They say that they’ve been craving it. They say it reminds them of a dish they had back on Earth called a Cinnabon.”

      “Oh, you’re welcome. It makes sense that they would crave dishes made with the fertile food,” Rilic said and made a hasty departure, not wanting any more news that might disrupt his life any further.

      [image: ]

      Three days after she’d almost died of a drug overdose, Avery was in the lab on Polonari working when the door opened behind her.

      “The local plants are amazing! I can’t believe the fast regenerative cycles they have. I think it must have something to do with the broader spectrum found in their yellow-based chlorophyll compared to our green one,” she said, thinking Elle had come back into the building.

      “That sounds like it could be plausible,” came the lush deep voice from her sexiest fantasies.

      Her hands shook as she continued to fumble with the controls on the microscope. She couldn’t look at him right now. Moisture rimmed her eyes and she didn’t want to look like a sappy girl, too excited that her crush came to see her. The only issue was he was the first man she knew she truly loved. She had the vast mood swings and emotional obstacle courses to prove it.

      The comforting and so very seductive scent of honey mixed with butterscotch over roasted chestnuts wrapped itself around her in an overabundance of joy. It felt like what home should be. He was here—close. She took a few more breaths and prepared to say something innocuous—benign even—when she felt those unmistakably strong hands grab her around the waist from behind.

      Words evaporated, as she melted into his touch. Those same powerful hands that had bent metal bars, pulled her back into him as he whispered into her ear, “I’ve missed you so much. I can’t stay away, no matter how much I try.”

      She spun around to pull him down and into her for the kiss she’d been holding for him for days. Their joining had a rawness that lent itself to vulnerability. She didn’t care if he knew she loved him. She was willing to show it in every touch.

      Before she could take full advantage of his mouth, he pulled away and asked, “Is Elle around?”

      She couldn’t think straight. Where was Elle, she thought?

      Shit, think, where is your sister right now?

      “She’s, she’s at work over at the other complex,” Avery managed to get out.

      “For how long?”

      “All day, she’s at work. She just left. I thought you were her coming back for something she’d forgotten. Why? Do you need to see her about something?” she asked, hating for the answer to be yes.

      “No, I need her to be gone for a while.” And, with that, he picked her up and proceeded to walk to the back where the entrance to their private living quarters was located. “Which one is yours?” he asked, motioning to the hallway leading off to the bedrooms.

      “That one,” Avery said, pointing the way to her bedroom. This was really happening. She was being taken to her bedroom by Rilic, in the middle of the morning. “Damn, you’re sexy,” she said when he managed to open the door to the room without dropping her or slowing down. “Lock it, please.” The last thing she wanted was for Elle to come busting through like she usually did, if she happened to come back before they were done doing whatever he had in mind.

      Avery was certain that if he brought her in here to talk, she was going to commit a crime. She had to remember to release her breath as he walked her over to the large bed and laid her on it. His movements were smooth as usual, but not too gentle. He wanted her. That was for sure. Before he could change his mind, she reached for him, bringing him down to the bed to lie on top of her. She wanted to feel him skin to skin and she wanted it now. Rilic could snap out of this any minute and she didn’t want to be left here frustrated.

      But, she had to know what had come over him. Holding his head in her hands, she looked up into the face that could make her fly with joy and the next moment dive-bomb every thought of ever having hope again.

      “Rilic, I have to make sure this is what you really want. I can’t keep going back and forth between euphoria and emotionless pits of despair because of your sense of duty. Either you is or you ain’t my baby.” When he failed to get the reference to the old jazz classic, she continued with a sigh, “As far as I’m concerned, you’re it. I’m at the point of no return. There’s no going back for me, and I’m all in. I need you to understand this is not some one day or cycle tryst for me.” She stopped to let that sink in. “Don’t do this if this isn’t something serious for you… please.” she said, allowing the note of vulnerability to flavor her statement.  When their eyes locked again, she knew he was committed to this, to them.

      He continued to hold her gaze as he spoke, “I’ve been so very wrong about a lot of things of late, including how to see what is clearly in front of me. Please forgive me for being the biggest fool around. I have wanted you from the moment I saw you in that dream. Now I am beyond want or need, I want to be one with you.”
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      Avery couldn’t believe what he’d said. Rilic wanted to be with her—no, be one with her. Whatever that meant, she hoped it involved lots of hot, sweaty sex and a long-term relationship. At the moment she didn’t, no, couldn’t say anything to his statement. Avery could only lie there as every part of her buzzed with excitement that he’d had a change of heart, and had chosen her.

      This was a first that the guy had chosen her back, and she hoped it would be the last time she had to be in this predicament. She wanted Rilic to be it—hers. Rilic wanted to be with her and she hadn’t had to launch a personal marketing and promotion campaign for him to do it. It felt good trusting herself again. She had gotten it right and he was just as into her as she was in him.

      He continued staring down at her and said, “Will you forgive me for being a stubborn fool? I put you through unnecessary stress over what we both felt. I apologize and ask your forgiveness.”

      She still didn’t have words. She tried to respond and instead a wash of feelings cascaded over her, rendering her mute.

      He continued to look at her as he said, “I know and I am going to make all this up to you.”

      Then he moved her up more onto the bed and stepped back. A rush of panic that he would leave took hold of her and she said, “Wait! Don’t leave!”

      “Dear Avery, I wouldn’t think of being anywhere else but here. I promised I would make up for my inexcusable behavior and that is what I plan to do.” She watched as he began to remove his top. “I want to share your bed with you as I beg your forgiveness and ask you something very important.”

      “Oh yeah, what would that be?”

      “Patience, my dear Avery, patience,” he said removing his impeccably tailored trousers and shoes.

      “I love the strip show but I need you to hurry up and come here,” she said, finding her sass a bit shocking but enjoyable. She wanted him so bad right now, she ached. She remained fully clothed and liked the power dynamic of his being undressed as he “discussed” some important things with her. It would be easy to make sure she got what she needed after he got done having their conversation.

      Once he was down to a very fashionable and full pair of boxers, he climbed back onto the bed to join her.

      She couldn’t wait to get to the good part—what was in his shorts—and said, “Get to talking, please. I want to see how much you’re going to make up for.”

      He smiled that full on take-whatever-you-want smile of his and said, “I was wrong and you were right.”

      He was off to a great start.

      “About what?” she asked, pretending she cared about anything but him being deep inside her.

      “About wanting to be with you. I tried to ignore my true desires and wants—you—and it ended up costing both of us. I hurt when you were in pain, suffering and fighting death. I should have never left you. I should have stayed and worked things out with you, not only the other night but the night you were assaulted. I will spend every day showing you how much I repent for that, if you’ll allow me to.”

      “Yeah, sure,” she said, giggling at how nonchalant she made her response to his beautiful apology sound.

      “Oh well… good,” Rilic said, propping up on an elbow to look down at her lying on the bed. “Avery, I have something else to ask you. It is important you hear me and understand what I ask and what you’d have to sacrifice.”

      She waited, not saying anything. She didn’t want this to be another setup where he told her he was married and wanted her to be his mistress or something.

      Her far-fetched fears were quickly abated when he said, “I want you to be my mate. Your culture calls you a wife and me a husband. That is what I am asking you. Would you please consider being my mate, I mean, wife?”

      Tingly spikes of excitement popped and sizzled all over her body. Rilic had just proposed. Elle and the Healer had been right! She wanted to get up and do a little happy dance, instead she allowed the wave of excitement to make it through her entire body as she lay on the bed, staring at the face of the man she loved. Avery took a moment to enjoy what pure happiness must feel like. Finally, she’d gotten the guy she wanted. This was a real momentous occasion.

      “Dear Avery, did you hear me?” he asked.

      “Yes, of course. I was taking a moment to allow it to soak in.” Then she mirrored him by sitting up and looking him full on. “Yes I would love to be your mate and wife. I understand you live here and I have no problem staying with you. Oh—Elle is fine with it, too. She said you would be the one for me and already gave her blessing.” For a brief moment, Avery thought she saw a look of sadness cross over him and then it was gone. She leaned in a bit and said, “Are you still good with this? I said yes.”

      Rilic’s smile was everything it should be now as he said, “Yes, I am most definitely still good with this.” Then just as fast he turned serious. “I want to make sure I am completely open with you before we go down this path together. First, I believe the Goddess has a calling for you and I believe you have to help your people with that superbug virus. I also believe that you and I have to start our life together as well. And I need to be honest about something I allowed you to believe that isn’t true.”

      Avery’s body stiffened in spite of her best efforts to stay calm. “What is it? Please don’t tell me you wear skin that looks like humans, but deep down inside you look like some weird prehistoric sea creature or octopus?”

      Rilic stared at her with a look of confusion before he spoke again, “No, I am not a weird sea creature—whatever that is. I am as you see me, through and through. Instead I want to let you know that I am not from this planet.” He reached out to caress her face, clearly to keep her calm. “I am from the capital planet Olodia. I am Counselor Rilic, a member of the government that oversees all these planets, called the Intergalactic Alliance, but we prefer to call it the IGA. I live there and travel with the lead warrior over all of the military, Crown Prince to the Throne of Olodia, Lord Tordin. This planet is the main one that exports food to the other planets. It is extremely fertile and produces lots of food and thus we use it for that purpose, but I am not from this planet.”

      She wasn’t as blindsided as she’d thought she’d be. All she said was, “Carry on.”

      “As my wife, you would accompany me to Olodia and become a citizen of both the planet Olodia and the Olodian galaxy. I would not be able to ever take you back to your home planet Earth, as it is currently against the law for us to divulge our existence to Earthians.”

      “I see. Well, could Elle come to visit me from time to time?” she asked hoping for a yes but sensing it would be no.

      “Sadly, no. You would not be able to tell her of Olodia’s existence, either. The less Earthians know about us, the better. We have had dealings in the distant past and it has never worked out well. I wanted you to know that as my mate, this would be the only place your sister would know of your possible dwelling as my wife. With that knowledge, I will ask you again, Avery, will you consent to be my mate for as long as our days remain?”

      “Just to clarify, where do you stand on divorce and stuff—if heaven forbid—you get tired of me or vice versa?”

      “Avery, there is no such concept of divorce for us—especially with a Goddess-blessed mating like ours.”

      “Goddess-blessed? What does that mean?”

      “Oh, forgive. That means that there is evidence that the Goddess took special actions to make sure our paths crossed and we were mated.”

      “Oh, I see.” Avery ran that through her mind and feelings and nothing struck her as weird, off or dangerous. No warning bells were ringing and her sister had already given her blessing as well. It was her destiny to be with him—she knew it. As much as she loved her sister, she knew Elle wouldn’t be pleased if she turned down this chance for love and happiness either. Without another hesitation she said, “Yes, Rilic, I will be your mate and wife for the rest of our days.”

      “Good because now I want to make you my mate in the eyes of the Goddess and Olodia.”

      “How do you do that?”

      “We join in sexual union. Once I share my seed deep within you, we are mated and joined in the eyes of the Goddess and Olodian law.”

      “Whoa! So, just by sleeping together we are married?”

      “Yes, but only if we share seed in a mutual acceptance of the mating ritual.”

      “Okay—I think I got it. If we had slept together before this little talk, we wouldn’t have been mates.”

      “No, and as a precaution I would not have dared share my seed with you.”

      “So some sort of protection would have needed to be in place?” she said, remembering she wasn’t on any birth control. “Rilic, that reminds me, I’m not on any sort of protection against pregnancy. I didn’t think I would need it. Oh shit—um, excuse me—I should have listened to Elle,” Avery said, getting a little flustered that they might have to call this off until she could take something.

      “Avery, Avery—it is all right. You are not in heat yet. We will be fine,” Rilic said, in that hypnotic tone of his. “And if you were to become pregnant, would that be so bad?”

      She thought about it for a moment and said, “No—I don’t believe so. I would love having our child. Wait a minute, I’m getting off track here. How do you know I’m not ovulating?”

      “Your scent. You do not smell as if you are in heat yet.” He must have seen the bullshit look in her eyes because he added, “Yes, our senses are more sensitive than Earthians, especially males when we are with our mates. I can smell a lot about you, even when you are anxious or frustrated like now,” he said, giving her a reassuring smile.

      She still didn’t know what to make of this. “You’re telling me you’re willing to have full on sex with me without protection, because of how I smell? Well, what about safe sex? I could have something, I don’t by the way, but I could have.”

      “The Healer would have told me and would have given you healing applications to heal your body.”

      “That’s against medical confidentiality laws where I’m from, buddy!”

      “Not here—especially when dealing with a Goddess-blessed mating that’s in progress.”

      “Huh? That’s all kinds of wrong.” Now she was confused and a little perturbed. “So you’re telling me that since we’ve agreed to be mates, and I smell ‘okay’ that we can do this? And, that once we sleep together and share your, um, seed, we’ll be mates?”

      “Yes, that about sums it up,” he said, unfazed by her questions.

      “Wait, I’m not done yet,” she said holding up a hand. “You would have known when I was seen by the Healer if I had any cooties. Why didn’t he say anything to me about your condition?”

      “Because I don’t have any cooties, as you like to call it, either.”

      “Humph! Yeah but you didn’t know that before. Plus, if we had slept together before now, we wouldn’t have been mates because you would have—like pulled out or something, right?”

      “Yes, but prior to now I still most likely would not have slept with you.”

      “Why not? What else was wrong with me before now?”

      He bent over to kiss her forehead and said, “Nothing. It was me. I had taken a self-imposed vow of celibacy until the Goddess had done certain things. I was too blind to see that she had kept her promise not only to do those things, but to grant her promise to me as well.” He looked at her with unmistakable love and said, “Avery, you are my promise from the Goddess. Without a doubt and she has outdone herself with you.”

      This conversation had gone on long enough and now all Avery wanted to do was get to the mating part. She didn’t care what he thought of her brashness, she wanted him—bad!

      Before he could start another sentence, Avery pulled him down and onto her waiting lips. She loved the excitement of throwing him off guard like that and played the few moments of surprise to her advantage. She maneuvered to push him onto his back and then quickly straddled him. Even though Rilic was tall and broad, he was still no match for the power of her thick thighs, hips and butt, once she had him securely locked and pinned to the bed.

      He looked up, eyes igniting into a blaze of melted fire. Her senses fully activated, the sound of deep breathing and him fighting for control floated up to her ears as she looked closer to see he’d dug his fingernails into the covers for control of his movements.

      “You want to get up? Tell me what you want to do to me,” she said, teasing him with new gyrations of her plump butt just above his manhood.

      His smile was broad as he rose up and flipped her onto her back, ripping the facility-supplied top off of her in one fell-swoop. “Oh, so you have moves to match the look, huh? Well, we’ll see what you do with this,” she said, as she looped her legs around his narrow waist and pulled up rubbing her hot womanhood along the now clearly evident erection he sported. The sensation of his hot thick member along the covered folds of her sex almost made her lose the seductive battle she waged.

      His breathing became hoarse and deep as he now pinned her to the bed. Avery giggled in spite of the moment. She loved how he matched her unorthodox play, movement for movement. He laid on top of her, successfully limiting her movement as he took her breath with his kiss.

      Mouths melded in sensual agreement as he stroked and coaxed her tongue to join the play she’d started and he’d taken over. Avery loved the taste of him. He always reminded her of decadent food combinations, like cinnamon buns with hazelnut spread colliding with churros and hot cayenne-infused caramel glaze. Never was it the same exact experience but always similar, hot and delicious. She had to control her urge to lick him as he came up for air. This man was hers and now they both knew it.

      When he reached down to play with the lace of her bra, she said a simple prayer of thanks that she’d worn a front-fastening version today. She took his hands and guided him to the clasp which he quickly unbuttoned, as his smile grew. Avery had always been happy with the perky, full blessings of breasts she’d inherited from her mother. They were one of the traits she was proud of. She wouldn’t take away from the moment by revisiting all the things she didn’t like about her body. Right now she had a mate to impress with these full natural beauties, and impressed he was.

      Rilic’s expression was a thing of beauty as he took in her breasts, displayed in all their glory before him. Avery didn’t want to laugh but they might as well be rare treasures for how he marveled at them. She allowed him time to take them in and enjoyed that he liked them as much as she’d hoped he did. Her rolly stomach and back were completely different and she hoped her breasts would be enough to outshine those imperfections.

      His head bent and she watched as he placed kisses between the two rounded mounds and started to kiss his way down to her—stomach.

      Shit.

      She clamped up, hoping he’d move back up quickly. It was the full light of day and she couldn’t do some fan-dance magic to hide the rolls of her soft belly or the stretch marks that spidered along her hips, thighs and butt.

      “What is wrong, dear Avery?” he said as he looked back up into her eyes with lusty worship clear in his.

      “Oh, I just,” she said putting a hand over the area where he’d last kissed on her stomach.

      “No, stop that. I want to feast on your perfection. You are mine and I give myself to you—to be yours. I love your body. It is pure and perfect.”

      “Okay? I sort of don’t like that I’m, you know, not as in shape as I should be.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about but I will say that the ultimate beauty in Olodia is a woman with fullness. Our women are adored and even somewhat worshiped— all body shapes, colors and types—but the most revered and sought after is this, a full body. We know that for a woman to have a healthy pregnancy, she must be able to carry to term. Our pregnancies require a lot, since the wee one makes the woman’s metabolism spike and stay that way for the entire pregnancy. She must constantly feed the babe for both to stay healthy. A body like yours and your sister Elle’s are coveted back home. I never understand the fascination I’ve researched about your planet’s obsession with showing the skeletal frame through the skin. That means you are unhealthy here and that would never do. Now please, allow me to feast on your body. I have had tormenting dreams of what it would be like to taste you and have access to your beautiful body.”

