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      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.
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      Polonari, Agricultural planet of the Olodian Galaxy, Earthian temporary settlement…

      

      “Time to catch a killer,” she said, stepping into the unfamiliar area. Stylish but practical heels beat a soft but determined tap against the smooth flooring as she proceeded to eat up the distance. From the door to a huddle of activity clustered on the other side of the cavernous space, was a lone person. The distance may as well have been football fields away but she’d make short work of it. “Good, looks like the games can begin.”

      The internal collage of words that was ever present, pushed forward. Her mind was always running, analyzing and full of chatter.

      Mid to late twenties, five feet four, one hundred seventy—no, make that one hundred eighty pounds—favors right side. Psychological status… within normal range considering circumstances. Subject shows signs of uncertainty and slight anxiety, due to stress of new surroundings. Fidgeting, with elevated fear response. Threat level… two with a weapon, none without, as is current status.

      Dr. Ellery Chambers or Elle, as she was called by her sister Avery and a few close friends, continued to mentally size up the young, full-bodied and curvy Latina woman standing with her back to her as she approached. Shrewd observation forged out of years of practice allowed her to formulate her assessment. Rare was the time when she was incorrect. This young lady was no threat, but she might be harboring information that could lead Elle to the one who was.

      Since the… event from her late teens, Elle stayed alert and observant. She made mental notes about everyone, but only the important things. Notes that would keep her safe. None escaped her deep scrutiny of assessment. Life had to be lived on the offensive.

      Elle prided herself on quickly and correctly deducing the truth about a person’s intentions and capabilities before they could act on them. Reaction was for losers. Elle was proactive all the way and went to any lengths to gain the offensive. She’d change, modify, and learn new skills if needed, to gain that proactive edge.

      She was the one who got stuff done and questions answered while others were still trying to figure out what was wrong. There was no way she’d leave this predicament up to anyone other than herself. It had reactive written all over it. That wouldn’t stand, not if she had anything to do about it. That was why she wasn’t in the mood for any foolishness. This was about getting to the bottom of the matter. Elle had to find the guilty party or group—stat.

      Pangs of guilt rode her hard as the reminder that she’d missed something back on the ship. Invisible details nipped and teased at her thoughts. How had she missed that plot to frame and kill her sister? It had to have been right under her nose and she’d missed it. Present circumstances called for her to be even more attuned—survival depended on it. She’d never, ever be caught slipping again.

      Shaking the ghost of the memory she’d worked hard to reconcile, Elle inhaled deeply, appreciating the oxygen-rich clean air of her new accommodations. With a quick glance around to see if anyone else lurked about, she steadied her gaze on reaching the lone woman, standing on the other side of the huge space. Confident her surroundings were safe with only the other woman there; Elle took another deep breath. Grounded and settled into the role of the in-control psychologist she outwardly projected, she proceeded, purpose propelling her forward.

      Avery’s life is in danger. Got to figure out what I missed. The answers have to be here. She turned these thoughts over and over in a mantra of intent.

      As the head psychologist of the USS Adler Space Mission to find sentient lifeforms of intelligence, she was part of the highest level of command for the large space fleet. Her position held a lot of responsibility maintaining the emotional levels of what would be equivalent to a small city that was the crew. It was her duty to make certain those dealing with psychological issues were cared for and helped.

      Someone had released a potentially deadly superbug that her sister had snuck onboard into the food supply, contaminating it. Now, a large swath of crew from a few of the ships in the fleet exhibited signs of infection. As if a miracle, the hosts of their current accommodations had incepted their fleet and offered this compound as a place to settle until they could find a way to cure the infected crew, stop the spread of the bug, and get new supplies of food.

      When she first learned of the mission to find alien life, Elle thought it was a futile task that would result in nothing more than a way to get both Avery and herself away from their less than exciting existence on Earth. Within the last few days, she’d marveled at the fact that not only was she on an alien planet that functioned like a golden version of Earth, but it was also inhabited by the most aesthetically pleasing humanoid specimens she’d ever encountered.

      Now she also had an attempted murder mystery to solve. One thing was for certain though. Once this was over and everyone was safe, she’d deal with her sister’s reckless behavior for bringing that biological monster onboard, giving these terrorists the weapon to wreak havoc on the entire mission. In the meantime, she had to work fast to gather information as to what was really going on. The best way to do that was to pretend as if nothing was amiss.

      Elle had entered the building designated for command officers and their staff to discover this new staging area. She’d assumed other members of command would be here as well. This would be the first time all of them were settled and able to meet on this planet’s surface. By the looks of the empty area, that wouldn’t happen. None of them were in sight, not even the one person she’d been searching for—the captain.

      The large space that resembled more of a barn than a building had this cluster of what must be tables. Laden with some of the portable equipment from the ships, a dark tube structure stood prominently in the midst of it all. With all the cords and wiring going into it, the contraption looked more like a rendering of a technical nightmare, the way everything was cobbled together. Pulling her attention back to what she knew best, people, Elle honed in on developing an approach that would put the woman at ease.

      Maybe she’d know where he was. Even from behind, she looked familiar. Continuing to scrutinize the woman from afar, Elle thought she might be a member of his staff or assistant. This was going to be an especially trying day for Elle’s ability to remember minutia. She’d learned how to have a calming effect on people, as to allow them to trust her enough to tell their deepest secrets and challenges. She’d use this to her advantage now. The recurring mantra continued to scroll in the back of her consciousness that lives were in danger, especially her sister’s.

      Elle had made it a practice long ago not to clog her mind with unnecessary and bloated trivialities about anyone who wasn’t a patient or essential to her duties. Like some chose to wear the same style of clothes each day, she kept her mind uncluttered by keeping lean facts about acquaintances and one-off meetings of people. This is where she and her sister were a lot alike. They focused only on information important to their passions and duties.

      That has to change immediately, she thought, realizing a gaping hole in this logic. One or some of these people is out to kill Avery and possibly us all. And I should know the most about all of them, but can’t because I’ve been too narrow-sighted to take the time to remember.

      If this were one of her patients, she’d remind them that it never paid off to allow the internal critic to have center stage. Instead, she opted for razor sharp focus. Nothing would escape her attention or memory from here on. Elle had to find out why they’d been forced to be here in the first place. This was beyond serious.

      After Avery had been framed and almost killed in an unsuccessful attack back on board the main vessel, Elle and the small delegation of benevolent alien warriors from this planet, had helped her escape to the planet’s surface before the rest of the fleet. Avery was currently in a secure location. And Elle was back with the rest of the crew, pretending everything was normal.

      Elle’s current self-imposed mission was to be on the hunt for the captain to find out what was really going on. She had to stay on guard and trust no one. She’d deal with her own raging emotions about everything later. As if seizing on the opening, her mind wandered.

      Aliens existed and seemed to be more human than humans in their emotional capacity and expression of feelings.

      Her own emotions and thoughts on that matter screamed to be examined and processed. That was for Elle to deal with in the confines of her personal time and space. For now, she was Dr. Ellery Chambers, lead psychologist for this mission. She was ground zero for keeping the crew’s sanity in check.

      Pushing past anything that hindered activating her highly renowned ability to act with wise, intelligent, and logical schemes, Elle assembled memories of the events that had led up to their current predicament to develop a plan. The mental process released tension from her weary body. Logic and understanding always helped her stay in control.

      Mind whizzing with action, she combed through events of the last week and was no closer to figuring out who might be behind this, except for the too-obvious-to-be-real candidates of Neil and Vanessa. They had the most motive and opportunity.

      Neil Hodges, head of the mission’s security, was acting as if nothing unusual had happened. In fact, he was working with the aliens—she had to stop calling them that—on logistics concerning the crew and their temporary accommodations. Elle still despised him. He’d played on Avery’s crush on him to get access to her lab. He was the one who led the charge against her, having found the incriminating evidence of the super virus responsible for their current plight in her office safe. That rat bastard.

      Then there was Vanessa Lucas, head of Communications. More of a sneaky viper than a colleague in Elle’s professional and personal opinion, the woman was obviously up to something. Earlier Vanessa was hovering by where the Polonarian delegation worked with Neil and his men. It seemed she’d overhauled her over-the-top antics to appear serene and in control. Every time one of the Polonarian delegation—this would be her new name for the aliens—interacted with Vanessa, she was so cool and composed, butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. That lying bitch.

      Those two.

      As if evicting the thought of them from her mind, Elle caught herself shaking her head in what must appear as if she might be talking to herself. Everything was happening at lightning speed. One moment they were on an expedition to find alien life and the next they were here—an alien planet that not only could sustain human life, but was teaming with humanoid beings who were so much like humans, it was spooky. The only ones she’d met so far were men. They were much larger on scale and achingly gorgeous, every single one she’d met.

      Uprooted from their fleet of ships and deposited on this alien planet until a cure could be found for a nasty illness affecting some of the crew, she still had to perform her duties. She wasn’t some amateur sleuth, lucking up on clues. Elle was in a potentially hostile situation, where the players were cloaked in secrecy. Still, she’d have to figure this out. And where in the hell was the captain hiding? They’d all been through a lot she’d admit, but he had to continue to show up. He was still the captain. That illness had to be stopped.

      Elle needed the captain’s security clearance level to gain access to information about the inner workings of all the ships in the fleet. Someone was hiding a big secret about the virus behind the breakout of illness and she intended to find it.

      Unfortunately, the current prime suspect was also the one person who might be able to find a cure—Avery. More and more, the evidence piled up that this was some sort of clandestine plan, way larger than tampering with a potentially lethal virus. The vicious attack on Avery’s life had made that clear. Anyone willing to kill, had a huge secret to protect.

      The perpetrator had gone so far as to kidnap, beat and leave Avery for dead on an abandoned penal level of the main ship. Elle’s throat clinched involuntarily with fear at the thought of how close her sister had come to death. That incident was enough to prompt swift and covert action from the alien delegation. Elle owed them a debt of gratitude as these men had stepped forward to help Avery and her get away from the ship and down to the surface of this planet.

      From what she’d seen, Polonari reminded her of the Midwestern states back home. Fields growing with edible plants that could easily be grains, trees laden with more food and even streams and pools of the blue-green liquid called gaiata that sparkled and shimmered against the honeyed hues of the landscape had greeted them in welcome. She didn’t like the reason, but was thankful for the chance to inhale fresh air teaming with life and vitality. Her overall being seemed to adjust to this planet quickly.

      At the moment, she needed to find the captain and get him to grant her access to the security files. She couldn’t see Neil and Vanessa outwardly doing harm to her sister, but still suspected they were up to no good. If she could get the captain, or Tom as he’d asked her to call him numerous times, to grant her access to certain confidential files, she might be able to find out how much and exactly who was behind the murderous plot. But yet again, he was nowhere to be found. Since coming to the surface, he’d been hard to catch.

      Surprisingly, he hadn’t gotten around to getting an update from her on why she and Avery had left in such a hurry with the Polonarian delegation sent to help them. Tom was a great captain in many ways, but personnel issues was not one of them. Based on his actions since leaving space, she’d have to conclude this was more of an impact on him than was healthy for any person of his rank. She made a mental note to move him to the top of the list of officers she’d do a mental health debriefing with.