      Well there. That was all she needed to hear.

      Avery removed her hand and allowed Rilic to resume the trail of kisses he spread all over her stomach. He moved down the length of her, taking her pants with him. He kissed her hips, outer thighs down to her knee and then back up the other side. When he made it back to the area just below her navel, he took a love bite. The unexpectedness of it sent waves of pleasure to Avery’s core as she felt herself grow wet with excitement.

      She watched in awe as he took in a long sniff, enjoying the new wetness she held between her thighs.

      “You smell like the promise of life and love, forever,” he said, as he threw her pants to the side and nudged her legs apart.

      She gasped as he hooked a finger into the crotch of her panties and pulled enough for them to come down. Avery wiggled to help them along as he continued to pull them down her legs. Before it registered, he’d managed to get her naked and spread out before him. This man was smooth, but she wouldn’t be that way alone.

      “Your turn, lose the bottoms.”

      His smile now was seductive and sure. He was not shy and she liked that. Rilic got to his knees and pushed the briefs down with one motion. Avery followed the trail of dark hair down from his navel to the patch that surrounded the most perfectly thick and longest cock she’d seen. As her eyes met with it, it bobbed a little as if in answered greeting.

      For the first time in forever, she wanted to take him into her mouth and suck until they both came. The effect of his body and cock on her was uniquely erotic. Rilic was sexy in the most alluring way. The way he moved and interacted with his own body gave her inspiration and even permission to do the same. It wasn’t a show. This was him and she’d seen it even in her first encounter with him in their shared dream. He was one with his own skin and knew how to work it.

      “Come here.” Avery’s voice was thick with need as she watched him come close to kneel between her spread thighs.

      She looked up at him, determined not to break eye contact as she sucked her forefinger and then caressed the tip of his cock with her fingertip. He rumbled with pleasure and continued to watch her every move.

      “You like that?” she asked, inching a little closer to prepare to take him into her eager mouth.

      “You know I do,” came his husky deep response.

      She licked the tip, enjoying the saltiness of him and smiled when his cock did another little bob. It was as if it tried to have a conversation with her as well. She would tease him just a bit before satisfying her need to suck and taste him.

      Avery’s hot tongue circled the head and then rim of his velvet smooth cock. He held perfectly still as she played, blowing air on the moist tip and then taking only the most shallow part of him into her mouth. He was thick and long and she wanted to pace herself to take as much of him as she could. This was as much her pleasure as his.

      She ran an arm around his waist to cup one of his firm ass cheeks and gently pulled him more into her waiting mouth.

      He groaned low and long as she took a few more inches of him in. Avery waited until she had enough of his member in her mouth to encircle it with her tongue. In slow, lazy circles, she encased his cock with her tongue. Her free hand encased the rest of his shaft as she started to pump and suck. For the first time she felt her sex quiver and clinch in time with her movements around his thickness. Never had she ever found any pleasure in this act. Now it was her thirst and need.

      More.

      She pulled him more into her waiting mouth, stretching as much as she could to take him in. Rilic trembled ever so slightly as she positioned her lips to create friction around him as she pumped and sucked him with as much force as she dared. This was her sexual foray and meditation into exploring his body, and she would use the pressure she instinctively knew was right. Avery used this act to connect with him on her terms and her way. And he allowed her the freedom to do so. She looked up to see his hands on top of his head, his eagle-focused eyes watching her take him in and out of her mouth. He was hers and he knew it.

      Just as he took in a breath in response to her tongue flicking his tip, she pulled back and then plunged him deep, allowing her jaw muscles to relax to accommodate more of him. His cock slid in and slightly down her throat as she continued to remain calm and relaxed to allow herself to take him.

      “Oh Goddess, help me,” he pleaded as she increased the pace.

      In and out she took his cock as far as she could, allowing her hands to pump the rest of him. Saliva and pre-cum mingled to give her a headiness of pleasure. She wanted to have his cock fuck her mouth and she wanted it deep. More and more she took, in and out and until she thought he would take over and fuck her mouth for real. Instead she felt his large thumb rub the slit of her sex and she almost lost it.

      “You see how it feels now, don’t you love? Sweet torture,” he said when she looked back up to see eyes of smoldering cherry wood staring back down at her. “It’s time I take you. I want my seed buried deep inside you and you have proven you could make that happen now if I’m not careful.”

      She smiled, taking one last long suck before releasing his large cock from her mouth with a pop. For a brief moment she wiggled her jaw muscles to release the stress of holding her mouth open so wide to accommodate his thickness.

      He took over, laying her down on the bed and positioning one of her pillows beneath her bottom. Avery watched as he bent over to kiss her, licking her lips and the corners of her mouth before kissing her deeply. As he did, she relaxed her body, allowing herself to sink into the plushness of the bed. His body blanketed hers as she instinctively opened her legs more to accept the width of his hips between them.

      Avery was wetter than she’d ever been as her sex continued to clinch in silent begging for him. As if hearing her body’s plea, he positioned himself at her entrance and ran the tip of his thickness along her slit. She moaned in pleasure as the anticipation of him drove her to near frenzy. A little push in as he explored her anatomy, playing with her folds, made her give a little yip. He was at her entrance, rubbing that wondrously smooth tip against her pulsing petals of feminine flesh.

      Rilic rose up on one of his hands enough to capture her gaze. Their eyes locked. She could float away right now and be happily content for the rest of her life, because in those shockingly clear pools of cognac, she saw real love. He smiled as she came to realize what he conveyed in his gaze as he plunged deep inside her.

      Searing white-hot pain threatened to split her open as she stretched to accept him into her body.

      “Goddess, I knew you would be tight, but never this tight, my love. You feel as if this is your first encounter. Hold on, the pain will only last a moment. Breathe deep with me,” he said, continuing to hold her gaze as he took in deep breaths.

      With each inhale he pushed in deeper and withdrew with the exhales. Avery felt her body relax and loosen up to take more and more of him inside her. She would be sore tomorrow but it would be the best kind of soreness to have. Slowly, they began to find a smooth rhythm as they met in joining and retreating in this creative dance.

      Rilic increased his speed as she felt their shared hunger and need for pleasure increase. Her body took over, clinching and milking his cock as he drove into her with force. Over and over, they clashed and retreated, faster and faster, wave after erotic wave until they were one, moving in tandem.

      Avery fought to gain some control back. Her nails from one hand dug into his back as the other had a death grip on his ass cheek pulling him more and more into her. Her legs were spread as wide as she could get them and in the air as he fucked her into spasms of ecstasy.

      It had been worth it. All the times she’d cried over the loss of a man and had to get over it, all the mediocre sex she’d been grateful for, the half-hearted attention and less than satisfying conversation had all been worth it, if only to understand and appreciate what she had in Rilic. This man as with her and not just in her. She sense their connection and marveled at it.

      She couldn’t get enough of him and he was her cure, antibiotic and recovery from a line of Mr. Wrongs. Both of her hands now grabbed his ass, pulling him into her body, as their lovemaking eclipsed all the bad memories of doomed sex and lukewarm lust she’d ever experienced. This wasn’t about performance or even the orgasm, it was about being with each other, about exploring where they could go together.

      “I’m coming!” she heard herself say, as new levels of arousal and stimulation sent her sensory experience into overdrive.

      Rilic pumped into her faster and harder as she clung to him. She came hard and long. Rilic continued to move within her at an inhuman speed. She grabbed her legs holding them up and out to grant him access to his reward, but it was she who was about to have another orgasm. Her body continued to clinch and pull him in as she marched up another mountain of sensual overload.

      “Wrap your legs around me and squeeze my butt like before,” he breathed as he lay on top of her and took her further into the land of sexual oblivion, where everything was the most it could be. Avery loved this. She did as he commanded, grabbing his delicious ass, wrapping her thighs around him and letting go of any boundaries. They both increased their search for release as they bounced around the large bed in a passionate frenzy.

      He rose up, pushing her legs by her ears as he hammered into her willing body.

      “Harder please!” she encouraged as the position allowed him to angle up enough to stroke that sensitive cluster of nerves that was her g-spot.

      She lost it. Her entire body spasmed as he took her to the brink of sanity, only to refuse her permission to go over the cliff of climax. Rilic was in control now as he withdrew completely, only to crash back into her. The repeated torture had her screaming for release.

      “Are you ready to come with me this time?” he asked, looking into her sex-hazed eyes.

      “Yes, yes, fuck yes!”

      He released her legs to reach under as he grabbed her ass and pumped into her smooth, fast and deep. Avery’s throat was dry from screaming so much. This was crazy good.

      “Come with me,” he said, continuing to master her body, playing it like a full-on maestro. “Come with me now!” he demanded.

      Rilic’s hot seed exploded deep inside her, filling her up. Over and over he pumped deep, releasing more until all Avery could do was nod her approval. His last powerful strokes were her undoing, as he took her up to the highest cliff yet, past the boundary of polite behavior and dropped her into the bosom of sexual fulfillment. The force of her climax shook her so hard, she thought her entire body might cramp up. Instead, liquid contentment flooded her, making her entire body go limp with exhausted bliss.

      This was the most exquisite experience she’d ever had. The room was still lit with daylight and she smiled at the sheen of perspiration that blanketed their tangled limbs. This wasn’t contentment she felt, this was confirmation that her life was on the right path. A soft sigh escaped her as she continued to enjoy the feeling of Rilic’s strength surrounding her.

      “How are you doing… mate?” he asked as her breathing slowed down to a normal pace.

      “I am wonderful… husband,” she said liking the sound of the new word as it rolled off her tongue. There wasn’t anything she couldn’t face with her mate by her side.

      It was time to kick some superbug ass and take names. Then she giggled at the thought that skipped across her musings.

      “What is so humorous?”

      Avery reached up to kiss Rilic’s full lips as she said, “Oh, just the look on Vanessa Lucas’s face when she realizes you’re off the market, is all.”

      Rilic chuckled as he pushed her on her back.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” she asked, not thinking he’d be able to recover so fast.

      “That was practice. Now that I know you can keep up with me, it is time for the real thing.” He inched down her body until his head was between her thighs. Rilic looked up at her and said, “My turn.”
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      They lay in bed for a couple of more hours, ever conscious of the time. Avery loved how affectionate Rilic was, taking her into the cleansing area and washing her body along with his. They decided they would tell Elle together about the mating. Rilic would stay there with her until Elle returned and they gave her the good news. Once they’d dressed again, it was time to get some work done.

      Avery happily bobbed around the lab as Rilic spoke with his men through a communicator he called a vo-link. He gave her one and showed her how to work it. Avery couldn’t believe how cool the thing was. She found herself continuously reaching up to touch it as she went about researching and familiarizing herself with the plants of Polonari.

      Avery was back in the zone, looking at the DNA structure of their popular Golden Sweet Wheat, when something odd caught her eye. Surt said they called it the fertile food for its ability to make the eater fertile and healthy. She looked and saw an anomaly, like some part had been genetically altered for a specific purpose. The genetic modification looked like it ordered the plant to do something that was not in the scope of what it would ever do, even with evolution.

      Avery couldn’t believe what she saw. Surt had told her the plants were free of intervention and grew as the Goddess had intended. What she saw here now was clearly not the case. She went and found a specimen of the Golden Sweet Wheat from another location they had harvested that was farther away from the stream of gaiata.

      Maybe that batch had absorbed something that had been in the wash off from the gaiata that flowed nearby. She knew there was another small colony of inhabitants up the stream, by Surt’s account. When she’d prepared the sample to go under the microscope, she held her breath. Avery hoped that first occurrence had been an anomaly. She would hope that the same thing that had greatly depleted the live food supply back home wasn’t happening here too. This place was tranquil and appeared unspoiled. She prayed that was still the case.

      Under the microscope the second sample of the plant showed… the same strain of DNA manipulation. Without the time, equipment or proper sample size to be conclusive, she didn’t want to say anything—yet.

      But, if she was right, it looked like someone had monkeyed around with their most prevalent crop to genetically modify it. From the looks of it, an important gene that caused the plant to release its nutrients for growth and fertility had been switched off.

      These plants were, for lack of a better term, becoming impotent. They could reproduce seeds, but their ability to reproduce would decrease with each generation and the potency of their nutrients did the same. Ingesting these plants could have far-reaching ramifications, ones she wouldn’t be able to figure out and still have time to fix the superbug issue. She needed to know if, by ingesting this popular food, the population was in turn becoming less fertile itself.

      Avery knew she was onto something, but didn’t know how she would be able to figure out both issues in the time she had to get the fleet’s food supply back in order. Rilic might know what to do, but was it too early to tell him? This might just be an anomaly and she didn’t want to make a big deal out of something that was contained.

      Tell him. Your path is to fix this. It is killing the land and the people.

      “Whoa! Who’s there?” she asked.

      “What? I didn’t say anything,” Rilic said, looking up from a see-through glass computer tablet of some sort.

      “Oh, not you, love. I thought I heard someone say something.”

      “Yes? What did the voice say?”

      “Nothing much. I was just a little scared because that was the same voice I heard when I was—you know—high on those drugs.”

      “What, you never mentioned you heard a voice. What did it sound like, any of ours or was it feminine?” he asked, curiosity peppering his question.

      “I don’t know. It’s hard to remember. I think it was, no, I believe it was feminine, but not close. More in my head.”

      Rilic looked at her with amazement. “Dear Avery, hold on. I need to try to get someone for you to speak with. If my suspicions are correct, I think you have been visited directly by the Goddess herself. Hold on love…” he said, getting excited and pressing his vo-link to connect with someone.

      He smiled when he must have found the person he wanted her to speak with. Rilic looked over to her and said, “Love, I have her on the call, would you be willing to speak with Lady Phoebe? She’s the Goddess’s seer and I think she might be able to figure out if you had a visitation from the Goddess.”

      Avery didn’t know what to make of this hooey, but if he believed it, she would humor him. Their belief in a Goddess was no different from her belief in a God. She nodded yes as he did the things he said would disconnect a call.

      “Hey, did you hang up on that lady?” she asked.

      “Yes, but only so I could put you and her through on a conference call.”

      Avery watched as Rilic did something to the glass tablet and a woman’s rich voice filled the room with a hello. She almost jumped back at the stereo-sound quality of the connection. That was great. Everything they had, the Olodians did it better. But, now wasn’t the time to compare toys.

      He motioned for her to come closer to where he sat and to introduce herself. Avery fought her usual habit of clamming up with new people. Now that she was Rilic’s mate, she’d have to learn to break that habit and speak to strangers. She swallowed, attempting to get up the nerve to act cordial, something she wasn’t sure she could pull off convincingly. When she thought she would shut down, Avery felt his hand around her waist, pulling her to sit down on his lap. He nuzzled her neck and kissed her. The touch of him immediately gave her the drive she needed to do this.

      Avery spoke up, “Hello… Lady Phoebe?”

      “Yes, but please, drop that title and call me Phoebe. Hey Rilic, can you still hear me?”

      Rilic answered, “Yes I can, what do you need of me?”

      “That’s my good counselor,” she said, cooing. “Would you be a sweetheart and put us on video? I, no we, need to see your mate.” Avery could swear there was a different voice saying the “no we” part but she couldn’t be for certain. She refocused to hear Phoebe say, “This is the first time we get to talk with her and I, no we, want to see the one who made you settle down.”

      Avery didn’t know if she liked how this was going. She didn’t want to have to be seen as well. What if this woman didn’t think she was good enough for him? She was the Goddess’s seer after all. Avery had to remember to keep breathing as she watched her mate click a symbol that looked like an Egyptian hieroglyph. The face of the tablet sprang to life with the image of two beautiful, full-sized black women! Avery looked up at Rilic and then back down at the tablet on the table.

      “Rilic, pick that thing up so we don’t have to look up your nostrils!” she heard the one named Phoebe say.

      Rilic picked up the tablet with a chuckle and held it so both Avery and he were in frame. There was another woman, who had the most beautiful chocolate skin and complexion she’d ever seen, smiling a huge smile and waving. Avery immediately took a liking to her without her even saying a word.

      The other one, with a complexion like Elle’s, turned to the waving one and said, “Are you going to just wave like that or say something? You can see she’s a little shy. Kyra, sometimes I just don’t know about you.”

      The other one named Kyra spoke with a strong, clear voice as she said, “Hi there, Avery! We are so happy to see and meet you. I’m Kyra and I’m mated to Tordin. This is Phoebe, as you already might know and she’s mated to Malm. Simona, our other sister-friend, is at work and couldn’t be here right now. But, she’s mated to our resident cutie-pie Jalek,” she said, waving again and smiling, very open and cheery. “Cannot wait to get you here and show you some Goddess sister love! Get Rilic to hurry this up, so you can come on to your new home!”

      The one named Phoebe unleashed a big grin at her friend Kyra that reminded Avery of a million smiles like that from her sister, Elle. She got sad for a second, thinking of how she was going to miss her sister when they had to say goodbye. Rilic looked over at her and kissed her on the cheek.

      “Awe, that is so sweet. Look at Rilic, Phee, he’s in love. I am so happy for you two,” Kyra said.

      “I see that. Rilic, you ought to be  ashamed having this beautiful woman waiting for you to get it together. Never you mind, Avery, I’m going to have a conversation with him when y’all get here. I, I mean, we have your back. These men… sometimes I tell you.”

      Avery smiled in spite of the look Rilic now wore. Something told her this Phoebe had a way of getting whatever she wanted.

      Phoebe continued, “Now, it’s time for us to hush and you to talk. We haven’t given you time to even introduce yourself. But, I do have to say one last thing before you do, Rilic—you did it! She’s beautiful, has an amazing spirit and she’s a brown girl like us, too! Yay! Okay, I’m done. You have the floor now, Avery.”

      Avery was overwhelmed by the energy and power of these two. She knew they were genuine, but she didn’t feel like she was in their league at all. They clearly had more experience and well, spunk than she ever would. What would or could she say to them? She looked over at Rilic for help. For her efforts, she was rewarded with a “Go on, you can do it,” encouragement.

      She took a breath and closed her eyes. The next words that came out surprised even her.

      “I have been hearing voices and I need to know if they could possibly be from your Goddess person.”

      Avery opened one eye to look at the screen. She saw Phoebe with her own eyes closed and Kyra sitting there rubbing on a beautiful little baby bump. Avery’s heart warmed at the sight. Kyra was going to have a baby and she would hopefully allow Avery to babysit.

      Phoebe’s eyes popped open and she looked at Avery with a penetrating stare for what seemed like a long minute. She finally spoke, “Yes. You are definitely hearing from the Goddess. She wants to speak with you more and show you more. She has been waiting for you two to be mated so she could expand your consciousness to the things you have been called to do. When you hear her voice, relax and listen. She will not lead you astray, plus she’s way easier to figure out than the accounts of when God would speak in riddles to folks,” Phoebe said with a wink. “Anyhow, you have a direct line to her. She’s way cool too. When you pray to her, she’s really good about answering or getting back to you.”

      Phoebe paused and looked out of focus again. She stepped back a few steps and sat down on a seat next to Kyra. Kyra looked over at her, but seemed non-pulsed about her behavior. To Avery’s amazement, she had a baby bump too and it was a little larger than Kyra’s.

      Avery didn’t know what to do. She mouthed help to Rilic and he said, “She’s fine. Phoebe is most likely speaking with the Goddess right now. She’ll let us know what we need to. It shouldn’t be much longer.”

      Avery couldn’t believe he was talking about that woman like she wasn’t there, but neither he nor Kyra seemed to think it was a big deal.

      Phoebe opened her eyes again and got back up, coming closer to the screen. She looked directly at Avery and said, “Where is the other one? Where is she?”

      Avery didn’t know what she meant, so she asked, “Who, my sister?”

      “Yes, the other Goddess-called one. You have to find her now! She’s in danger. Go now.” Then she turned her attention to Rilic and said, “The ones you have to find have enacted their plan. The Goddess didn’t show me who they were. That is your part to play. You have to find them and stop them. Find her sister and maybe one other—that part was fuzzy. No, scratch that. Just concentrate on finding her sister. They both need to get here to Olodia now! Rilic, don’t do your usual and take time to develop an elaborate plan. Just do it. Get both of them here now. The other one is in danger.”

      Rilic didn’t appear to take any offense at how the woman spoke to him, instead he said, “Yes. We will find her immediately.”

      “Good. I’m hanging up but make sure you let Tordin, Malm and Jalek know what is going on. They worry about you, even though they don’t let on. Jalek has been itching to find out how you are. Okay—enough yammering. I’m hanging up. Go find her sister!” and just like that, the feed when black.

      Avery and Rilic took only a moment to look at each other, before they hurried to leave. As they reached the door on the way to the complex, Palon came in looking excited.

      Palon stopped in his tracks and said, “You have to come quick. There’s been an explosion at the complex and some of the military and security are firing on our males. They are trying to break free from the complex.”

      “How many casualties so far?” Rilic asked as they continued to move to the hover bikes outside.

      Palon boarded his as he said, “Too soon to say, but we can’t find the captain, Vanessa, or Neil. Plus, there’s something else,” he said, stopping to look at Avery. “Avery, it’s your sister. She’s been hurt and needs to see stronger Healers than they have here.”

      Avery couldn’t process what he meant—stronger Healers? She needed to know. “Palon, what do you mean? Is she going to be all right? What does she need?”

      Instead of answering her directly, he looked over to Rilic as if in question and for permission. Rilic gave a quick nod.

      Palon answered, “She needs surgery for wounds she sustained in the blast. The Healer here is overwhelmed with the other casualties and has asked permission for her to be transported.”

      “Transported where?” Avery asked, wanting her sister to get the care she needed immediately.

      Rilic spoke up, “To Olodia. Just like Phoebe told us. We need to get both of you to Olodia now.”

      [image: ]

      Avery was grateful for how fast these warriors moved. She and Elle were in a jump with Rilic, Hordas, Palon and Surt on their way to Olodia in a matter of minutes. Devar had stayed back on Polonari with the other warriors to regain order at the complex.

      Avery found herself alone as they took off. She couldn’t talk with Rilic, as he was on his vo-link non-stop. She knew he was calling in reinforcements to take down the insurgency that had sprung up at the complex. Hordas and Palon were up front piloting the jump, and Surt was with her sister.

      As the inky blackness of space zoomed by through the window, Avery remembered what Phoebe had said about the Goddess. She didn’t know what to do, or even who to pray to. In her desperation to make sure her sister would survive, she decided to pray to both God and Goddess.

      She dared to look into the front, where Surt worked on keeping Elle’s bleeding and pain manageable. Elle had burns across her back and front. Surt had to keep her upright in a suspension as not to rub more skin off her burns. Avery cried and tried to keep it together. Every time the tears would come though, she would feel Rilic, only to look up and see him looking over at her. A few times, he’d mouthed that he loved her and it made her heart melt in spite of the situation.

      Looking out the window at the nothingness helped to give her something to concentrate on as she said her prayers in silence. Believing in a deity had never been her or Elle’s issue. Believing that the deity would help them had been the problem. After the ordeal they’d been through, it was hard to believe a loving god or goddess would allow something like that to happen.

      Avery squeezed her eyes shut, to block out those thoughts. She wouldn’t be able to function or be of any use to Elle if she continued to think about those things. Instead she focused on breathing and seeing Elle healthy and whole. That she could do.

      As she conjured up memories of her beautiful sister laughing, she tried to see her happy and healed. There had always been a faint sad spot there. Elle did a great job of hiding it from the world, but Avery was always able to see it. She saw it because she had one, too. One of these days, and she dreaded when that day would come, she would have to tell Rilic her secret.

      Hordas came on the loudspeaker of the jump to announce that they would be entering into Olodia’s airspace in a few minutes and to prepare for an increase in internal cabin pressure. Rilic came over to sit next to her and gave her a helmet with a mirrored visor. Before she put it on, she looked up front to make sure Elle would have something to protect her as well. Surt had already placed a soft-sided helmet on Elle. Avery released a pent-up sigh over how her sister would fare going through this part of the trip. When Rilic nudged her to put on her helmet, she did, smiling at how loving and thoughtful he was.

      As the jump cut through the atmosphere on its way to the Healing Complex, she thought of all the events that had happened to get her and her sister here to this place. When they came in low enough to see the surface, Avery was pleasantly surprised to see their planet looked a lot like Earth. The colors seemed more vibrant and there was a lot more blue vegetation, but it had a feel like Earth.

      Hordas made another announcement that they would be landing at the Healing Complex shortly. She took that time to say another prayer for her sister. They would have to find out what happened back on Polonari very soon, but for now, her focus and attention was on her sister’s health.

      When the jump slowed down, she looked out the window to see buildings and structures that looked like they could be in an alternate universe version of Earth. The architecture was beautiful and appeared to be built for function as much as aesthetics. They came to hover over a pristine cluster of buildings. Hordas announced again that they were there and would land. He wanted everyone to remain seated and with their helmets on until Elle and Surt had been taken off the jump.

      “We have been given instructions to bring the rest of you to the royal residence compound for debriefing,” Hordas said over the speaker. “Once Elle is stabilized, the Healers will allow you to come back for a visit, but until then, Emperor Gordin and Lord Tordin await us there.”

      Avery couldn’t get over feeling like she’d been called to the principal’s office. She would have to meet with the emperor of an entire galaxy and give account for why her people did what they did. The sad part was she still had no clue. They were trying to kill everyone and she was still no closer to finding the culprit than before. But, she was livid too. Not only were they trying to kill the crew and her, but they bit the hand that literally fed them. Those fucking ingrates!

      She squirmed in her seat as men who looked like they could be clones of the Healer from Polonari came on board and took Elle, with Surt following. She wanted to stay with her sister and not have to be the whipping boy for her ignorant crew. Avery didn’t like how low she felt. She knew now why the Olodians hadn’t dared to tell them about Olodia. They knew how her crew would act—stupid. The fault of what they’d done lay on her shoulders. She would have to face the emperor and the crown prince and answer for the sins of her people. It felt like she’d been summoned to the mountains like Moses to answer for his people’s transgressions.

      No matter how much she tried to relax or get comfortable, the knots in her stomach tightened. The breaths she took were calculated to keep her from going into full-on anxiety. Without Elle here, she had to be the one to do this. It was funny that out of the two of them, she would be the one to have to meet the emperor of an entire fucking galaxy. There were no preparation classes for this and Rilic was still on his vo-link non-stop dealing with this situation. Avery unhooked the seat belt and slouched down. If she could’ve found a blanket, she would have thrown it over her head and hid from everyone. This was shaping up to be the manifestation of one of her worse-case scenarios with a side of nightmare thrown in for good measure.
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      “Come this way, the emperor and Lord Tordin are ready to see you,” the man said.

      Avery hung back, walking behind Rilic. He kept stopping to allow her to catch up, and then she’d fall behind yet again.

      Finally he said, “You are my mate and we are equals. I will slow down if needed, but you walk by my side and never behind me.”

      Rilic had said it with such finality that Avery almost caught herself answering, “Yes, sir” Instead she nodded and walked at a normal pace, beside her mate.

      The emperor’s home—they frowned on the term palace—was spacious but not ornamental or pretentious. Avery found it to be quite pleasant. Once they were in a large office, a side door from within opened and in walked a huge, muscular warrior with jet black hair and the beginning of graying temples.

      This man knew power and how to use it to his advantage. It didn’t hurt that he was amazingly handsome as well. He had a dangerous beauty to him, like there was a hidden wild side that could be unleashed at any moment. He looked like he could star as an action hero with his majestic flair and dangerous air to boot. Avery stole another glance and decided to add to his casting range. He could easily play a god or superhero as well.

      After him, another man followed. He looked like the younger version of the first man. His hair was the color of a blue-black raven. Where the older had eyes blue like an icy sapphire, the younger had a devastatingly beautiful pair of eyes that sparkled bright like the purest diamonds. They stood out against his olive skin and pierced the receiver of his gaze. As they came in, Avery decided that these awe-inspiring men must be the emperor and his son.

      “Rilic, it is good to see you,” the older warrior said, “And, I see you brought your beautiful mate with you.” The man directed his attention to Avery and said, “Welcome to Olodia and my home. I am Emperor Gordin and I am happy to have you as my guest.” He turned to his right and extended his hand to the younger version of himself and said, “And this is my son, Warrior Lord Tordin.”

      Wow, the last thing Avery had expected was for the emperor to call her a guest. She had come expecting to give answers like she was on C-Span in a senate committee hearing for what had happened on Polonari. Then there was Lord Tordin. So this was Lady Kyra’s man. He was almost unreal in his beauty.

      Go on Kyra, with your bad self, I ain’t mad at you, she thought as he moved to stand in front of a large conference table, next to his father.

      It totally tripped her out that the emperor was just as hot as his son was. Here she was expecting to see some old and wizened dude with a white beard down to the floor. Instead, she had a man who could play Hercules and Superman in the same movie and be great. Who knew? The emperor is a hottie, too. She wished Elle could be here to see this. Elle would know how to make the situation lighter and everyone comfortable.

      Thinking of Elle didn’t make her sad. Instead, she got pissed. How dare these fools harm her sister? The one person who was attempting to help, in spite of the danger, was hurt with a senseless act. When they had left Earth, the program had told them that the screening process had included looking for dormant tendencies for violence and other non-desirable traits. There was no way plants infected with that superbug could make someone become violent in an organized way. This was hive-mind thinking instead of aggression.

      Thoughts and possibilities swarmed around as she started to configure tests in her head to perform when she could get back to the lab. Oh wait, she didn’t have a lab anymore. This was the second time she’d lost a wonderful lab over something that was out of her control. Rilic grabbed her hand, bringing her attention back to the room. The two leaders were asking them to take a seat at a large table. She would have preferred a comfortable plush chair and some hot cocoa, but for now, she would sit at this formal table with the high-backed chairs and be the gracious guest.

      “I wanted to assemble you all here to give you the latest updates of what is going on with the Polonari situation. While you were transporting your sister here,” the emperor said, directing that sapphire gaze at her, “Devar and our ground-fighting warriors got the complex back in order. They have sequestered the fighters from the general population and it appears all of them were from security and the military vessels. Your captain, Thomas Efram, the head of security, Neil Hodges, and head of communications, Vanessa Lucas, are all unaccounted for. We have not determined if they are a part of the events or casualties. Efforts are underway to locate them as we speak.” He looked over to his son and asked, “Is this the updated report that just came in?”

      When Tordin gave a nod, the emperor read an update from one of these glass tablets. When he was finished, he gave the tablet back to his son and said, “Rilic, thank you for such a fine job of handling everything. Truly, without your stroke of genius to put the Earthians on Polonari, this could have been far worse. That message we received was from Devar. As you know, he’s on his way back here now with all of Dr. Avery and her sister’s belongings, and the contents of that impressive lab of yours.” He directed that last bit toward Avery and gave her a warm smile—something that put her off guard. His looks and title might be intimidating, but this man was full of warmth and vitality. It shone around him like a beacon. He sort of reminded her of Elle that way. Again, the thought of her sister’s status made her want to run out of here and find her.

      Rilic reached over to grab her hand. The gesture got smiles from both the emperor and Lord Tordin, allowing her to feel at ease about it in front of them. Rilic said, “Yes, I wanted to make certain their belongings could not be confiscated in a ploy of some type to gain access to them.”

      “Good thinking, Counselor Rilic. Where will you set up Avery’s lab now?” Lord Tordin asked.

      “I have room at my residence for most of it—”

      “Nonsense young man, she will have the finest lab accommodations here at the compound. I would like for both of you to consider moving into the residence that was Lord Quan’s. Of course, it is just an invitation and I have much to discuss with you about his vacancy, but I think—”

      “Father, father… can’t that wait until later, once we have the Earthian rebel situation under control?” Lord Tordin asked.

      Avery winced at those terms of Earthian and rebel used together. Instead, she decided to try to get some information about Elle. “Excuse me,” she said noticing how feeble her voice sounded in the room with these powerful deep male voices, “Excuse me, Emperor Gordin, but is there any update on there about my sister?” she asked, motioning to Lord Tordin’s tablet.

      “Why yes!” he said, voice booming. “That was where I was going with my invitation when Tordin interrupted me!” he looked over at his son and gave him a smile of love that settled Avery a little more. “I have been informed by the Healers that Dr. Ellery will make a full recovery within a few cycles. She is currently in a gaiata submersion and should be transported here next cycle. It would be nice to have you,  Avery and Counselor—soon to be Lord if I have my way—Rilic here for when she wakes. She’ll need family living close to her. Do you not think?” he asked Avery.

      She wasn’t following why Elle would need to be brought here. Lord Tordin must have sensed her train of thought and said, “Lady Avery, any non-citizen, unmarried females that are brought to Olodia become the charges of the emperor and become citizens through his charge. Since your sister, Dr. Ellery, falls into that category, she will live here and be under the emperor’s protection.”

      “Oh, so will she have to become a servant here or anything? She’s an excellent psychologist and she could work and take care of herself, once she’s better. I just wanted to make sure she could stay with no issues, if she wants to.”

      This time the emperor spoke, kindness in his tone. “My dear young lady, I would never ask any of my charges to work—if I had any, that is. Your sister will be the first I’ve had in well, a very long time. I might add that she is free to live wherever she pleases if she does not wish to live within the royal compound. Females are rare and highly honored here. If she were to live outside the compound, I would say she’d have too many suitors lining up for her hand. That is the main reason she would fall under my protection. But no, she would not be a servant, slave or prisoner here. It is odd though, the Healers would like for me to come for a visit this cycle with her as soon as possible. I guess because it has been hundreds of years since I had a female charge, they want to make sure she is comfortable being around me.”

      Avery saw the look Tordin shot over to Rilic. There was something they weren’t telling her and as soon as this meeting was over, Rilic would have to spill it or else. In the meantime, Avery played the grateful guest and listened to the kindly emperor. She decided she liked him—a lot. It might be good for Elle to be in the company of a well-adjusted man who would be around if she needed anything, without any pressure to perform or fix his issues. Yes, this might work out fine.

      When she spoke she said, “I am just so grateful my sister will be able to stay here with me. Prior to the… unfortunate and disgraceful events of my colleagues, I had assumed I would have to say goodbye to her forever. Now, I will be able to see her all the time.”

      “And you can see her any time of day, in just a few minutes, if you lived here in the compound,” the emperor said. Then he turned that lapis lazuli blue gaze on her mate and said, “That’s a profound hint as to my wishes, Counselor Rilic.” Then he gave them both a jovial smile, as if he was a harmless everyday man, instead of the emperor of this entire galaxy!

      “I hear and understand—quite clearly—Emperor Gordin. You make the decision easier. I would never try to put distance between my mate and her sister, now that it is permissible for her to be here. Please, when would you like us to move in?”

      “How about now? And do not worry about Lord Quan’s things. Warrior Jalek had them taken care of a while ago. The dwelling is a blank slate. Since I have made the request that you be there, please allow my royal decorators and building warriors to be at your disposal for however you’d like to change it. It is yours and you are to do with it as you wish. Simply stay and be close to Dr. Avery’s sister,” the emperor said, giving them that “harmless” smile again.