      Tom had to be inundated with loads of issues that would arise when relocating an entire fleet down to Polonari. Elle guessed he needed a place to hide every now and again. An unconscious shake of her head brought Elle back to the present. So many innocent lives to consider like this young woman, one of the captain’s assistants. This would never do. The young woman was all doe eyes and innocence. That’s why she was here. Avery wasn’t alone, they all needed to be safe. Their crew needed answers and solutions now.

      Elle would have to find him on her own and demand he step up to what his title and duty required. With or without his help, where Avery was concerned, she’d continue on her own trying to get to the bottom of what was going on. Nagging irritation scratched at the edge of her attention. Everything was askew. Even though they were on a planet that could sustain them for ages, Elle couldn’t ignore the foreboding that clawed for recognition. To acknowledge it was to also admit that helplessness and possible failure hovered on the edges of her awareness.

      Never going to give in to you, that’s for sure. With steely resolve, Elle launched into her normal take charge attitude to get into control of the situation.

      What is this woman’s name again? Elle’s thoughts flew through her mind attempting to organize an answer to greet the woman. She was good with names and she’d conjure up the answer, if she concentrated. Something with an I. A pretty name… Isadora, Isla, Ivanna? No, it was something like these but on the tip of her tongue.

      As if sensing her presence, the pretty young woman swung around, in time to lob a nervous smile toward Elle. She was the only one here and it irked Elle that once again, those in charge were missing in action.

      As if honing into Elle’s consternation, the woman spoke, “Oh—hello Dr. Chambers,” she said, extending a hand out to shake. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Isabella Maldonado… Izzy for short.”

      Izzy… How could she forget such a fun name? Elle remembered she’d liked the young woman and wanted to make sure she didn’t come off as distant and cold. Not only did she need to get some answers from Izzy, she wanted her to relax a little too.

      Elle gave her a warm smile and said, “Hello Izzy. I see you’re holding down the fort here,” as Elle looked at the activity of the electronics spread across the platforms.

      “Yeah, I’m more of a babysitter than anything else. Some of the communications crew set this up and then took off. I’m waiting for them to return.” She looked a little uncertain of herself as she said, “I don’t really want to go back to the barracks. There’s nothing to do and I thought maybe others would show up and I’d have something to do here.”

      Elle’s heart softened toward Izzy. She understood needing something to do when nothing was familiar or going according to plan. Plan—yes—she had a plan too. She pressed past the urge to engage the woman further on her current state of emotions and instead stuck to her original agenda.

      Hating to ignore the woman’s clear need to make sense of what was going on, Elle said, “I can understand the need to stay busy. That’s a good way to deal with the newness of our current situation.” Then she got to the point. “Izzy, I need to speak with the captain. Will you get me in touch with him?”

      Noticing the captain’s young assistant still looked a little frazzled, Elle really did empathize with her. She wanted the luxury of being disoriented too, but didn’t have time. Nor would she feel guilty either. At the moment she had to find out who was behind all the craziness happening. Her determination to help Avery and in some way Izzy as well, superseded any compulsion she might have to get sidetracked or worse, checkout and disappear too.

      No, she was a big sister first. This was the chance she needed to make up for past mistakes. This time would be different. This time she wouldn’t allow anything to get anywhere near enough to harm Avery, or any of them.

      If she had to, Elle would walk every inch of the complex to physically search for Tom. This place was like a huge farm and agriculture center. He couldn’t be that far. There couldn’t be enough technology here to sustain his interest for long. She rummaged through memories of her talks with him to create a profile of what he might do during stressful times.

      She ignored Izzy’s stare as she concentrated longer on it.

      “Doctor—” the young woman started to say.

      Elle’s hand flew up to stop her. She had to focus and think. Tom wasn’t complex. What would he do? Images of him strolling the decks of the ship late at night to get in his “daily constitution” as he’d called it arrested her memory. She sent up a silent thanks for the clue. Yes, he’d take a walk. And so would she. Elle would locate what he’d think was the best path for a walk. But, first she’d spruce up a bit and look her best. It appeared Tom was more affable when she looked well put together and paid attention to him. Now, to see if she’d brought anything presentable enough in her haste to get down here with Avery.

      No sooner had she assembled her plan on how to proceed than Izzy spoke up again, “Yes doctor, about speaking to the captain, I’ve been looking for him too and can’t seem to locate him anywhere. He said he’d be here all day, but has yet to make it in.” Izzy’s eyes darted around, past Elle as if looking for someone… someone else besides the captain. Her expression softened and a faint, shy smile peeked out as they both caught sight of the strapping large alien warrior named Devar entering the room.

      “Ah, I see.” Elle couldn’t stop the knowing smile she flashed at the pretty young lady. She could see they would be a great coupling. That was another one of Elle’s claim to fame. Her track record for match making was undeniably good. Elle just knew when it would work for a couple, even if she didn’t know them. Izzy and Devar would make a great couple. A sigh escaped as she continued to look at Izzy’s reaction to the sight of him.

      Izzy was transfixed, drinking in everything she could, seemingly mesmerized by the impressive man’s presence. Elle had to give it to her, Izzy had great taste. So did her sister Avery, with the lead one of these aliens, named Rilic. That would be another possible great match if Avery was able to open up to it.

      Izzy blushed as she asked, “What?”

      Elle watched the handsome warrior continue his brisk strides to the other side of the room, only pausing to give a quick smile and nod in their direction.