      Avery liked him even more. He definitely would get along great with Elle. They both knew how to work a room. Then the faint thought of them getting together went through her mind and she pushed it out. The emperor was only doing what their laws decreed by taking her sister in. Everything couldn’t work out like she wanted it too. But, she still wouldn’t mind having him for a brother-in-law. Elle needed love too and this was the first man she’d liked for her sister, like ever in her entire life.

      When they’d left the meeting, Avery just wanted a bed. The day wasn’t even half over for the Olodians and she wanted to get on Rilic’s back for a piggyback ride to this new home the emperor had pushed on them. She was not ready for what greeted them as they took the short walk down the private street and turned right. The house was bigger than the emperor’s and looked like it had been erected by Architectural Digest. It took her breath away with the splendor and awe it evoked.

      “So, what do you think? Lord Quan might have been a megalomanic but he always had impeccable tastes to back it up,” Rilic said. “I’m shocked the emperor offered this home to us. Most of the members of the IGA have been haggling and trying to get into his good graces to gain access to this home, the royal compound, and the vacant seat Lord Quan left.”

      Avery allowed him to lead her up the drive to the entrance. Once they were inside and away from listening ears—she was paranoid that way—she said, “I believe the emperor wants you to fill that seat. At least that’s what he said in our meeting. And by giving us this house, isn’t that the case?”

      Rilic looked around, taking in the beauty of the home. Even without much left inside, it had a solid foundation of design and structure that would make it beautiful in any state. He said after a few more moments of taking in the surroundings, “Yes, it seems that way.” Then he grabbed Avery into his arms and planted a hungry kiss on her lips. “For now, let’s get you to bed and we can figure out what that sly lion is up to later.”

      Rilic led her around until they found what must be the master bedroom suite. There was a huge plush bed in the room and some of their things already lined the perimeter of the room. “See what I told you? The emperor knew he wanted us to stay here. Not only are your things here, but they’ve gone to my home and started moving me out as well! That lion is more dangerous when he’s quiet than when he roars. He’s having fun, I see.”

      Avery wanted to ask what he meant but her brain was shutting down and she needed sleep. Before she did, the look Tordin had given him earlier came back to her. “Rilic, I noticed Lord Tordin gave you a particularly interesting look when his father talked about having to go visit my sister. What was that about? He wouldn’t do anything, like use her to get you to do what he wanted, would he?”

      Rilic chuckled. “Love, it’s too late for that. The fact that you are in this bed today is proof enough that has already happened. As for why Tordin looked at me, it’s too soon to say for certain what he meant by it. I promise, if he says or does anything that would cause Ellery any harm or discomfort, I will let you know. Now, it really is time for you to get some rest.”

      She allowed Rilic to undress and put her to bed. She relaxed, telling him about her discovery of the manipulation of the DNA in the Golden Sweet Wheat. He didn’t doubt her and listened to everything she said about her plant issues. Avery talked herself into a sleepy drunk state.

      He had her drink a large container of gaiata before she finally drifted off telling her that, “The more you consume gaiata, the more your body will become acclimated to our longer cycles.”

      He gave her another kiss. As she watched him leave the room, her lids grew heavy and sweet sleep put its temporary claim on her.
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      The area was too beautiful to be a lab, but Avery wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. She’d awakened to her husband placing light kisses on her face. When she dragged herself out of the most comfortable bed she’d ever slept in, he’d taken her down to what would be her lab. The room was full of sun and had the perfect humidity for growing things. If the climate stayed this way all the time, it would take a minuscule amount of the effort here compared to what she previously used to do to maintain her lab.

      Like before, the warrior elves had come and gone, setting everything up and placing the plants in grids similar to the ones she’d created in the ship’s lab. In addition to her plants and the samples from the farm ship, there were new samples and varieties of plants from Polonari. Each sample was labeled with their genus, location and approximate maturity. Avery couldn’t believe the thoroughness of the job.

      She looked through all the new flora and found a note from Surt saying that Rilic had asked for this to be sent. She couldn’t believe how well he already knew her. This was beyond anything she could have imagined he’d be able to pull off.

      “Rilic! Rilic!” she yelled.

      He came into the room in a trot. That was the first time she’d seen him move that fast. “Yes love, are you all right?”

      She smiled at the most important person in her life and said, “I wanted to thank you for having Surt get me more flora from Polonari. How did you know what I needed?”

      “The Goddess. When we were transporting Ellery to the Healers, she guided me on what you needed to be able to do what you had to do. I was on the vo-link with the warriors getting this and some other things taken care of. When you mentioned the possible issue in our Golden Sweet Wheat, I had the warriors gather samples to get here to you as well. I hope you have enough to find what you need.”

      What could she say to this thoughtfulness? Rilic really knew how to turn it around, and his repentance game was strong.  It was good to be on the favorable side of his duty-driven life.

      “Thank you love, I can honestly say I’m impressed by your thoughtfulness and ability to get stuff done. I’m able to get back to work now. You rock.”

      “No, you are the best and I want to do my part to make sure whatever it is the Goddess has in store for us to do is successful.

      Another kiss brushed her lips. Rilic was the best blessing from this Goddess she could have asked for. She needed to thank her and get better acquainted in the near future. As for now, she had some work ahead of her.

      Soon after, Avery was in the zone and working on creating a superbug antibiotic. She’d tested some Polonarian plants against the strain and although they weren’t effected, they did nothing to reverse the bacteria’s vitality. The problem was that she had to achieve dual actions: kill the living bacteria and stop the virus from infiltrating cells and changing them.

      The familiar smell of nutty-sweet coconuts wafted through the air. Avery always loved the smell of fresh coconut and had almost cried when she saw her baby trees of coconut, cacao, coffee, rubber, avocado, olive and other varieties of Earth’s tropical recalcitrant species thriving here. If the Olodian atmosphere and gaiata continued to nourish these trees like this, she would need orchards and fields to keep up with their production.

      Introduce the liquid of the young coconut fruit into the Golden Sweet Wheat.

      “Huh?” Avery said out loud. Then she remembered what Phoebe had said. This could be the Goddess speaking.

      She closed her eyes for a moment to reset and relax. A few heartbeats later, the scent of lotus and cherry blossoms, kissed with a touch of exotic black orchids, filled the space. She waited, enjoying the soothing sensation that washed over her. The presence was sweet, powerful, exotic and nurturing as life filled her awareness. Avery sensed the pillowy softness of a breeze as it lavished caresses and playful whips around her body. Unhurried, yet sure, the event wrapped her in that age-old feeling of motherly warmth, protection and love.  The bosom of fertility was upon her, in a visitation of intuitive knowledge.

      All life in the room evolved into pronouncements of praise for the Goddess. Avery could swear she heard the joy of the new buds of her cornstalks send encouragement to the temperamental roots of beets. It was as if the plants were alive with the ability to communicate where she could understand it all.

      Listen to them, ask and learn. Allow them to tell you how to help. Then allow them to tell you how they can help you.

      The Goddess’s voice reaffirmed her belief that she was good at this. With the brush of her voice, the Goddess removed layers of shame and guilt that this was somehow her fault. She gave Avery hope that she could fix this with help. Choosing to believe instead of question, Avery went over to the samples of Golden Sweet Wheat from the batch she’d tested before.

      She took care to gently take a stalk of the plant between her fingers. There was no obvious voice or even message, but somewhere on a lower frequency, like tuning into an old radio show. She knew to give it time and to trust her leading.

      Suffocation, thirst, weakness and dampened fertility were words that floated through her as an extension of the plant. Avery continued to allow the message to come. Sluggish and diminished were more words that formed, giving her a pretty good idea of what this plant needed.

      But why hadn’t the gaiata been able to give this plant what it needed? Avery felt herself moving in slow motion, a shell of herself. She knew this was how the plant felt and had transferred that feeling to her in an effort to convey what she’d asked of it. Crazy as it seemed, this looked as if it might be working. Now that she understood what that feeling was, Avery shook it off. She went to the newly installed work basin and turned on the spigot to get some gaiata for the tests she would run. Her mind began to speed up with solutions.

      The plant needed an infusion, like what sports drinks would do for overexertion. She’d make a plant version of an energy drink. Taking the sample from the case, she placed it under a microscope. Then the reminder that she needed a base measurement came forward. Instead of using the same plant, she got a leaf from one of her healthy plants from her lab and prepared it for the microscope.

      The healthy lab plant would go first. While looking through the microscope, she put a drop of gaiata on the plant. Before her eyes, the plant thrived as the cells oxygenated and strengthened, expelling waste material—so far so good. Avery jogged over to the tree with the least mature of her coconuts and plucked one. She tapped it and was able to get a huge sample of its water. Back to the microscope, she introduced a droplet of young coconut water onto another slide of her lab plant. The changes were impressive but not as miraculous as the gaiata.

      Making notes in her digital notebook from the lab, she made a new column for the Golden Sweet Wheat results. Following the same steps, she used the gaiata on the plant and nothing happened—odd. Then she used the coconut water on the next sample and the cells thrived. Avery magnified both samples and almost screamed, the answer was so simple.

      It was a matter of switches. The Golden Sweet Wheat had been modified to turn off the interactive compounds found in gaiata. But, since coconut had electrolytes and other nutrients to replenish, it could be a weaker Earth version of that aspect of what gaiata could do. Plus, the alien minds who turned off the switch didn’t know to turn off the ones found in coconuts too. This was brilliant and she had to give it to the Goddess. She knew her creations.

      Avery played around with making the coconut water a carrier for gaiata to turn the switch back on in the cells of the Golden Sweet Wheat. She held her breath as she played around with varying concentrations. Then, she found the one with the most efficacy and yipped with triumph. Avery took a few liters of the new concentration and hydrated the Golden Sweet Wheat. She would check back in on it later to see if the entire plant had revitalized itself.

      Next, she moved on to that superbug, and her success was either lost or in self-imposed exile. She tried communicating with it and working the same sequence with gaiata and nothing. It had been hours and no breakthrough.

      Use the healed Golden Sweet Wheat to break the virus, then use the newly grown cells to create an antibiotic for the bacteria.

      Avery couldn’t believe how clear and direct that instruction had come through. “Goddess, you’re my kind of chick—I hope you know that!” she said, giving praise to her new friendly deity.

      As instructed, Avery followed the steps and sure enough, the cells of the infected plants from the farm ship started to regenerate into healthy ones. Avery started working on the base for the antibiotic and felt relief. For the first time in what seemed like forever since this ordeal happened, she was going to have some success. And to think the answer to both plants was dependent on each other. When she looked up, the sun of the Olodian sky was growing dim. She had no clue how long it had been but she was ready to introduce her newly-made antibiotic into a sample of the plants and wait to see if it worked. In the meantime, she had a husband to find and share a little “quality time” with.
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      “You did it? You figured out how to stop the superbug?” Rilic asked.

      “It’s too soon to tell… but I think so.? I can’t take credit for the breakthrough, though. It was all the Goddess. I would have never thought to do what she led me to try.”

      “The Goddess helped you solve the issue?” Rilic asked, looking at her in awe.

      “Yes. Just like Phoebe said, she spoke clear and plain as day. Once I got over the idea that an all- powerful being would do that, I relaxed and let her do her thing.”

      “What happens next?” he asked, sitting up against the support of the bed.

      “I check to see if the antibiotic is working on the superbug and if my fix for the Golden Sweet Wheat can be replicated enough to fix the crops in the area we found it.”

      Rilic nodded in approval, clearly interested in her work. They’d had a delicious round of “quality time” as Avery had begun to call it. What she also loved was their pillow talk like this.

      They’d gotten into a nice habit of talking about things that they were working on and were singularly important to them. Rilic’s position in the Alliance looked like it would change dramatically. The emperor was pushing for him to become the head, taking Lord Quan’s position and responsibilities. The emperor wanted a friendly ally in that position and he saw Rilic as that person. Avery was about to ask what that meant for his current position, traveling with Lord Tordin on his missions, when an incessant chime interrupted them.

      Rilic reached to grab his vo-link as Avery decided to get up and check on her experiment. Hopefully there would be some progress, or at least visible changes in the bacteria’s strength. By the time she’d gotten a top and some comfortable bottoms on, Rilic was finished with his call.

      “Is everything all right,?” she asked, hoping there were no new issues with the Earthian’s still on Polonari.

      “Yes and no—Devar’s team of scouts found out how the captain, Vanessa, and Neil were able to get off the planet. But there’s also something else that you should know. as well.”

      Avery returned to the bed to sit in the crook of Rilic’s side. She had the sneaking suspicion that she’d need to sit down for this one.

      “Hit me with it. I’m sitting and you’re here with me.”

      “The team of scouts found the facility where the Golden Sweet Wheat’s DNA had been altered. They also found that many more plants have undergone the same process. It was so close to you, just up the stream from the complex where you were located—an easy walking distance.”

      “What? But why?” she asked, not able to comprehend why anyone would want to alter plant DNA to make it become extinct. She remembered hearing about the colony up the stream from where they were located but had never asked Surt or Rilic to take her there.

      “Ties to Lord Quan. It appears that Lord Quan’s thirst for power and wealth knew no boundaries. As best the scouts can tell, this operation has been going on for several years undetected.”

      “Still it doesn’t make sense why they would introduce measures to eradicate your food source.”

      “Yes it does, if you knew Lord Quan. He wanted to corner the market and have everyone forced to buy food from his conglomerate of companies. Devar said that they’ve only begun the interviews with the workers there, but that this altered food has been going out to all our planets for at least long enough to effect two generations. They’ve even been shown where the facility is tracking the side effects, which include infertility and the reduction of the possibility to produce female offspring.” He looked at her, the ramifications of what this meant clearly straining his expression.

      She knew but needed to say it. “This is an epidemic that is so big that it could kill us all. Oh my God—and Goddess, that’s why she’s fighting so hard for us to solve this. Our problem just got exponentially bigger.”

      Rilic grabbed her hand as a point of contact, sensing she needed his touch. “No, it’s worse. All of the ladies—Kyra, Phoebe and Simona—are almost addicted in their cravings for a dish that is made from the Golden Sweet Wheat flour. They say it reminds them of a sweet dish from home. I knew they liked it and brought back enough for them to have for over a week. They have to stop eating it,; there’s no telling what it could be doing to their wee ones in the womb.”

      Avery thought she might be sick. How did this day go from triumph to hell so fast?

      Rilic wasn’t done with the news though. “Concerning the captain and our two friends, it seems they found the colony upstream as well. Once they found out about Olodia, sources still at that facility say they managed to negotiate with them to leave the planet on the next transport.” He looked sad as he said the last part, “The explosion and ‘uprising’ by the security and military detail was a diversion to keep us from finding out they were on their way here.”

      “Oh no—that was days ago! Where are they now and why would they want to come here?”

      “The better question is, who is the leader? Devar’s source said the three of them came at different times and didn’t appear to be working together or even knew that they had all asked to get off the planet.”

      “Hmm, that’s weird. So we have three of the senior members of command for our expedition mission, that all decided—independently of one another—that they want to go AWOL and go to the big capital planet, Olodia.”

      “At this time, that’s what the story appears to be.” Rilic moved her to the side, so he could get up and get dressed as well.

      “What do you want to do?” Avery asked, not sure if they needed to do anything or if they should wait for more information before making any decisions.

      “I have to let Tordin and the emperor know immediately. We have to treat this like a threat level. I can’t imagine how they plan to enter the planet and we have no way of knowing if they even came to the capital city or not. The original transport they were on was headed to another province.”

      “Can I come with you when you speak with Lord Tordin and the emperor? I was trying to be patient and wait until I received word it was fine to visit Elle, but now I really want to see her and make sure she’s doing as well as the Healers projected. She’s been at the emperor’s for a little more than one of your cycles by now, correct?”

      Avery was still trying to get her body used to staying awake for two days at a time. Even with the gaiata, it was hard. Rilic had encouraged her to give it time and not try to force it, so she’d still took naps to help her along. That caused her to have to constantly ask him what cycle it was and if the day it was early or late. She could only imagine what Elle’s body clock must be doing, with the additional strain of recuperating from her injuries.while she tried to recuperate. Polonari’s day cycle wasn’t quite as long, so neither of them had gotten the chance to get used to these long days before coming to Olodia.

      Rilic started making calls, and getting everyone up to speed on the latest details. She was tired of the drama. Deep down, she wished all three of them—the captain, Neil, and Vanessa— would just fade away into the distance and quit starting trouble. She knew it was too much to hope for, but the daydream was nice.

      Avery was about to go check on her plants downstairs in the lab when Rilic paused speaking on his vo-link for a moment and stopped her, the look on his face causing her to freeze. She waited until he finished the call and then froze when she saw the look on her husband’s face.

      Rilic took her hands in his—to keep her calm or perhaps himself, she wasn’t sure—as soon as he finished the call. “There are reports that a pair of Earthian’s were seen traveling to the city less than a half cycle ago. The female talked a lot to the male, and was overheard talking about finding the big warrior who’d kidnapped Simona Crowley.”

      “That name sounds familiar,… that’s not Lady Simona, is it?”

      “Yes, one and the same—Jalek’s mate— and we need to warn them.”

      “Aren’t they in the royal compound too?”

      Rilic held up a hand, as he tried to vo-link them. “I am not getting an answer from either of them. I need to go over there.”

      “No sir, not alone you don’t. I’m coming with you and you also need to let Tordin and Malm know as well. I knew I should have taken the time to go visit everyone. Now, I’m going to show up for the first time to let them know that some of my villainous colleagues might be after them.”
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      “Simona’s missing,” Jalek said when they made it to his home.