      “Oh nothing,” she said, liking how Izzy continued to blush as she tried to look busy with equipment on the tables.

      If she were about ten years younger, she’d give Izzy a run for her money on that one—he was that gorgeous. The only thing keeping her in check was the knowledge that her prime was most likely passing its peak. The aliens were young, like her sister and most of the female crew. She was in her forties and trying hard not to fall into a depression about what might have been in her life.

      At forty but closer to forty-one, Elle was old enough to have experienced a lot and still want to hope for more. Deep down she held out a sliver of hope. Two failed marriages and no children was her personal cross to bear. An inward wince at the fact that she was one of the most celebrated psychologists back home and yet she couldn’t have a family of her own struck her. Talk about those who can’t—teach. No, Elle wouldn’t do this here, not now. Avery and the entire crew needed her to stay focused.

      Attention back to the task at hand, she said, “Izzy, is the officer calendar functional now? And if so, would you schedule a meeting for me to meet with the captain? Oh… that is if that’s in your scope of work.”

      The young woman smiled. As if grateful to move away from her obvious crush on the Polonarian warrior, she jumped at the opportunity and said, “Yes ma’am. I can set that up for you now.”

      With that done, Elle was about to launch into her routine to make the woman feel safe with her, when a loud commotion from outside followed Devar back into the room.

      Elle watched as if in slow motion, as he ran at an inhuman speed toward them.

      “Run, run!” His face was a mask of disbelief as Elle’s mind attempted to catch up to what was happening.

      Devar made it to Izzy first, grabbing her up and under his arms as he reached out for Elle. She ran toward him, cursing her choice of footwear for its style over practicality. Elle was too far away and the tables separated them. She leapt, attempting to close the impossible distance as she saw and felt the heat from the explosion mowing down the space in an instant. It was not to be.

      She watched as the warrior’s eyes grew large, giving facial animation to the agony unfolding behind her. It was too late. Searing, white hot pain and fire slashed and whipped around her, stripping the very breath out of her mouth, as flames engulfed her. Stings, too deep to measure pierced into Elle’s soul as an explosion engulfed her body, licking the right side of her face. Its force and power battled her to the ground, where she stayed.

      Mental capacity escaped, plunging her senses into primal fight or flight. Elle’s body took over, forcing her to succumb to the pain, as shock overtook her.

      Got to breathe and get away—get to safety.

      Air cut a savage path down the burning tunnel of her throat. The pain was unbearable. Then they were there. A Healer came close, clear honey colored eyes peered into her own, as she tried to look back at him for answers.

      “Her injuries are severe. I cannot offer the amount of attention she needs while I care for the others. Please take her to the main Healing Complex—now,” he said into the air above her.

      She fought haziness as she tried to stay alert. He waved a hand over her face, pulling her eyelids down with it. Elle floated on a fitful journey fraught with confusion and pain. Somehow Avery was here and smiled at her, with hurt in her beautiful expression. Excruciating pain and the rancid, pungent smell of burnt hair, clothes and… oh God—flesh—smothered her ability to take in enough air. The large golden man from the delegation offered her comfort and relief as her skin tightened and wept at what could only be severe burns all over. In and out, she drifted, too spent to fight or demand consciousness to remain. A tear burned her skin like acid as it swelled and tumbled down her cheek.

      Additional time passed as more Healers—the same face, different men, descended on her. Smiles of comfort and assurance beamed at her, pushing the mind-wrenching pain back until a final calm and peace overtook her. Maybe death was to be her friend.
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      “What the …who are you?” Elle asked, shrinking back into the bed.

      Her eyes expanded, endeavoring to make sense of the sight mere inches from her face. Curiosity more than surprise gave her pause to consider the bluest eyes she’d ever encountered. They stared close into hers. This wasn’t one of the ways she’d envisioned waking up.

      Those deep pools of large, vibrant blue, that passed for eyes, blinked. A brief pause, then a robust deep voice, that threatened to rumble her body, filled the close space as it said, “Greetings… I am Gordin.” Then the eyes, so blue they looked like rich cobalt or lapis lazuli and infused with flecks of silver, continued to stare intently, unfazed by her reaction to the man they were attached to.

      Who is this man with these startling eyes? I don’t remember them. Had she met him before? Elle concentrated on focusing and taking in the sight with some discernment. She wouldn’t allow his presence or those unnerving eyes of his to put her off guard. Yet… They’re very memorable—not honey colored or like the others I’ve seen. No, definitely not one of the delegation I’ve encountered either, … hmm. Must be another Polonarian from the planet. And why is he so close…invading my space like he knows me? Is that a Polonarian thing?

      Somehow, it didn’t bother her as much as it should. She allowed her mind a few more seconds to clear the fog of sleep. Her mind—it was her prized attribute and always helped her control any predicament. Waking up like this had put her at a disadvantage, but she’d soon have all the pertinent facts she needed to take command of the situation, come hell or high water.

      “Okay Gordin, I’m awake. You can step back now.”

      Maybe he was dense because his idea of a step back was to scoot the chair he sat in back a fraction of an inch and offer a faint grin. That wasn’t what she’d meant. Without knowing exactly where she was, the disadvantage was acting on limited knowledge of the tone of the situation. She didn’t want to blow her chances of winning this large man over to get her important information. No telling who he was, even if he was a bit slow on the up take.

      Elle was used to being the smartest in the room when it came to emotional management and maturity. Most people believed it was intelligence that won out, but she knew differently. The one who was able to control his or herself while commanding the flow and level of emotions in a room won. That was her self-proclaimed superpower and she owned it well.