      He’d opened the door on the first ring of the buzzer. Even looking disheveled and worried about his wife, Jalek was one of the most uniquely beautiful beings she’d ever encountered. Avery tried hard not to stare, but he was too pretty to be real. It made sense what Kyra meant when she’d called him their cutie pie. Shaking the objectifying thoughts out of her mind, she returned to the conversation, her own devastatingly beautiful mate was having with the young warrior.

      “Walk me through the last time you spoke with her. She’s most likely on a case, working late, yes?”

      “No, since the babe is growing so much and taxing her energy, I made her promise me, she’d cut back her hours at work. She’s normally home before me, and she’s not answering her vo-link.”

      There was sound at the entrance and they all turned to see if it was Simona. Tordin, Kyra, Phoebe and a larger man with emerald green eyes came in. Avery guessed this was the elusive Malm, Phoebe’s mate. He looked menacing and had a faint scar that ran down the length of his cheek. The look worked on him and only added to that quiet- but- deadly vibe he had going on.

      Once everyone settled into the common sitting area, Jalek restarted his account of the last time he’d talked with and seen Simona.

      Tordin asked, “Rilic, have you told Jalek about the reports of Vanessa and one of the males looking for Jalek?”

      Jalek spoke up, “Yes, he did and I’ll gladly go to them, if that means Simona is safe. If they are the reason she and our babe are not here with me at home right now, they won’t have to worry about finding me. When I find them, I will end them.”

      Avery looked around to see if anyone else was as scared as she with how vicious his threat sounded. Nope, it was just her. Everyone else in the room seemed to be just as ruthless in their suggestions of what they’d do to anyone messing with Simona. Avery decided to do her normal thing and just keep quiet. She always learned a lot in these kinds of gatherings when she watched and kept a pleasant grin on her face.

      Jalek looked despondent as he asked Phoebe, “Are you getting anything from the Goddess on what’s happened to her?”

      Phoebe gave him a look that said she wished she did as she said, “As soon as she gives me anything, I will make sure you know it as well.” Then she gave him an encouraging smile. “We will find her. There is no way all of us, with all these powerful resources, will not be able to locate and bring her home. Plus, she’s a fighter too. Simona is the Goddess’s warrior for a reason. I pity anyone trying to keep her anywhere against her will.”

      Jalek gave a lackluster smile. Avery knew that look. It was one that wanted people to stop talking and start doing. She’d used it a million times herself, and could appreciate how well he did to be cordial to this many people in his home, who were asking questions but not supplying any answers.

      His vo-link buzzed and everyone hushed to watch him take the call. Hope lifted the room as he interacted with whoever was on the other line. He spoke so low, it was hard to decipher what he said.

      When he hung up, he looked around the room, and said, “She’s being held at your old house, Rilic. They want me to come alone in exchange for her.”

      The room erupted with questions, with everyone talking at the same time except for Jalek, Malm, and of course, Avery. She looked at the two silent warriors and saw that they were both ready to take care of this. Avery could tell by looking at him that Malm was brilliant and had most likely already worked up many plans to get to Lady Simona. Jalek had that singular focused glare in his eyes and paid attention to nothing around him. What she saw in these two men, was pure warrior mode.

      Tordin held up a hand to quiet the room as he took a call. Hanging up, he informed everyone, “This appears to be a coordinated attack. I just received reports from the Healers, that there is a marked increase in aggressive behavior in one of the sectors where there is a large free food bank. The Healers say the initial cases coming in show signs similar to that of the Earthians and a scan shows the presence of a stronger version of the superbug, one that is affecting our physiologies, where the original superbug had no effect.”

      All eyes immediately went to Avery. She didn’t know how she knew, but the infection on the ship had been a rehearsal, and a reason to be granted access to land here. They’d all been played and Neil and Vanessa were out there doing this. There was no telling what they’d done to the captain.

      Tordin directed his attention to her and asked the inevitable, “Avery, do you have a working antibiotic or cure for the superbug yet?”

      She looked to Rilic and he nodded, but she wasn’t sure yet. Avery decided to answer as truthfully as she could, “I am still waiting for the results. The tests I did were promising but I cannot say with full certainty that I have the cure yet. You’ll need to get me a sample of the new strain of the superbug for me to know.”

      Before she could take a breath, Tordin was on the vo-link again. Rilic leaned in to give her a hug of support, but all she wanted to do was ease Jalek’s suffering. His wife was still out there and it had been glossed over by this new information. She didn’t want to cause a scene, but this wasn’t right. They had to help him and Simona.

      “Hey everyone. We still have to help Jalek get Simona back. That hasn’t changed. Simona is alone and needs us. Recently, I was alone and in a bad place and each moment was torture. Let’s not do that to her. We have to get Simona—now.”

      “Yes we do!” Kyra said, standing to her feet and preparing to do something. What? Avery still wasn’t quite sure. “Honey, honey,” she said to Tordin, who was still on the phone.

      He finished and said in the most gentle way, “Yes, my love?”

      “We’re about to go get Simona from those crackpots. If you want to do your organizing thing, you need to hurry up, else —Jalek, Phee, me and whoever else wants to come are going to go get our sister.”

      Tordin looked up at her and in a calm voice said, “I already have a plan that doesn’t involve you blasting anyone with lethal flower bombs.”

      “Ha! You laugh now at how the Goddess manifests through me but I remember when—”

      This time it was Phoebe who yanked her back down to her seat next to her mate, where she became quiet. He put a hand on her stomach and she settled back down, remaining quiet.

      Then Tordin spoke to the room, “I received another call. My suspicions are correct. This is a coordinated attack. It appears someone has slipped passed security at my father’s residence. My father isn’t home right now, but Dr. Ellery is and was last reported as still resting in her rooms. I have asked someone to go check on her, but I believe Avery, you’ll want to see for yourself as well?”

      Avery was too frazzled with all the activity happening to say anything. Instead she nodded quickly and gave Rilic a pleading look. Rilic’s hold on her tightened and he answered that they would go check on her sister.

      “This is how I’d like to work these events… Hordas and Devar are going to the Healing Complex. While there, they will get Avery the sample of the new version of the superbug and provide help to Surt and the other medical warriors to help manage the sick.” He looked over at an oddly pale- purplish Jalek and said, “Jalek, Malm and Palon will go to Rilic’s former residence to retrieve Simona and apprehend whoever is behind her abduction. Rilic, Avery and I will go to the royal residence to check on Dr. Elle and then back to Avery’s lab to get and test the new superbug.”

      “What about us?” Lady Kyra said, looking none too happy to be left out.

      Tordin continued to gently rub his hand over her stomach as he said, “Kyra and Phoebe will be taken to our residence and guarded by a team of Devar’s scouts that are on their way there now.

      “Works for me. I’m with you all in spirit, but this kid has to have a mommy and I think it’s wise that Kyra and I sit this one out,” Phoebe said. Malm put a huge hand around her as she leaned into him.

      Avery’s shame about her part in this ordeal rode her nerves, the raw emotion simmered just under the surface. She owed it to all of them to come clean before they risked anything for her or her sister. “Before we all split up, may I just take a moment to say something?” Avery asked, needing to show her vulnerability. When everyone paused and gave her their attention she continued, “I know it’s not my fault that these people came here and are doing this, but I feel responsible. I was the one who brought the bacteria the superbug was made out of on the ship in the first place.” She paused to allow everyone to process that admission. When no one seemed moved by it, she said, “And for that lapse in judgment, I am forever sorry. I am going to do everything in my arsenal of tricks and power to undo the mess that my people have wrought. I apologize and ask your forgiveness. I want to say I am truly sorry for all of this and will do what I can to make it up to you.”

      She looked around, expecting them to give her looks of mistrust, but there was nothing except Phoebe saying, “All right, honey bun. I hope you feel better now that you’ve got that off your chest. The Goddess doesn’t choose those with evil intent in their hearts. I could tell from a far that you are most definitely Goddess-chosen. And so is your sister. If you’re good with the Goddess, you’re good with me. The odd thing about this though is that she’s being really quiet. Have you checked in with her lately? I think this one might be your show. And while you’re at it, check in and see if there’s anything else we should know about this situation our mates are going into. Please and thank you.”

      Avery didn’t know quite how to take that, but immediately she remembered something. Before she could think about what she wanted to say, it came out. “I believe the superbug and whatever is going on  right now was always the goal. I don’t know how I know, but the infection and aggression on the ship had been a rehearsal. I believe Neil and Vanessa used a valid sick fleet ruse to get you all to give them a reason to be granted access to land here. We played into their plans, and I was blind to it. I don’t know what they’ve done to the captain, but they have to be stopped.”
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      “Sit down and stop antagonizing her. We get it. You’re pissed off that your daddy didn’t love you or your mother as much as he did her. But, I swear, if you touch her before that alien freak shows up, I’ll slit your throat myself,” the Earthian male said to a pale, thin, Earthian female.

      Jalek and Malm watched the drama unfold through the slit in one of the secret doors Rilic had told them about. The house, like the royal compound and all the ones built for members of the IGA, had secret passageways to help them escape in times of trouble—times like these.

      There had to be a better vantage point. Here, all Jalek and Malm could see was the back of his mate’s head and those two. He wanted to see her, to let her know he was there. The way they had her and his babe tied to that chair so tight couldn’t be good for either of them. Twice now Malm had to stay him from rushing into the room and killing them both.

      The Earthian female talked too much. On and on she went about how much she hated Simona for driving her father into obsession with the ghost of her. When she’d threatened to claw Simona’s eyes out, the only thing that kept Jalek from making that a reality for her instead was Malm’s quick restraint and the threat from her own Earthian male partner. It was clear he did not have any lost love for her. What wasn’t so clear yet, was why they wanted just him and not any of the others. The male didn’t exhibit hatred like Jalek would expect. Instead, he sat there as if this were any other assignment.

      “We need to get to that interior door,” Malm said, using the vo-link.

      They’d decided to use them, trusting that the Earthians’ hearing wouldn’t be as keen to pick up their voices.

      “I’ll take the lead; this passage veers back into the residence, feeding into a hallway to access that door,” Jalek said, looking at the schematic of Rilic’s home on the holographic readout he wore on the inside of his arm. Pulling the sleeve back down to hide the illumination of the display, Jalek gave Malm the count to move. “On my move.” He counted and they were off, moving faster than these mere Earthians could ever hope to.

      Before Malm could appeal to him to wait another minute, Jalek was in the room and securing the male from behind while Malm followed. Malm caught the female before she could take off, hooking an arm around her and lifting her into the air like a small babe. They’d placed something in Simona’s mouth to gag her, and her breathing was labored from the cord wrapped around her chest just above the wee one she held in her womb. Jalek felt the male attempt to claw at him as Jalek’s grip grew tighter at the sight of his mate’s distress.

      Simona shook her head with a vigor, giving him the visual note to stand down. Even in this situation, their connection was strong. He hoped he hadn’t gotten there too late for her and the babe to be fine. Anger seethed through him for what this male and female attempted to do to his family. It would be so easy for Jalek to snap the small male’s neck. He was no taller than Simona and… thin. Like the female with him, he reeked of cycles of compounded body odor.

      Malm went to Simona, the female still kicking and biting in his other arm, to rip the restraints from her. Once he had them loose enough for her to get free, she moved with a speed that always impressed Jalek.

      Simona stood, allowing circulation to return to her body. Her gag removed, she looked at both Jalek and Malm and said, “I know this goes without saying—Jalek—but do not harm them. They have intel we need. This was a distraction from a bigger event. Are there any others with you?”

      “Just Malm, Palon and I. Palon is out in the transport, waiting for us to return with you. The others are spread out, handling a few other incidents. Do we need to send more warriors here?”

      Simona smiled at her mate, giving Jalek the assurance that she was all right. “No love. Like I said, this was a ploy to distract us from the main event. Are the others safe?” she asked, referring to Tordin and the ladies.

      Malm spoke up, surprising Jalek when he did. “Yes, everyone is fine. Now we have to move and get these two secured. This female is drawing blood and I’d hate to have to keep Phoebe from her.”

      Both Jalek and Simona moved, knowing what danger could erupt if Phoebe was angered. One thing about her, her bark was usually worse than her bite. But when it came to Malm, she would kill without blinking an eye.

      Simona led the way as they left the house, taking care to secure it like nothing had happened. They didn’t want to alert anyone that there was anything unusual going on. Once they were in the transport back to Simona’s offices to secure the prisoners, Jalek asked, “Love, how is the wee one? Are you both all right?” The emotion in his voice made his voice tremble as he spoke. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d felt so much rage, power and desire to destroy. Jalek didn’t like it, but would do it again without question if his family was in danger.

      Simona captured his gaze as she placed a hand on her growing belly and said, “We’re fine and the baby is hungry! If you two hadn’t gotten there when you did, I would have broken out myself to get a snack at least. Those two back there were only able to keep me tied up because I wanted to learn as much as I could about their weak-assed plot and to give you time to find me.” She laughed as she said, “It’s no fun beating the bad guys without you, honey. They just better be glad my level of hangry was not too high or I wouldn’t be able to be held responsible for what I would have done to them—especially that annoying woman. She never shuts up!”

      [image: ]

      “That was Jalek; he says they have Simona and are on the way to the holding cells to process Neil and Vanessa.” Tordin announced as they made it to the entrance of the emperor’s home. He lowered his voice as he said, “Simona said that her abduction was a diversion tactic to take attention away from the bigger event happening. Once we go in and check on Ellery, we have to get over to Avery’s lab to see if the antibiotic is ready. Something tells me the Healing Complex will be overrun soon. We need to not only have military force there, we also need a cure.”

      Everyone knew to move with stealth as Tordin opened the front door. Avery followed behind Rilic as he kept her hand in his. The house was eerily quiet—and dark. Tordin stopped, as if hearing something, and gave Rilic a look before he proceeded to open an invisible door from a panel in the wall. Once in the passageway, he gave both of them the signal to follow him.

      Avery had to jog a bit to keep up with how fast these men moved through the secret hallway. There were turns to be negotiated and stairs leading off in various directions. She could only hope Tordin knew his father’s home well enough to know where they needed to end up. Another flight of stairs that had her winded—she really needed to work out more—and he stopped. While Avery tried to catch her breath as quietly as possible, Tordin and Rilic pressed their ears against a wall.

      Even though it was fascinating to watch, Avery itched to ask what all the cloak and dagger stuff was about. Before she could try to whisper to Rilic, Tordin opened another one of those damn invisible doors and burst into a room. When Avery made it into the space, she was not ready to comprehend the scene before them.

      Elle was in a standoff with a crazed-looking… Captain Tom. Elle cut an eye over to them for a split second and said, “Please stay back! I can handle this. Don’t come any closer.”

      Avery whimpered involuntarily as the scene before her started to compute. Captain Tom had a weapon trained on Elle’s chest and she stood not five feet away in a pair of pajamas. In spite of the situation and her recent injuries, she looked perfect. As best Avery could tell from where she stood about ten feet away, Elle had no scarring. Except for her long hair now cut in a fashionable short bob, you couldn’t tell that anything had happened, and she looked more beautiful than ever.

      Captain Tom, on the other hand, didn’t fare as well. He looked exhausted, and crazy… as if he had nothing to lose. The stench of body odor fumigating the air must have been him, too. His clothes were starting to show signs of wear and tear. He’d turned his attention to the new entrants into the room.

      “Where did you come from?” he asked in a voice so ragged and hate-filled that Avery didn’t recognize it as the same man’s voice. “Answer me, you alien maggots.”

      He was talking to Tordin and Rilic. When they didn’t answer, he turned his attention back to Elle, held the weapon up higher and said, “You think your alien lover here can save you? I see that you, like that crazy whore sister of yours, are nothing more than whore alien-loving bitches.”

      “Tom, I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please, I told you before, I am not sleeping with anyone. You can see no one has been in here beside you, me and…” she turned to look at Avery with a note of sadness in her face before saying, “And now them. I am just here recuperating from the blast.”

      “And again with the lies. You expect me to believe he,” Tom said, motioning to Tordin, “Would have you in his house sleeping here, if there wasn’t anything going on? Well now that he’s finally here, it’s time to get this show on the road. I’m going to enjoy killing your alien lover as you watch, and then you. Ha! The nerve of this… thing, calling himself an emperor. Emperor—really. That takes some balls—if they even have them—to call yourself a fucking emperor.”

      So the captain mistook Tordin for his father. Avery could see why someone not familiar with the two would think that. She knew the emperor was on his way home from an IGA meeting and would most likely get here soon, but she didn’t want the captain to kill anyone. Again, she saw Elle make a motion for them to leave the room. Avery knew without a doubt that there was no way Rilic or Tordin were going anywhere. She sure as hell was never going to leave her sister alone with a weapon-toting maniac.

      “Tom, this is between you and me. How about you leave everyone else out of this? We can talk about this. It’s all just a misunderstanding.”

      “You’re crazy like your nut job of a sister, if you think I believe that for one minute. How could you do this? I thought we had something and you do this? You let these things touch you?”

      “I had to leave, I would have died in that explosion. I was dying and these kind men—“

      “Don’t call them that. I’m a man, not them. Look at them, they’re giant freaks,” Tom said, spittle flying in his rage.

      “Tom… these kind men took me to their hospital for emergency medical care. To convalesce, I was granted permission to stay here while that happened. As for the emperor, I’ve barely seen him since I’ve been here. There is nothing going on between us—nothing at all.”

      He seemed to calm for a moment to process what she said. He looked over to where Rilic and Tordin still stood. Avery was shielded by Rilic’s body but peeked out to watch everything.