      Instinctively Elle knew she wasn’t in the quarters she’d been given. Tuning into her periphery, it was confirmed that everything looked different. Elle would have to work her magic on this man to give her some answers and own the room. Stilling herself to switch from reactive to proactive, Elle allowed herself time to continue her ritual of determining this new person’s threat level.

      Sending out a probe to get a gut feel for him, something akin to pure refined electricity wafted toward her in cascading waves. Sensory overload ensued. It claimed her interest, pulling her in, to experience the moment.

      Elle caught herself staring back at him while tasting, breathing and feeling everything. She devoured the gentle waves of whatever this was, like forbidden delicacies. She allowed its presence to tickle and taunt her solar plexus with anticipation. While an alluring scent delighted her like perfume, it enchanted and enticed her on many levels and various degrees. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was high on something. Yet, her own inner knowing knew there were no drug enhancements involved. She was clear to experience this bit of euphoria currently having its playtime with her. Elle would ride the wave.

      “Am I dead?” That had to be the only reason she felt like she was tripping without any drugs.

      “No, my dear, you are very much alive,” he said, his voice ricocheting off the walls in volume and  intense energy.

      Whoa

      On second thought, it was like new beams of life permeated her being to attach to every deficient spot. It hummed with a magnetism that was vibrant, alluring and utterly addictive. A deep inhale of the air between them, had her heady with the seductive lure of it. She couldn’t help herself as she breathed in more of… him. It was him! This man smelled like all the best times she’d ever had, wrapped in the potency of action and power. Without a doubt, command of force imbued every particle of his essence.

      Hmm. What are you doing to me? She had to snap out of this, but it was too hard to look away. Without knowing how she knew, she wouldn’t easily persuade or do anything to this man he didn’t want to happen. He cocked a thick, black masculine eyebrow as if reading her mind. That couldn’t be good. What if he could read her mind? Elle wouldn’t be able to keep it together if she was disarmed with the one powerful trait she’d always relied on—her thoughts. Willing herself to find that thread of calm she always attached herself too, Elle sent out feelers to decide if he was truly a mind reader.

      Go away! Thinking the command for him to step back, she waited. He stayed. She did it again. This Gordin fellow didn’t budge. Good, no mind reading… she hoped.

      Unwilling to admit it, his presence had been the magnet that had pulled her to wakefulness. Certainty of it settled within her gut. Elle had sensed strength close by, just beyond the edges of rest—watching, even before she opened her eyes. This power was familiar from her dreams. She’d known he was here in the room before she woke, just not so close. Not sure how she felt about his influence on her in her sleep, Elle decided to put him in the “watch him” category. That is, until she could figure out his angle and how best to deal with him. The man unnerved her and that just wasn’t done. She was professionally trained in people, damn it. This Gordin would have to get out of her space and give her enough time to regroup and get her game face on.

      Using the scraps of manners and will power she could muster, Elle asked, “If you would, please step back more and give me a little breathing room? I’m feeling a little claustrophobic.”

      “Oh! Pardon me my dear. Yes, that might be the case, waking to find me staring so closely at you—my apologies. I was informed you were still resting. Never fear…” he said, rising and stepping back several feet to stand closer to the entrance to the room. “I meant no disrespect. You are interesting to observe,” He paused to gaze even deeper into her, as if touching her soul. With a softer, lower version of that tremendous voice, he said, “Ah yes, very intriguing. Truly, I meant no harm.”

      His voice continued to fill the space, like a full-bodied, potent… bomb of life and vitality. Elle wanted his gift and found herself a little envious. How could she get a stereophonic voice full of life too?  Standing tall, his presence matched that voice and was more imposing than the rest of the men she’d met—like he was more of everything.

      This one named Gordin appeared to be at least… wow—seven and a half feet, or taller. He had to be every bit of three-hundred pounds, though he had the familiar lean muscular athletic build like the others… he was older and more experienced. Even at almost six feet tall and full-figured herself, this man easily dwarfed Elle. She paused to consider the breath and width of his shoulders before continuing her mental assessment. More and more, she liked what she saw. His musculature denoted years of training, demeanor relaxed but experienced and able to commence combat at a snippet of a moment by the glint in his eye watching me now. Jet black hair with a few sprigs of gray evenly displayed at the temples, bizarrely blue eyes, powerful—inherently so, in every part of his being. Impressive as a foe, must wait to see if friend. Threat level… off the charts. Proceed with extreme caution.

      His presence was consuming like it would be too much and still not enough to get her fill. This Gordin would easily physically crush her, if he dared in the slightest. But it was those eyes that collapsed her ability to think straight and drew her deep into them. Pools of mystery and promise, they held a steady gaze, laser beam focused on her.

      “Could you not do that?”

      “Do what dear?” he asked looking perplexed.

      “Stare like that—at me—so closely. It’s like you’re investigating a strange specimen.”

      “Oh, excuse me again.” He stopped to look around the room. The simple action released her need to be on guard enough to restore her ability to catch a deep breath. “You are most assuredly not a strange specimen. It is that we haven’t had opportunity to spend much time with Terran—excuse me—Earthians in a very long while. It is a special pleasure to meet you, a female of such high repute. I simply wanted to observe you as closely as I dared while you were not aware.”

      “So like a scientist would a bug? Oh no, more like a stalker. Is that it?” Elle hid her face in her hands, not wanting to be stared at any longer.

      She had to calm down. It wasn’t right to behave like this in front of this man. There was no telling who he might be. Some way to command the room, humph! She stole a look at him through fingers to see his expression had changed to a less intense version. And yet, he was still amazing to behold. Elle had never encountered someone with so much… magnetism and life. He virtually hummed with it—and she wanted to investigate and explore more of what made him tick.

      Down girl. At most he’s part of the welcoming committee to help me get my bearings straight and at worse, he’s a Looky Lou who got past whoever should be guarding my room. Still he’s part of our host planet. Have to be nice and take it slow to figure out how to proceed with him. Stop acting like a dimwit and project strength right back at him.

      She lowered her hand to look him straight on. Yes, he was definitely rare and a sight to behold. She attempted to sit up, hating how fast he was back at her side to help her.

      “No, I have it. Let me do it,” she said swatting him away before those platters he called hands could man handle her up. She couldn’t explain it, but Elle wasn’t sure she could handle him touching her. It must be all the energy she knew was present in the air. He might shock the crap out of her or something like that. No, she’d keep him at arm’s length until she knew more about him and what her current situation was.

      He offered a slight grin, going back to stand next to the opening where he’d been before. He continued to watch her, like before. Even from here she could tell his entire body was on alert, ready to pounce if she showed signs of any distress. She sat up and propped herself against the back of the bed. He watched. She straightened the covers that were softer than silk over herself to rest just beneath her breasts. He watched. She took longer than needed to look up to face him again. He watched.

      She dared to stare back at him. He held her gaze, unwavering in his look. She wanted to see the normal reaction she got when she did her famous stare down. Elle looked for and even prayed to see acknowledgment of her control and yes, power over the situation reflected back at her. Instead his eyes held the promise of fierce excitement, powerful attraction and a slightly wild side to them. She couldn’t lie to herself. She wanted all they projected and more.

      A common trait all the Polonarians she’d met seemed to have was their clear, large eyes that sparkled like gems.  But it was the way the blue of his glinted at her. They were more like twin brilliant sapphires that held immense knowledge than eyes. And… they were attached to a man so handsome, she had to remember to stay relaxed and breathe. Even from this distance an enchantment wove itself over her, challenging her ability to look away.

      Stop acting like a simpleton. He’s a man—an alien one—but a man nonetheless, she chided herself.

      Elle tried to adjust to his heated gaze of attention as gracefully as she could, but the man’s presence had her off her game. Resistance was absolutely futile. He could overtake her with his deliberate focus, if she gave up the least bit of control. She couldn’t decide whether to concentrate on those eyes or his face. Both were potent in their effect.

      No, that was a lie. She couldn’t tear herself away from them. Those damn eyes! Did they have special abilities to hold her captive to their will? His overall facial appearance only made matters worse and more intense. None of the others she’d met had affected her this much. Sure, the others were gorgeous, brilliant and kind, but this one made her body bypass her brain in how it interacted with him.

      That deep voice of his, low and thunderous, filled the room with a lazy chuckle. Continuing to examine her from a far, as if deciding on something important, he said, “Yes, I think you are a strong warrior, Dr. Ellery.” And with a nod of what might be approval, he relinquished his visual capture of her faculties, allowing her a reprieve from his intense inspection.

      So this was what it was like to be on the receiving end of deep scrutiny. Nothing like getting a taste of my own medicine. It didn’t feel all that good, that was for sure. In fact, it felt like she’d just been schooled. Who was this man? Thankful for the reprieve, lest she offer herself up like a willing sacrifice, Elle took in gulps of air. She wasn’t sure why, but her body had stopped breathing normally again.

      No, this would never do. She didn’t care who he was, she couldn’t trust herself to be around him for any length of time. He was too dangerous and she had none of her usual control, let alone swagger around him. If she were honest, he may be more than a match for her.

      He already knew who she was and what she did, and she only knew his name was Gordin. Elle would ignore the other piece of knowledge that his presence elicited responses from her body that had never happened before. Responses she had to fight with an exhausting amount of effort to subdue.

      To hell with that. It just meant she had to make her offense stronger and learn the new rules of engagement where he was concerned. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation of preparation for battle.

      Note to self—will not be able to get this one to do anything with normal tactics. Revise approach and find another way to succeed. I’ve made grown men cry with a glance, I can get this one under control too. No time to get flustered, get equipped.

      The pull of habits, long engrained within, pushed her to focus on what was important in this moment. There was something very important she must do. She felt it deep within as it needled its way to the forefront of her mind. It had the weight and seriousness of an assignment, project or task.

      Now what was it? What was the current situation that had her here squaring off with this god-like specimen? She’d ended up here in this bed for a reason. Elle would comb her mind for answers, dissecting every tidbit, until she knew who to trust to help her fill in the fuzzy details. She still didn’t have a clear read on whether or not she’d trust this Gordin. She naturally didn’t trust those she couldn’t completely size up. Elle hadn’t even covered the tip of the iceberg with him.

      Another confession broke through the surface to make her realize that everything about this meeting with Gordin seemed oddly exhilarating. The air around them almost hummed from highly charged electrons Elle was sure filled it. If she could see on that level with her naked eye, she’d be sure it glowed, popped and crackled with activity. Her body tingled and her stomached danced with flips of… excitement. Yes, very odd and she attributed it all to the behemoth of a man standing over there by the entrance to the room.

      Gaining more of her usual self-back with each passing breath, Elle started a logical assessment of her surroundings. First, she was here in this bed. The room was beautiful but not overly done. It was furnished for rest and relaxation. Most likely not a hospital and not where she’d been assigned to sleep at the complex.

      The settlement! There was something about the complex that nagged at her gut. A foreboding that it wasn’t good. Her recollection of how she’d come to be here was fuzzy, as if her brain was taking its sweet time to catch up. And… pain… there had been so much pain. Where was the pain that had crippled and defeated her?