      After a tense moment of silence, Tom spoke again. “He was supposed to be the only one home. I was only supposed to kill him. Not you—why are you here?” His voice rang with pain and torment. “I thought I’d lost you, that it was my fault you died. I never thought you’d be here, in his home, like I was nothing to you.”

      Elle must have sensed an opening, because she asked, “What are you talking about? You didn’t kill me—there was an explosion and I was hurt.”

      “It was because of me. My orders. I thought I killed the one I loved, and the one I tried to kill wouldn’t die.” He paused and then said with a tone that would curdle milk, “Yes, I know you’re over there, cowardly hiding behind your alien lover freak. But, I knew you lived. It figures. You’re a freak just like them. You couldn’t even die with all the drugs I pumped into you. You are nothing like your sister and I couldn’t stand the thought of having you on my ship.” His attention was back on Elle in an instant. “You see how much I love you, Elle? I fought to have your murderous sister on my ship so you’d be happy, and this is how you repay me.”

      “Tom, don’t say that. You didn’t—you didn’t try to kill Avery did you? Why… why would you do something like that?” Elle’s voice was down to a breathy whisper as Avery watched her try to comprehend what that bastard said.

      “Because she was expendable. She always was. You don’t get it. We needed a patsy— a scape goat—to pin our real mission on.”

      “Which was?” Elle asked, her eyes moist but refusing to let tears fall.

      “To annihilate these sons of bitches. How dare they come to our planet and steal our women? That act was considered an act of war and we never forgot nor forgave. That’s why. The bastard who kidnapped Agent Crowley will be hunted down and killed, if it hasn’t happened already. And this one,” he waved a hand—holding a small container Avery hadn’t noticed until now—at Tordin, “is mine. I volunteered to be the one to assassinate the top one of them. I’m willing to die to take him and this Godforsaken race down. They’re so out of the natural order that they worship a witch! This goddess crap is too much! But to get back to your why… your whacked-out sister was too easy a target not to pin it on her.”

      “But why try to kill her, too? Wouldn’t the thought that she was the one trying to harm the crew be enough?”

      “It was until she started taking up with the likes of him,” Tom said, pointing again over to their direction, meaning Rilic. “Yeah that’s right, little missy. Vanessa saw you getting all friendly with him at your door, and when you allowed him into your lab, I knew you had to be terminated in the final sense of the meaning. I couldn’t have you getting help from a horny alien. He could have done another kidnapping and took our patsy off the ship before the plan was in place.”

      “Tom, none of that makes sense. Why would you beat and try to kill my sister in such a brutal attack? She didn’t do anything to deserve that.”

      “Oh, I didn’t beat her. That was Vanessa, after I had filled her up with drugs. Ah, Vanessa. That’s another crazy one—extreme daddy issues there, Doc,” he said, referencing Elle’s psychology background. “She didn’t like how your little sister wouldn’t show her respect when she tried to be nice to her, so I let her have at her. Of course, at the time, she was supposed to be DYING!” he said, yelling that last part.

      Avery felt sick down to her toes. These bastards had only allowed her on the mission to be the fall woman for their fucked-up plan.

      “Yeah, your sister was easy. We knew she’d never leave that little lab she wanted to try to escape into, so it was easy changing out all of her precious food with the ones engineered to kill using our souped-up version of her pet bacteria research. Oh, you didn’t think we wouldn’t know what your little freak brought on board with her? It was no secret she’d been working on finding a cure for that superbug for years. We knew she wouldn’t just drop everything to join her big sister in the stars. So, we took the virus and amped it up.” He was so into his story by now that he swayed from side to side, losing focus on the people around him.

      The story was getting good to him and he couldn’t stop himself from telling Elle all the horrid details. “See, we needed to know if the potency was enough to wipe them out, so we ran a test run on those poor suckers on board who wanted to be on a space mission for the sake of saying they did it. You honestly didn’t think we needed thousands of people to go on a space mission to look for alien life, now did you? No, we needed that many bodies to test the superbug virus weapon we made. Plus, having a ‘sick crew’ would give us a plausible reason for access to their planet.”

      “But they took you to Polonari. How did you find out about Olodia?” Elle asked, curiosity edging her on to know.

      “You think we’re fools. We didn’t start that mission without knowing where we were going. Back when that freak kidnapped our girl, nanobots were launched onto his vessel. Those babies sent us the coordinates, right down to the city where he parked the thing. Once our technology was up to par to make the trip, we set up. Dear beautiful Ellery, this mission has always been about justice. We have to show any aliens that they can’t come to our planet and do whatever they want. We will come for them, find them, and then kill them all.”

      “And how do you plan to do that? Huh? Your would-be army is stuck on Polonari and it looks like it’s just you. How is one man going to kill a planet full of people?”

      “I’m glad you asked. You see this little baby here?” he said, holding up the cylinder metal container. “This here is all the army I need.”

      “Tom, what did you do?”

      “I did what was needed.” He looked over at Rilic and said, “Thank you for sending us to Polonari, by the way. That was a Godsend. Our version of the superbug wasn’t strong enough to do much of anything, but when I found the nice but greedy scientists at that lab up the way from where we were staying, they were more than happy to up the ante on my little bug—for a price, of course. It’s good to know that greed and a love of money exists wherever you go. Well, they took my little bug, mixed it up with a little of that blue-green crap they’ve got y’all drinking, and then made it into a version of this planet’s favorite food—that sweet flour stuff—and voilà! I got me a biological weapon that will kill off everyone.”

      “Wait—I don’t understand,” Elle said, cutting an eye over to them to get ready for something to happen, “Why would you put it in their food and not their water? How can you be sure they’ll die when they eat this flour?”

      “Because—those genius alien-freak fuckers who helped me, coded the stuff to become addictive! Isn’t that the best fucking self-destructive move ever? I couldn’t believe how sadistically brilliant they could be. I’m told these aliens have a sweet tooth to rival ours back home. They even have a version of this stuff that’s just like a Cinnabon! I know fat chicks like you and your sister over there love this stuff. No offense, I love your thickness, but now enough about this plan. It’s already started and from what I’ve seen, they’ll be killing each other in the streets before they fall out and die from a complete brain meltdown.”

      As abruptly as a sigh, Tom turned and shot. Time slowed as Avery watched Rilic dive in front of Tordin to protect him.

      “Nooooo!!!” Her scream tore her vocal chords with its intensity. And then Rilic was on the ground on top of Tordin, bleeding. Instinct and a power so hot exploded within her, taking over as she rushed Tom.

      Kill him, he dies, murder him, screamed through her entire being.

      Avery made it to Tom in time to see Elle doing the same. Elle had her hand on his weapon as his fist came down into her face. The hit was so hard, Elle’s head flew back from the force as she crumpled to the floor.

      Avery’s momentum didn’t stop. He would die—now.

      Taking advantage of the time he used to look at Elle on the floor, she lunged at him. In the vague distance, she heard Tordin yelling for her to stop, but she couldn’t. Tom had to die. Powerful adrenaline coursed through her, giving Avery the strength she needed to wrestle him down to the ground. The weapon skittered across the floor, too far away for either to reach. It didn’t matter. Her true power was in her legs and she moved quickly to trap his torso between her powerful thighs.

      Ending him was the mission. He’d used her, killed her husband and beat her sister. Death by her hands was his to know. Tom’s mistake was trying to continue to hold onto that damn virus. It weakened his ability to stop her attack. Avery straddled him, going for his throat as he pummeled her side with his free hand. The blows were brutal, sending tingling pain through her head where he’d managed to land a few in rapid succession. But he would die this day.

      Pushing past the messages of pain and her natural impulse to flee, Avery wrapped her hands around the man’s throat and squeezed for dear life. The blows he’d been raining down her side went wild, and he managed to connect with her nose and chest a few more times. Still she squeezed.

      Hues of red emerged, fanning across his neck and face. She continued to squeeze, watching as the red morphed into purple.

      “Avery, no! Stop—he’s not worth it, baby! Please?” she heard her darling sweet sister say, but it was too much.

      She couldn’t stop now. He would hurt them again. The face before her melted into Mr. Larry’s. Mr. Larry had been nice to them until he’d come in and tried to hurt her and then Elle. Mr. Larry was so big but now he lay there still, as the knife stuck out of his chest.

      Avery shook the face away. She wouldn’t think about that. The face before her now was blue, the skin turning clammy and cool.

      “Avery—listen to me. Stop, please stop, we are all fine,” Elle said.

      Avery was frozen, unable to unlock her hands from around his neck. Even when she felt strong arms tear her away from him, her fingers wouldn’t uncurl. He had to die.

      “Look at me, baby. Breathe and look at me,” Elle said, her voice flying through Avery’s head like one of her little hummingbirds from her garden. “Avery, look at me, honey bee… let me see your eyes. Look at me now. We’re all fine.”

      Avery did her best to follow the voice, but it was hard. She heard Elle’s voice, directing someone to move her closer to Rilic. Again, strong arms moved her until she lay on something soft like a large chair.

      “Avery, come on honey bee, I know you can hear me. Look at my eyes. Rilic is here. We’re all here.”

      She felt more than saw a warm, big hand placed on her wrist and knew Rilic was alive. Avery fought the darkness as it galloped fast to take her under. She couldn’t go back into the darkness.
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      “How long will she be like this?” Rilic asked the Healer.

      “Until her mind is ready to heal. Until then, we wait and hope the Goddess is able to intervene.”

      Rilic tried to be cordial to the Healer, but all he wanted to do was tear up the room where he and Ellery had been holding a vigil almost non-stop for the last two cycles.

      “Rilic, you have to believe she’ll come back to us,” Ellery said.

      Rilic liked Avery’s sister. She was kind and comforting, but right now he needed the pain and rage out of his body. He stepped away to put some distance between them, lest he snap at her. He wanted his mate to come back to him. He felt her pain and wanted it to stop. His body moved back and forth, in an attempt to release some of the pent-up destructive energy that he hadn’t dare give attention to for the last few cycles. Suddenly, he heard Tordin, and what must be their entire group of friends, coming toward the room. It was time to put on a brave front.

      He looked up to see all of them descend on Ellery, filling the private waiting area they occupied outside where Avery was…resting.

      “How is she? Any change?” Phoebe asked Ellery.

      He knew she’d want to speak with the Healers as well, since she’d been a Healer back on Earth. Tordin came toward him, motioning him to follow as Ellery began replying to Phoebe.

      Once they were off alone, Rilic asked, “What’s the update on the illness? Any change for the better?”

      “No, the exact opposite. We’ve transported Healers from surrounding planets to come in and help get some containment on this surge. That crazed Earthian was correct—this superbug is lethal. Our Healers just sent reports of the first casualties. We have twelve so far.”

      “What? Please say it isn’t true,” Rilic said, a complicated mix of sorrow, anger, fear and loathing further lowering his mood.

      “Yes, it is. From what the Healers can gather, the progress of symptoms is first agitation, leading to sexual aggression, to full-on rage, to a mental breakdown, and finally to death… most likely from cardiac arrest. This thing keeps its victims ramped-up with rage until they eventually go insane and die when their heart explodes. The process is quick, only taking two to three cycles from first symptoms to death.”

      “That is a brutal way to die—it is pure torture.”

      “Yes, Earthian style. We knew they could be mean-spirited in their fearful attacks, but this is abhorrent. I would have never thought they would take so many of their years to develop a biological weapon so horrible that it did this.”

      “And there’s no success with Avery’s antibiotic yet?” Rilic asked, referring to the antibiotic his mate had worked on before the current events happened.

      “None that they can tell. The antibiotic is too weak for this version. This version is so virulent, it attacks the antibiotic, turning it into more of the bug. And since they combined the superbug with the gaiata-resistant wheat, we can’t even heal them with submersion.”

      “I see.” Rilic needed Avery for more than his own sanity. He needed her to snap out of this debilitating depression to help him put an end to this. He knew this was what the Goddess had called them for. They needed to stop this superbug.

      One good thing had come out of it. Ellery had been able to keep Tom talking long enough for them to discover his plan. That led to Emperor Gordin issuing a mandate that until further notice, all food containing Golden Sweet Wheat was banned and could not be ingested. Tordin’s warriors across the galaxy confiscated and burned countless amounts of food containing the popular ingredient.

      As for the ladies, once they found out about their sweet buns, all of them threw them out and were immediately seen by the Royal Healers—HDL as Phoebe called them—and pronounced fully healthy, mothers and wee ones too. It had been a close call, but Ellery’s quick thinking to keep Tom talking had helped to stop countless other deaths from happening.

      “Come on, wake up and come back to me, love,” Rilic found himself saying out loud to his mate, hoping that she would somehow be able to hear him even though she was in another room and closed in on herself.

      He felt the weight of his friend’s hand clamp down on his shoulder instead.

      Then Tordin said, “She will. I have faith that she is doing what she needs to, and then she will be healthy and strong enough to help us eradicate this biological monster.” He looked at Rilic with a shared understanding of how bad the pain could be. “Hey, if you need to get it out, let me know. You know Malm, Jalek and I are always ready for some time in the circle.”

      Tordin made reference to their form of sparring. It would be good to get some of the anxiety and rage tearing him up inside released, but at the moment he didn’t want to leave, should Avery come to and he not be there.

      “I will definitely take you all up on that offer—as soon as Avery is better.”

      Tordin smiled and didn’t press the issue. “Well, we would love to stay, but with all the activity going on, I have everyone—including myself—out there helping with the ill and looking for more ways to combat this problem. We’ve reached capacity at all the Healing Complexes. I have to get with Emperor Gordin to open up some of the exhibition centers to house the new cases.”

      “What, it is predicted to get that bad that you have to open up the recreation arenas?”

      “Not predicted, already here. We have to get roughly seventeen thousand new cases accommodated here in the capital city alone.”

      This was bad. Avery’s ominous prediction that the bug could kill them all resounded in his head.

      Rilic played the dutiful host as the others tried to make light of things and entertain him. He loved them all, but wanted his wife to come back to him. The warriors were the first to leave, along with Simona, who refused to stop working. Kyra and Phoebe stayed longer, keeping Ellery company, as Rilic hung to the outer edges of their circle. He prayed, paced and ran scenarios through his mind.

      He contacted Tordin with an idea that could help. He wanted them to test the blood of the Earthians on Polonari who had recovered from the superbug. Avery’s antibiotic had been tested on them and proved effective. Since the same antibiotic wouldn’t cure their more robust biological systems, maybe using the antibodies from the cured Earthians would help.

      Rilic continued to pace as he waited for Tordin to get back to him on the possibility of executing that idea. When he finally did, it was to inform him that was one of the first things the Healers had tried. This wasn’t Rilic’s strong suit. He was a diplomat and male of the law. That he understood. This was Avery’s area of expertise and their galaxy needed her to snap out of this state she was in.

      When he was alone in the waiting area with Ellery again, he tried once more to get her to talk about what she knew. He could tell she knew more about why Avery was in this condition and he needed to know. She had tried to skirt the issue by saying it was Avery’s story to tell, but he wouldn’t allow that as the final answer now that his mate was still somewhere far away. He couldn’t be sure how long she would be like this and he needed answers, at least to make some sense of why this hold on her was so powerful.

      He approached Ellery and took a seat across from her. The day was waning and activity in their part of the Healing Complex was quiet. Once he had her attention, he said, “Ellery, I know I have asked before, but the situation is getting dire for both Avery and for everyone else. We need Avery to come back. I believe the Goddess called her to help us out of this crisis. I need to know everything I can to reach my mate. And, I know there is something you are not telling that I feel could help me reach her.” He saw the defenses go up as Ellery started to shut him out. “No—please, Ellery—don’t shut me out. I know that whatever it is was very painful for both of you, but I also know there is nothing that could have happened to Avery that I am not willing to do whatever I can to help with. Avery isn’t able to tell me what happened. Please, will you?”

      He allowed the question to float between them, hoping Ellery would answer it. She remained silent for a few agonizing moments. He felt the turmoil churning within her. Whatever this was affected her in a powerful way as well. He needed her to help him, and he made a vow to help Ellery as much as he could, too. Avery and Ellery both needed to be free from whatever had tormented them so badly.

      Ellery spoke, her voice low and soft at first. “I was seventeen, on the cusp of turning eighteen and she was eight, when it happened.” Rilic noticed how far away Ellery’s presence seemed to be, as if in another time and space, but he remained quiet, praying the Goddess would give her strength to get through this.

      She started again, “I was at home, babysitting my little sister like any other night. My parents were older when they’d had me and too old to have a little girl when Avery was born. She became my living doll. Avery was my baby, so much so, I decided to live at home while I went to college so I could continue to watch her. Our parents were blue-collar workers and had to work odd shifts. I was used to being there to take care of Avery and make sure she did her homework, got dressed, was fed and went to school—all the things a big sister should do.

      “One night—it was a Friday—we were home and Avery had some daisies from the market. Even when she was a kid, she loved flowers, plants and gardening. I’d broken down and bought them for her. When we got home it was getting dark and I promised that first thing the next morning, we would go out and plant them.” Ellery stopped, tears filling her hazel-green eyes. Rilic placed a hand on hers as her bottom lip trembled from emotion. She fought the tears and continued, “I was working on a paper for one of my college classes and wasn’t paying attention. She was a happy little girl, excited about those flowers. I remember her telling me that the flowers told her they needed to be in good dirt. She’d insisted we plant them went we got home, but I was behind on the assignment and it was close to her bedtime.

      “I was so engrossed in writing that paper that I didn’t come back to my surroundings until I heard her scream.” Tears started to roll down Ellery’s face, but she soldiered on. “The door to the backyard was standing open and I hadn’t even noticed until then. She’d gone out to try to plant those flowers. She was gone. All I could think about was Avery. I ran into the backyard in time to see our neighbor from across the street—Mr. Larry—with Avery under one of his arms. He had his other hand over her mouth so she couldn’t scream. I hate myself for this… but I froze for a minute and peed myself, right there where I stood. I froze!”