      Elle flinched, as a flash of fire and heat engulfed her in her mind’s eye. That was right. She’d been engulfed in a fire ball or explosion. Memories of the terror and pain crowded each other, as she attempted to unpack them in order. She knew enough, not to try and force her memory to perform faster than it did. Elle would attempt to control any opportunities for post-traumatic stress that weren’t already there.

      Instinct drove her to investigate her injuries. That must have been what he was looking at—her injuries. Maybe the man was too polite to bring her attention to them? He was still here—watching her. If he was her counterpart on Polonari, sent to help her cope with her new life, he failed miserably at it. Instead of soothing, he had everything about her infused with a strange hunger for life and him. Yes, she was highly attracted to him.

      That bit of realization flung her into the area of her mind she didn’t like to venture into. Sure she might be great at helping others, but when it came to herself, she sucked at it. If she liked the man, he was most likely the last person she should be around. And by the looks of this one, he was the king of danger.

      Look at him.

      The man continued to eye her from a distance. His expression was more like a restrained regal beast of power waiting to corner her than a polite farmer. Elle couldn’t decipher if he was considering if she was prey, or an opponent. One thing she wouldn’t do was antagonize him to find out. She might be courageous, but she was nobody’s fool. In that instant she’d decided, she wouldn’t be prey. She’d be a worthy opponent.

      He had to be an official or man of great power for the Polonarians. He wasn’t dressed like the others. Even in his nicely tailored clothing, he was more primal and raw than diplomatic and gentle. Elle knew without a shadow of a doubt; he was a leader, hunter and man of action more than a farmer or doctor. And that brought her back to the mystery of how she got here. Her head throbbed with the effort of trying to remember the events that brought her to this moment while still attempting to get a read on him.

      “Hello Joyful One. You are awake,” came a three-part unity of voices.

      Elle smiled as she looked past the enigma named Gordin to see three Healers entering the room. The men could be clones of each other, but she’d learned that this was the marker for a healer—they looked the part. She’d never been as grateful for an intrusion as she was now. They approached, bringing a welcome air of calm and safety to the space.

      One of them turned to look back at Gordin and said, “Lord Gordin, have you been antagonizing your guest with endless questions? Or just being your usual overbearing self?”

      Before she could catch it, Elle blurted out, “Overbearing would be correct.”

      Blue eyes narrowed as if in warning. Then in an instant and total contrast, his demeanor changed into that of an innocent visitor. She even had a hard time believing this man was the same man behind the heated stares and dares he’d been throwing her way since she’d awakened.

      This man!

      She attempted to speak up to keep him from swaying the Healers into believing the tall tales that were surely about to spew forth, when he beat her to it and said, “No, I was here staying with her as you suggested. I only got close up and looked to see how she was when I thought she might be in another one of her fitful dreams. That’s when she woke. We’ve been having a lovely time since then.” That’s when he proceeded to flash a devastatingly gorgeous full smile at her.

      “Speak for yourself, you brute,” she whispered under her breath.

      The entire room turned back to her with a look of amusement. Throwing her hands up in the air in exasperation, she sighed.

      Great, so they all had super hearing too.

      This wasn’t right for him to be that disarming. His smile was even more irresistible. And was that a dimple in his cheek and… no way— a cleft in his chin? She was officially at a huge disadvantage. It figured he’d have the two physical traits that were her weakness. Dimples turned her into a blubbering idiot, and she wouldn’t even think about what she could do with her tongue to that cleft in his chin.

      Heat suffused her cheeks. Trying desperately to wipe those thoughts from her mind, Elle chanced a glance over to him to see… yep, him staring at her with a sly, knowing grin.

      Damn it to hell!

      He was in his element and she was crippled with a bad gumbo of hazy memories, thoughts of licking his cleft and God only knew what kind of injuries she sported.

      The Healers shared quick glances at each other, as they proceeded to ask if she’d allow them to examine her.

      “Sure, but would you also help me remember what happened for me to end up here?”

      The one closest to her, turned a head toward Gordin and said, “Emperor—the least you could have done was help your guest get up to speed on why she’s in your home, in one of your beds. Must we have a refresher on how to assist her in recovery?”

      A boom shot out in the form of his voice as he defended himself saying, “She was still getting her bearings and waking. I did not want to bombard her with fussy details and whatnot.”

      Emperor? His home?

      Elle interjected, unable to let that one pass, “Wait a minute. Everyone stop.” She looked at the four large men hovering around her bed, until she had their undivided attention. Looking back at Gordin, she stilled herself to ignore the frustration that tinged her nerves. “Did he just call you Emperor?”

      He nodded.

      “And did he just say that I’m in a bed in your home?”

      Another nod.

      She curled a finger, motioning for him to lean in. The Healers stepped aside allowing him to move closer to the large bed. She enjoyed the look of uncertainty scrawled across his handsome visage as he neared. She’d show him she wouldn’t be trifled with.

      Lowering the volume and pitch of her voice for emphasis, she spoke slowly as she said, “And you didn’t think that was something I’d need to know upon waking up? Hell, I found you staring at me like I was a goddamned goldfish in a fishbowl.” It was her roaring and yelling now.

      “Well you see my dear, I—”

      “Don’t my dear me! You had plenty of time to say something, instead of all the staring and glaring at me.”

      He looked over to the Healers in a silent plea for help, but she continued, “You knew I was disoriented and you took advantage of that. What did you want to do, hmm? Have a little fun with the poor ‘Terran’ as you called me? Well I’ve got news for you Mr. Emperor, I’m out of here. As soon as I can find some clothes, I’m going back to my housing at the complex and you can…” She was running out of steam. Weakness was invading her body, short circuiting her grand finale. “You can go pound sand, or whatever you have that’s sure to be wasted effort.”