      Rilic got her some moisture pads to dry her eyes. He wanted her to take a moment, but not shut down before she could finish.

      “Thank you,” she said, accepting the pads. His relief was palpable when she continued her tale. “You know what my baby did? She saw me there frozen and she fought like a wildcat to break free. She did that. He dropped her and she took off running toward me. He was faster and caught her, pushing both of us back into the house. I remember how weak my limbs felt as she tried to get me to run from him. My coordination was off and I kept stumbling, but she was able to run fast. I told her to find her hiding place and she did. Avery would love to hide under the kitchen sink to scare me when I came into the room. She scrambled into her little hole just in time.” She took a moment to wipe away more tears and blow her nose.

      Rilic was proud of her for sharing this with him. He was uncomfortable listening to this terrible memory, but he had to know what had happened.

      “He came into the kitchen behind and grabbed me. I tried to fight him off, but it was no use. He was too strong. He hit me and kept hitting me until I wanted to die. I kept taking it though, because maybe I could keep him occupied long enough for Avery to get away. One of the times he hit me, I saw her peeking out from the sink and I tried to tell her to run. She must have been too scared. By that time, my face was swollen and bloody and I didn’t make much sense. He knew I couldn’t fight back. I was too weak. That’s when he…” She stopped.

      Rilic was at a loss for what to do or say. He didn’t want to touch her. He could sense that she was still in that moment, and to touch her might do more harm than good. He sat, praying for the Goddess’s mercy and presence. He’d had no idea how violent an act she’d been through. When Ellery’s pause continued, Rilic thought the re-telling might have been too much, that she’d shut down and her tale was over. He prepared to get up and give her some space, but before he could move, she continued.

      Ellery let out a deep long sigh as she said, “He took me to the couch, bent me over and proceeded to rape me. I was a virgin and that bastard raped me. And I took the abuse, thinking I couldn’t do anything but take it. But my baby, Avery… Avery came to my rescue.” Ellery huffed out a breath that must have been held in for years. She didn’t stop though, she continued. It appeared that Ellery would finish their tale after all. “He was leaning heavily on my back, ramming into me. The pain was almost unbearable. I tried to go away, to allow my mind to just fly away until it was over. But, he just kept on until he stopped in mid…” her voice trailed off.

      Rilic wanted to find and kill this male. He didn’t deserve to live for doing this. The fact that Ellery and Avery had managed to live past this showed how strong they were. Avery was in there, close, he knew it. He just had to find a way to reach her. He wanted to show Ellery some comfort, so he sat with her. He’d sit with her as long as she needed him to.

      “This is the part I didn’t think was mine to tell, but I feel like you need to know this.” She turned to look at him and said, “You’re right. You need to know. You need to be able to understand Avery and maybe even find a way to help her face her past and move on. What I tell you next is from my experience and not hers. This is my story and not hers. Hopefully soon she will be able to tell her part.” Ellery wiped another tear from her eyes and said, “Avery killed him. One minute he was raping me and the next he was on the floor with Avery straddling him with one of our butcher knives in his chest.” She looked up and into the distance. “I believe her being over Tom as she strangled him triggered the memory of her killing Mr. Larry. I don’t know how Tom knew about that, but obviously he did since he called her a murderer.”

      “How could he had known anything about it? Wasn’t she too young for anything to happen?”

      “Excessive force.”

      “Pardon me?”

      “Excessive force. The report from the scene said Avery was above the age of reasoning. She was eight and the law says seven is the threshold age. Avery cut through his hamstrings to cripple him, stabbed him in the back three times and then straddled him and stabbed into his chest eleven more times.”

      Rilic didn’t know what to say. He hadn’t been there and he didn’t know what it would be like in that situation. She was a child and this was a huge adult male. When it came down to it, Avery had done what she did to protect her sister. He needed to know what happened to Avery between then and now.

      “Ellery?”

      “Yes? Oh, and since you know more about me that anyone besides Avery, I’d say you’re real family now. Please, do call me Elle,” she said, giving him a gentle pat on the hand.

      A deeper understanding of her and Avery’s special bond, coupled with his growing affection for her as a part of his family softened his next question. Rilic wanted her to feel like she could talk with him about anything, because he would protect her secrets and her, just he did his mate. He asked, “What happened to Avery after that? You know, between then and now? How has she dealt with what happened?”

      “She was taken from us and sent to a home for the mentally challenged until I won permission to be her guardian when she was fourteen.”

      “They took her away from your family for seven years?” Rilic couldn’t believe what he was hearing. This was insanity.

      “Yes, they said she wouldn’t cooperate with her court-ordered therapy plan.”

      “What did your parents do? It must have been hard on them, I’m sure.”

      “Yeah, it was hard on all of us. My mother was diagnosed with ovarian cancer a few months after all of this happened. She went fast after the diagnosis. As for my father, he died too, but his was a slow death. He became an addict and left. When they took Avery, he said it was too painful and that he had failed us both. I just think they were too old, trying to deal with all of this. Now, I hope you understand how hard this may be for her and why I’m not trying to get in there and make her come back. Maybe this is the Goddess’s path for her—to finally heal from and face her past.”

      Rilic’s perspective tilted to consider Elle’s point. He said, “Thank you for sharing this with me. You look so well adjusted… you both do. How did you manage to make it past that?”

      “I’ve worked on this for years in therapy and I still get emotional. I do the work to stay emotionally healthy. Avery, on the other hand, has refused to talk about it since the day it happened. She’s held it in. I’ve fought so hard to keep her here in the now, present, afraid that she would pull away completely if I pressed her. But now, it’s finally caught up with her and she has to do the work, too. I guess I always knew that if she ever went back there and had to face her memories, it would take some time to get her back.”

      Rilic nodded, understanding dawning on why Avery felt too tightly wound up a lot of times. The bigger thought that clouded him was how selfish he was. He’d only concentrated on what he thought the Goddess wanted Avery to do for his people. He hadn’t taken the time to consider that the Goddess loved Avery so much that she wanted her to be healed before she attempted to heal anyone else.

      This realization worked on him, expanding not only his thoughts but his view of his mate. She was a survivor. He’d heard her say it over and over again. Yes, she was. The more he allowed what Elle had told him to broaden his understanding of Avery, the more he realized that just like he wanted to be with her, he needed to be with her through this. Until now, he’d been pulling sometimes, and pushing her at others. He’d wanted her to perform, work her Goddess-blessed magic—whatever it was—and he’d wanted her to save the day. Now he wanted to be with her, existing and walking by her side to health and healing. Maybe it was enough that she helped them uncover why this was happening. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to find a cure. She was to be her own cure.

      “That’s it!” he said, jumping to his feet.

      Elle looked surprised through tired eyes. “What’s it?”

      “I’ve been looking at it all wrong. I think I know how to reach Avery.” He must have looked like that crazed Earthian because Elle unconsciously scooted back from him a little. He didn’t have time to care, though. He walked toward the room that held Avery.

      Elle asked, to his retreating back, “Where are you going?”

      “I’m getting my mate back.”
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      Avery felt the wispy brush of a familiar presence, but she was too tired to acknowledge it. It took too much energy. Heaviness crushed even the thought of doing anything other than merely existing. She had to stay here where it was safe and nothing would come to harm. Again, the presence brushed against her own, tickling in its delicate intrusion.

      “Avery, I am with you.” She heard a familiar deep voice say.

      She pushed it aside. It was easier to remain here, and too difficult to try to reach beyond herself. All energy for trying was gone. Numbness was her new state. Numb she would do forevermore.

      “Let me carry the burden for a while. I’m with you,” came that voice again.

      Wait, who would understand? She couldn’t be trusted. She killed and made things bad. This was her burden to bear.

      “It is too heavy to carry alone, dear Avery, let me carry it for a while.”

      Avery didn’t want to attempt to hope. There was no hope. She’d done this, and she deserved to be punished. There was no hope for happiness. No one would ever be able to be around her, let alone love her, when they found out—except Elle. But no, Elle needed to be free of her. Elle needed a chance to live a life where she didn’t have to constantly watch over her to make sure she didn’t snap and hurt someone. That was what Avery did. She killed.

      “You are a survivor. You always will be. Please survive with me?” the voice asked. It was sweet, pure, and full of promise.

      Promise of what? All those sweet promises of love and happiness would go away when what she was came to the light. She was a death-bringer. She killed and she had to stay away from everyone and everything.

      “The Goddess brings you life. You are Goddess-blessed. Please accept her gift.”

      No, that couldn’t be right. The Goddess wouldn’t bless her. She’d killed yet again. The Goddess was life and she was death. Her punishment was to be alone.

      “Avery, Avery—please, let me be with you. I do not want to be anywhere without you. Please allow me to be with you,” Rilic said.

      It was Rilic! He was here. Did she have enough strength to try to see him? Avery could at least try. Her love, he was here.

      “Avery, I know what you think you’ve done, but you saved me and Elle. You saved us. I love you and I am with you. Please don’t stay away. Let me be with you,” he continued to say.

      Could it be true? Did he know what she was? Could he still want to be with her, a murderer? She felt a warmth that had been missing for so long. Maybe he could see her and still love her. Avery wanted him… she wanted them. She liked who she was with Rilic and her new life with him was full and rewarding.

      Are you willing to fight for what is yours? You are the cure to what ails you. Fight for your life.

      The Goddess was right. Avery dared to be herself. She did want her life and she would fight for it. No on kept her here except her. There was no warden at the door or even bars to hold her in. This man, her Rilic, had opened cell bars with his bare hands for her, and now he’d come for her in this dismal abyss to be with her. He didn’t need to be here and neither did she. He didn’t belong here. This was a hell of her own making.

      “I want to be with you to help you face everything you need to. I am here with you,” he said.

      I hear you and I want to be with you, too. The thought was more of a prayer.

      There was no way she would allow her love to be in this place searching for her another moment.

      “I hear you and I want to be with you too,” she said again loud, hoping he heard her.

      “Good, then open your eyes and look at me,” came that smooth, deep voice she loved and craved. “That is right, you have to meet me halfway. Please open those beautiful eyes for me.”

      Avery took in a breath for power and opened up to Rilic. Right before her was the most beautiful sight she’d seen to this point in her life. Eyes of red fire, tinged with the sorrow of rust, greeted her. He hurt—for her—and she knew it. Oh, what had he gone through to break this hold over her? Avery smiled, enjoying the experience of watching his sorrow evaporate into beauty as he realized he had brought her back. He loved her.

      “I’ve missed you,” she said, still trying to get her voice back to full strength.

      “I’ve missed you, too. Our world hasn’t been the same without you, and I am the biggest testament to that fact.”

      “Speaking of, what have I missed? Did the antibiotic work?” she asked, memories and ideas rushing back into her awareness.

      “Whoa—hold on there. Before you try to do anything, we have some things to discuss.”

      This again? Rilic and his talks. “Rilic, we don’t have time right now for a long talk. I can tell by the fact that you didn’t answer my last question that things aren’t going as planned. Tell me how long I was out and what the status of the situation is. That is the conversation that will make me the most happy. Do that for me, please?”

      “I will do that and more, as soon as we talk about something that is extremely important to me.”

      She didn’t know what would make him this sober and somber. Avery would give him this conversation—she loved him.

      “Okay—is everything good?” she asked, trying to figure out what could be wrong.

      “Yes, everything is good, but… I want things to be better, to be great.”

      “I see,” she said, noting how she’d picked up on one of his favorite phrases.

      “It’s nothing bad, it’s just needed. And that being said, I’ll come out with it. I know what happened to you. I made Elle tell me.”

      Avery didn’t feel betrayed like she thought she would. Elle told him—told someone who wasn’t her therapist? That must have been a great bonding time for them. Avery knew Elle needed to talk about what had happened to her. Avery never felt that way. She and Elle had a pact. They didn’t talk about this, but now maybe Elle had decided to bring Rilic into their pact.

      “Avery, I know you don’t like to talk about what happened, and on one level I respect that. On another—the one where we are with each other—I need to talk about it. It’s part of what shaped you into who I love, and I need and want to have at least a brief conversation about it. I also want to say that I love you. You will never be any bad label that someone might try to affix to you. You are my mate, my wife. That is the only label I am concerned with. I love you and know this about you, and I want to know you can still love and be open with me. Can you?”

      He had some nerve, turning this around on her like this. Of course she still loved him. Avery searched his beautiful soul and saw even more love, patience and something else.

      “Rilic, what are you really asking me to do? You know I love you and will always love you. I truly believe you love me, too. What is this conversation about, really?”

      He smiled, taking her heart to another level of love and trust.

      “I am glad you asked. I want you to allow me to be with you as you face your past. Some things in the present can never be as good, strong and complete, until we put a conclusion on things of the past. You, my dear Avery, have some unfinished business. I want to help and support you through it. I believe that is part of what the Goddess expects from us. I only ask because I had to face my past and what I thought was my future, in order to see that my present is with you and that I am destined to remain with you. Please, let me help you?”

      She didn’t have to think about it. Avery knew it was time—the right time—to tell her mate about her secret.

      Time passed quickly, like a growing vine stretching to reach the sun, as they talked and she faced the events that helped shape her into the woman she’d become. It was easy, with Rilic gently asking her to explore things she’d never considered and to accept things she’d never allowed to present themselves before. She now had her adult understanding helping her sort through her frozen child’s memories to deal with what happened. Avery was able to move from a constant defensive posture to one of offense. She could open up and not be on guard all the time. This was her cure. Rilic helped to redeem her understanding of herself, what was hers to deal with and better yet, what wasn’t hers to deal with as well.

      After the Healers came in to check and release her, Rilic said, “Now I feel like we can work on the superbug issue.”

      Avery allowed him to bring her up to speed and the way she viewed everything, including this, was different.

      She said, “Please take me to my lab. I think I have a solution.”
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      At Avery’s lab, life teemed all around and called to her. She walked in and all her senses ignited, interacting with the environment. Happiness like when she was a child flooded through her. The smile she wore felt good and natural. She felt so good, she wanted to skip and play.

      Rilic came in and sat in an area that wouldn’t be in her way.

      Avery looked over to her mate and said, “Thank you, husband, for what you did. I feel so good, I want to sing. I can feel her in everything. I now know what the Goddess has been trying to do.”

      The light that danced in his eyes made her heart skip a beat.

      “Oh yes? What would that be?”

      “My ability to sense her and her creations. As a child, I heard her and her creations—the plants especially. When I did what I did, allowing that man to get into our home, I shut it down. Somewhere in my deeply-flawed reasoning, I believed that being able to hear what the plants needed was what drove me to go outside into danger at night. By shutting out that ability, I was ‘safe’. Now I know better, and trust myself enough to hear again. Wow—I wish you could experience this. It’s a real gift.” She paused, and with clasped hands said, “Thank you, Goddess, for caring enough to bring me back. I hear you and I will trust where you lead me.”

      You are the missing link. Build a network between you and the plants and your essence. I will bless this connection and make everything whole again.

      “Gotcha, chica!”

      Rilic looked at her for a moment as realization spread across his face. He said, “Oh, you did that thing again where you speak with the Goddess.”

      “No, actually. She did her thing where she spoke and dropped some major wisdom and knowledge on me.”

      “That is good to know. May I ask if it is anything that can help us with the superbug?” Rilic asked, hope evident in his eyes.

      “Yes you may, and yes she did. I understand what has to happen.” Avery looked around for the cylinder, and when she didn’t see it, she asked Rilic, “Honey, where is that container from Tom? I need it.”

      She knew Rilic didn’t like her being around it and had to calm him down with her assurances she would be extra careful. Once he’d gotten the container delivered to their home from the Healing Complex, she was ready to proceed. Avery listened and opened herself up to the plants and the Goddess’s presence. It was amazing at how much of her presence was in everything. Avery marveled at how much energy she must have been using all the time to block out all this fertile energy and love. No wonder she had been so deeply depressed!

      “Rilic, honey, I’m going to need you to stay over there. No matter what you witness, stay over there until I’m finished. This is a female thing and if you don’t have a womb, you can’t be involved in this. Got it?”

      He nodded, looking a wee bit bemused.

      She loved how much he trusted her. “Thank you for doing as I asked, no questions asked. I promise, when I’m done, I’ll answer any questions you have.”

      “I know you will. I love you and love watching you do what you do.”

      Avery took a fairly shallow square planter, and filled it halfway with soil. She took some gaiata, adding enough to make the soil moist. Next, she added some of the coconut water and a few leaves from the healed Golden Sweet Wheat stalk and the healed Earthian plants. She stole a look over to Rilic, who sat on the edge of his seat watching. Avery smiled, in spite of the seriousness of what she was about to do.

      She took the cylinder, then opened it and added five drops from the dropper—one in each corner and one in the middle. Rilic’s intake of breath could be heard from where she stood, but she focused on the task. Avery fully believed in the power of the Goddess and she would obey. There was one last thing she had to do, and Rilic would not like it. When she found them, she came back to stand over the planter. She opened up the pruning shears and with one swipe, she cut across her palm, deep enough to draw blood.

      Rilic yelped.

      Avery paid no attention to him. Instead she allowed the red blood to pool just enough to form droplets. She placed a drop of blood in the center, then in each of the four corners. She when to the washbasin, cleaned her cut, and put on a clean bandage. She might be working some Goddess-only-knew magic, but she still had sense enough to guard against infection. When that was done, she put on thick rubber gloves and goggles from her Earthian lab.

      Rilic remained quiet and in his seat.

      She stopped for a moment to listen.

      Believe and have faith. Believe you are the missing ingredient to the cure. Have faith that by your restored connection with the plants, the network is complete. Believe that you have been redeemed by love and called by grace to heal the plants. Mix the mixture together as you concentrate on your belief that you are part of the whole and that there is harmony and agreement between all. There can be no disharmony when all is one.

      Avery took a cleansing breath, grabbed one of her favorite large, long, wooden spoons, and started to stir the soil mixture as she concentrated on believing this would work. She mixed the soil sure and steady, like her mate. She mixed the soil like her newly activated senses mixed with the life bursting all through her, combining the superbug with her blood, the soil, gaiata, plants and coconut water from Earth, forging a path to harmony with all.

      Avery took a small portion of the soil mixture and did a pH test. The result… neutral. She then took a healthy leaf from both an Earthian plant and a Polonarian plant. Careful not to contaminate anything, she placed the leaves in a container, placed some of the soil from the planter in, and covered and put into her maturation accelerator. While she allowed the leaves to “cook”—for lack of a better term—she took a little more of the soil and added more of the superbug to it—a lot more.

      The buzzers went off, and she checked all the different tests, including the soil that she had added more of the superbug to. Each came back neutral. It was done. The certainty that the mixture had changed blanketed her understanding of it all.

      Avery’s attention came back to the room to find her dear husband still on that chair out of the way in the corner—holding his breath. She laughed in spite of wanting to go and jump him. Wow, she’d missed him.

      “It’s done and we have a cure.”

      “But you used your blood. There isn’t enough of your blood to make enough antibiotics.”

      “There doesn’t have to be. Do me a favor and ask the ladies if they’d each be willing to donate a pint of blood. I have to make sure my suspicions of what the Goddess did are correct. Then we’ll get the antibiotic out to the Healing Complexes.”

      “Blood, you want me to ask them for blood?” Rilic asked, not sure what to make of her request.

      “Yes, just a pint from each of them. That should do for now.”

      “What about Elle, do you want me to ask her as well?”

      “Nope, just the ladies. Thank you honey,” she said as she walked over to where he sat and kissed him.

      An hour later and the ladies were all there, blood drawn and chatting away. Avery liked their combined vibe. Simona seemed to knock some of the bite off of Phoebe’s tongue while Kyra kept a happy vibe running. Avery did the process again and waited. When it was ready, she checked each woman’s batch and sure enough, they all proved a success.

      “Did it work?” Phoebe asked, no longer able to sit and wait for Avery to tell her.

      “Yep, it sure did. Want to take a look?” Avery asked. She looked in appreciation as Phoebe got up, her baby bump growing to the point where she’d started to waddle a little when she walked.

      “Well I’ll be, it worked,” Phoebe said, looking through the microscope. “You actually found the way to make the cure—you wonderful plant healing genius.”

      “No, correction—the Goddess always knew the cure, she was just waiting on me,” Avery said, liking the happy vibrations having Kyra, Phoebe and Simona in the lab did for her plants. “The plants love you all being here, by the way. Drop by often. And, when your babies are born, bring them too. It’s never too early to cultivate the relationship we have with everything.”

      [image: ]

      At the emperor’s home, two Olodian weeks later…

      

      “I just got reports back from all the planets and looks like the superbug is no more,” Tordin said to the group during the meeting he’d called.

      They met in the emperor’s office, so he could attend. He’d asked for that, since he wanted to make an announcement as well. He’d been gracious enough to allow Avery to have Elle attend the meeting. She sat in a chair closer to the door, looking better than ever. Actually, she looked amazing. Avery wondered why she felt the need to sit apart from everyone else, even when she motioned for Elle to come sit by her.

      “The other important news is that there are a lot of celebrations going on throughout the galaxy,” Tordin said. Giving Avery a particularly interesting look, he continued, “The Healers’ reports show there is a noticeable increase in pregnancies. One of the benefits of Avery’s antibiotic recipe is that it has regenerated the fertile food and made females more fertile in return.”

      Everyone in the room looked at Avery, but it was the emperor who stole the show. “It was on my watch and not the IGA’s that healing has come to the land. This is the era of the restoration of the Goddess. She has seen fit to bless our lands and the wombs of our females. Thank you, Lady Avery, for your part in this.” He smiled and bowed low, in her honor. “As part of that thanks, I am here to announce that we will have a month-long royal celebration to celebrate the Goddess’s blessing and to honor our Avery here.”

      The room exploded with clapping and cheers. Avery blushed in spite of her newfound comfort with being around people. Rilic squeezed her hand in appreciation and leaned in, inhaling deeply, before he gave her a quick kiss.

      Tordin regained the lead of the meeting to go through some other updates. “Thank you everyone for your wonderful work as usual. I want to especially thank Devar, Hordas, Palon and Surt for their non-stop efforts to make this mission a success all around.” The room clapped again, as the warriors received Medals of Honor.  “Now, I would like to turn this portion of the meeting over to our new head of IGA—Lord Rilic!”

      Avery clapped the loudest. She knew it was a huge responsibility, but her Rilic was more than up for the task and all the others they had coming up.

      Rilic stood and said, “I have a few updates and then a personal announcement to make. For the updates, the IGA has determined that due to the capricious nature and recent actions of our Earthian inhabitants currently settled on Polonari, they will not be permitted to leave the planet indefinitely, neither to other planets of our galaxy nor to return to their planet Earth. We are still looking at actions we will take in response to their blatant act of war on our galaxy. More on the second portion of that to come.” He cleared his throat and proceeded to his next point. “Concerning the prisoners with the designators of Neil Hodges and Vanessa Lucas from the Earthian settlement on Polonari, they both will be ordered to stand trial in our IGA Court of Law for their actions both against Olodia and some of our most treasured citizens. The scientists from the secret facility on Polonari who were responsible for assisting Tom Efram in his plot to both assassinate the emperor and unleash a biological superbug weapon have all been arrested, and will be ordered to stand trial as well. The IGA will not allow treason to prevail under its purview.” He looked down at Avery and then over to Jalek and Simona, giving them a nod. “And now, for my personal announcement,” he paused, helping Avery to stand next to him. “I have officially accepted the unanimous vote to become the Lead Counselor of the Intergalactic Alliance. Thank you all for your support and prayers as my mate and I adjust to the new demands of this position.” He turned to Avery, and she noted a twinkle in his amber-gold eyes as he said, “I ask that you all send prayers for us as well, as we too embark on the path to parenthood. We are with babe and are happy to acknowledge the blessing of the Goddess for her bountiful gift.”

      The room exploded with the news. Rilic hugged Avery and then allowed others to do the same. As she was turning to hug some well-wisher, she searched for Elle in the crowd. Her sister was still next to the door. She saw the briefest look of sadness, followed by her trademark smile as she looked on from there.

      Later, after everyone had left, the emperor invited his “family” to stay for a private dinner. Everyone laughed when Golden Sweet Wheat buns were served for dessert. All the ladies, including Elle and Avery, dove in. When the dinner had drifted into after-dinner conversation, Avery wanted to tie up some loose ends that had been bugging her. Simona was the lead investigator on Vanessa and Neil’s case. Evidently, on Olodia there was no such thing as conflict of interest when you were both the lead investigator and one of the victims of their criminal acts.

      Avery got up the nerve and asked, “Simona, I’ve been dying to know one thing that never made sense about Vanessa’s involvement.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s that?”

      “Who was Vanessa’s father, anyway?” Avery asked.

      “Oh, him! Marshall Adler, my former partner-turned-boss. I never knew he had a thing for me. Vanessa said he obsessed over me and my ‘abduction’ by Jalek. He was the one who financed their mission. He’s become a very rich and powerful person back home.”

      A deep, booming voice chimed in. “And that is the male I am going after. How dare he bring harm to my family!” The emperor’s fist pounded the table, startling most.

      Tordin smiled, used to his father and said, “Now there, Lion, we still have to obey the IGA laws. Give it time. He is most likely not around any longer, anyway.”

      “I know that! But, I still want to make certain this foolishness we just endured never happens again. They need to know that just because the lion doesn’t roar, it doesn’t mean he will not bite!”

      

      
        The End

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    

    
      “I think you have created a galaxy of monsters,” Rilic said, settling down on the bed.

      “And why is that?”

      “You’ve introduced them to Phoebe and Kyra’s obsessions, namely coffee and chocolate.”

      “Oh, that. Once I learned how to teach the emperor’s trusted food preparation staff how to create it, they became experts at most of the known ways we use the seeds.

      “I’ve been holding back though. I still have olive, coconut, avocado, mango, almond and some other trees they don’t know I have yet.”

      “Is that so?” Rilic asked.

      Avery giggled as he came to her with hunger in his eyes. Her heart flipped as she felt a tiny flutter in her abdomen. It was still weird to her, making love with her mate, knowing that they had a baby there, too. Yes, she understood about how the baby wasn’t aware of what they did, but she was sure her baby knew when Rilic was around. She was still early on in the pregnancy, but there was no doubt the baby reacted when Rilic came near.

      “What is on your thoughts?” Rilic asked.

      “Oh, how every time you come near, I swear this baby gets happy. I can feel a precious little flutter in my stomach.”

      He looked at her, and then down to her stomach, with so much awe and love that she thought she would burst with joy. Avery had to remember to breathe as she watched him lovingly rub her belly, as he positioned himself to place soft, slow kisses there as well.

      “Why are you Olodian men so potent? What I mean, is that every Earthian female that we know of who has gone near one of you has gotten knocked up—that was even with a fertility issue. Really, what’s up with that?”

      “You know it turns me on when you use that Earthian slang,” he managed to say between increasingly sensual kisses. “I do not know, nor do I care. The only thing I am concerned with is you and our babe. The Healers say we are having a babe-explosion now that you have worked your magic.”

      “Yes, but there are still so few females. It would be so nice if some of the wonderful women I knew back on Earth could become mates to these fabulous warriors. I mean, who wouldn’t want to be mated to any of them? Hordas, Palon, Surt, Devar… just to name a few! These men need and should have wives and children.”

      Rilic stopped kissing her belly to say, “I love you and I always love our conversations, but please do not speak of other men in our bed in the context of mating and children. I consider them my closest friends, but it will take an act of the Goddess to send them mates. I cannot do anything about that. Unless she decides to figure out a way to bring their would-be mates here, they will have to wait to see more females born that they can mate with.”

      “You’re serious? They would have to wait twenty plus years from now? That’s cuckoo! Anyway, Phoebe was saying that the Goddess had promised another babe would come.”

      “Yes, ours correct?”

      “No—that’s the thing. Phoebe thought that too, but she says there is another one coming soon. She’s positive it’s not a twist like a multiple birth or anything like that either. I can’t help wondering if maybe it might be Elle? She thinks she’s too old to conceive and she’s not interested in any of the warriors. I just hate to see her alone when we have so much happiness. Oh… Ooh, Rilic!” she said, realizing he’d worked his way down to her sex and was doing a bit of exploring.

      “You can carry on if you like, as long as I get to carry on as I like,” he said, plunging a hot wet tongue between her folds.

      Rilic gave so much attention to detail, and his lovemaking was no different. Avery shut up, unable to concentrate on her former train of thought any longer. She wanted to be one with what her mate did to her body. Rilic always played her every pleasure like a man possessed with ultimate perfection. He pulled her down by her waist, gaining better access to her now-aching core.

      Avery opened to him completely and in every way she knew to do. She liked that she had time to learn more about herself and him, as their days grew long and hopefully very fruitful. Rilic knew her like none other, not even Elle. His knowledge of her was in concert with his knowledge of himself. He had become her best friend, lover, and soon-to-be father of her child.

      He took his time enjoying and giving pleasure as he sucked and nipped at her swollen folds. She never tired of his attention to her in bed. Through his lovemaking, she had begun to access new horizons of understanding her own self. With Rilic she was adventurous, curious, exploratory, and always joyfully happy. There was nothing either of them hid or wanted to hide from the other. Vulnerable and courageous, they plunged into her areas that she needed to address and his as well.

      The one thing she would wish was for his family to be alive. Their child would come into this world with an aunt by blood and other family by choice. Having Rilic’s family would have been nice, but she understood the Goddess always provided.

      She tugged at a lock of his hair, gaining his attention. When she beckoned for him to come to her lips, she watched him inch slowly up her body while leaving hot kisses in his wake, never getting tired of the play of powerful muscles that rippled with his every movement. When he reached her mouth, she opened her legs wider to make room for his thick cock and almost cried when he slid into her in a slow possession.

      She gasped for air as they pick up the pace, seeking to sate their arousal in each other’s embrace.

      “More,” she mouthed into him, allowing him to position her for deeper penetration.

      On her side, with a pillow he’d placed under her growing belly, he took her over and over again, until she thought she would hiccup from the sensation of losing her breath’s rhythm. Rilic kissed her calf as he held it by his chest, pushing her closer and closer to the edge of ecstasy and delight. He knew every part of her and proved it as he slowed his pace to pull her back from the brink of release.

      She knew he liked to do that. He liked for them to climax together and would control her orgasms until he was ready as well. Without his masterful touch, keeping her on the edge, she would orgasm as soon as he entered her. But, it was no longer just about the feeling of skin against skin. No, Rilic touched her mind and then mind-fucked her so very good. In bed and out, he pleasured her intellect, teasing out the best version of her.

      They made each other better. Not only because of what others said of their union, but also of what she knew of herself pre-Rilic and now. She had more harmonic balance in every area of her life. Her world was mystically magical. Who else got a chance to communicate with plants to find cures, healing them as a daily task? And it was her Rilic who was responsible for defying space and time to go into her deep cavern of depression to save her. He wouldn’t leave until he found her. That was her mate.

      Rilic would tell her how much he learned about himself daily, and how much he’d learned to relax since she had come into his life. Everything had many meanings instead of just one for him, now. Instead of only one right way, there were paths; variations of possibilities and multiple times to take advantage of a concept, thing or idea. He spoke of how he learned to know seasons by watching her and her plants. He gave her credit for his preparation and ability to do his job as the head of IGA. Without her, he believed he would have never been ready for that type of responsibility.

      Her body tingled as he moved her over a little more and adjusted to stroke her g-spot. His hips needed to be licensed. He moved around, rotating and stroking her with precision accuracy.

      “Yes, fuck me good,” she moaned, loving how she knew he smiled when she talked dirty.

      “You are my life,” he said between thrusts. “I love you, my love. Are you ready to come with me?”

      She always loved this part. He was such a giving lover. He made sure her pleasure was fulfilled before taking his own. He continued to move with her, taking her slowly back up the mountain, this time to the highest peak. Avery bit her lip, knowing the powerful release that awaited her very soon. Her thighs quivered from the anticipation of the avalanche of erotic sensations that would wash her into blissful exhaustion.

      Whenever he would take her slow like this, Avery’s sleep would be deep and completely restful. She wanted him to know how much his care of her meant to her.

      She said, “Make this one all about you. I want you to come as hard as you ever have, baby. Do me however you want. I want your orgasm to rock through me.”

      Rilic’s eyes, already glowing embers of intensity, darkened with his passion. He slowed his thrusts, withdrawing completely. He watched as her sex visibly quivered; clinching, aching and longing for him. She watched as he smiled. His entry was hot and hard, fucking her fast and furious. She matched him movement for movement, happily riding the wave to a joyful climax. Over and over they collided, forging a bond that knew no bounds.

      When their climax emerged, it shook Avery to her essence. She floated on an explosion of concussive waves of pleasure. Delicious love spasms hit, shaking her uncontrollably as Rilic rode the pleasure wave with her.

      This was love, and being one with him. Avery would never forget to give the Goddess praise, thanks and respect for finding and choosing her through the many galaxies and others she could have chosen.

      As they lay there together, in the afterglow of sensational lovemaking, Avery felt Rilic’s hand on her stomach, as precious little flutters answered as if in conversation with him. This was her life and she owed it to a Goddess in a galaxy far away.

      When she drifted off, right at the edge of twilight into deep sleep, the Goddess kissed her.

      Elle is a sorter of my chosen. Help her to accept the call and her mate. She cannot know the gift until she has received it in the fullness.

      Avery smiled, happy her sister would not only be her sister but also one of her Goddess-chosen sisters.

      

      
        This book is over but…

      

      

      Find out what happens when Dr. Ellery Chambers, famous psychologist, is plucked from her life of respect and order and thrust into a world where the one with the most power is her hardest case yet.

      

      Restored By Gordin, Book 5 in the Olodian Alien Warrior Chronicles

      

      Ellery Chambers is a relationship expert. She’s been able to help countless others find love and fix broken relationships. When she finds herself living in a land were everywhere she looks relationships are thriving and growing, what is she to do? No one needs her and she’s lost without anyone to help.

      For her, it had always been about helping others with their relationships. The running joke was, if you can’t do it for yourself, help others. Now the only relationship she has to work on is her own. Can she have a chance at the one thing she’s always longed for but never had?

      

      Emperor Gordin, Emperor and Ruler of Olodia and the Olodian galaxy, has lived to see his children become adults and start to have children of their own. He has grown comfortable in his antics, enjoying his unorthodox ways and impetuous ideas. That is, until she arrives. When Dr. Ellery is sent to his home as his charge, he doesn’t know what to do—protect her from others or… himself. She reminds him his life isn’t over and he might not be too old for love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Thank You

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for purchasing, downloading and READING my book. I’m beyond excited to be able to share this story with you. It means a lot to me and I really appreciate you. If you enjoyed it, please go right now and write a review for it on the sales page where you purchased it. Think of it as clapping for a performance you enjoyed. Also let me know your thoughts and feedback! I want to give you what you want to read.
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