      The Healers pushed him aside to go back to her side as she sank down into the most comfortable bed she’d ever experienced. Elle heard the men murmuring in hush tones, using their native language, as activity whirled around her. She was cold and then hot, unable to settle her body’s temperature to a comfortable level.

      “What’s happening to me?” she asked hoping they would hear her over all the commotion.

      “Your body is fighting the skin grafts and spiking your temperature. We hate to do this, but we will need to put you back into your rest, while we work with your system to accept the grafts and continue healing.” As the Healer looked down into her eyes with amber ones that were gentle and fatherly, he said, “Please alert Dr. Avery that she is needed at the royal residence as soon as we bring Dr. Ellery around.” Then the Healer’s attention was back on her, as he waved a hand over her face, bringing her eyelids down with it.

      As she drifted into a deep sleep, she remembered—Avery. She remembered her sister. And, her life was in danger.
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      Eyes, still blurry from slumber, warred with the fuzziness of disuse and bright light, as Elle moved from sleep into consciousness. Waking up this time was a chore that took more effort than usual. Once again, disorientation and sluggishness greeted her. They were fast becoming foes that had to be defeated to make sense of anything. Struggling to bring the room into focus, a key element was noticeably absent.

      Mourn threaded itself through the tendrils of thoughts firing through her mind, as the sense of longing crept up over this absence. Her senses reached out into the room, allowing herself to look around searching… for something even before understanding had time to catch up. It was those eyes; where were they to greet her? There were no gorgeous blue eyes filled with dangerous promise searching into hers. The long, deep sigh that filled the air almost startled her.

      This was absolute poppycock. There was no way she’d permit herself to be so weak. Elle refused to get upset because of something as insignificant as a man not being at her bedside when she woke. Instead, Elle concentrated on appreciating the comfortable bed with a host of pillows and cushions that surrounded and cradled her like a womb.

      The bed was slightly familiar, as was the room. Recollection and memory permeated her thoughts until saturation as Elle stared into the mental collection of scenes that played before her. Vivid recollection of a great explosion, the resulting pain, and waking to find out she had skin grafts birthed a violent involuntary flinch. Warmth from the weight of a hand on her arm wasn’t enough to pull her away from the memories cascading through her mind.

      A vivid, verbal sparring match with the sexy emperor followed by the instinct to protect Avery from danger or worse, marched to the front of her attention. The up until now rare feeling of uncertainty about anything crowded in on her. What would happen next? Another flinch ripped through her, in spite of her best effort to cope with the mental images. The fact that she was here and alive was a miracle—except—her entire world was in shambles. A tear swelled up but refused to fall in the corner of her right eye as she continued to focus on full wakefulness.

      “Hey—there you are sleepy head. I’m here and you’re safe,” the soft, familiar voice said.

      Elle’s head jerked over to the direction of the voice, to see her sister Avery, sitting next to her. That tear that had been holding on fell in a joyful plunge, as she took in her sister’s presence.

      Avery looked tired but happy.

      “What’s wrong love?” Elle asked, reaching out to her sister through the blurriness of free-flowing tears of joy. She hoped the quick deflection would keep Avery from asking about where her thoughts were just now. Elle didn’t want to answer questions about what she’d been thinking. Avery didn’t need to worry with that, with everything she already had going on.

      “Hey, don’t go all momma bear on me. I’m not the one in the bed recuperating this time.” As Avery’s delicate fingers smoothed a non-existent stray hair from her brow, Elle could see the strain and stress etched into the corners of her sister’s eyes. Avery was worried about her. That was the wrong way around and she’d have to fix that. Staying still to allow Avery this time to dote on her, Elle concentrated on being present in the moment. Avery’s smile was shallow as she said, “We have to get you up and going. You’ve come a long way and I want to see you back to your normal hella gorgeous self.”

      Gorgeous? Not now… not anymore.

      Elle turned away from Avery, remembering she had been in a horrible fire. She didn’t want Avery to see her like this. It would take some time for her to adjust to disfigurement, but right now she’d allow herself to feel the rawness of it. Elle had never been that much into her looks. Instead she honed skills of reading people while they were put off guard by her appearance and demeanor. That was gone now that she had burns all over her body. Still she couldn’t feel the pain that should be there. Chancing it, Elle put a fingertip up to her cheek to feel how the new skin was healing.

      “What are you doing? You in pain or something?” Avery asked, watching Elle’s timid movements.

      “No, I’m checking to see how my skin grafts are healing. I can only imagine what I must look like now. Come on sis, you can tell me. Do I look more like the Scarecrow from The Wiz or Freddie Krueger?”

      Avery blinked at her for a moment. “Neither—hold on a second.” Avery left the room, returning a few minutes later with a mirror. She gave the piece to Elle and waited.

      Elle didn’t know what to do. Fear swelled within, obstructing her mobility. The mirror might as well weigh a ton, for all the good it did laying on her lap. “Come on Elle. Pick that mirror up and take a look. Come on. There’s nothing to be afraid of. You look amazing.”

      Who was this and what had she done with her sister? Avery used the word “amazing”. That wasn’t one of her go to words. This must be worse than she’d thought.

      “No, I’m fine.”

      “What? You said you’re F-I-N-E? Didn’t you tell me that was a cop out word for when a person was trying to get one past y’all docs? If I remember correctly, you said FINE stood for— Fucked Up, Insecure, Neurotic and Emotional.” Avery picked up the mirror and stuck it in her face before she could turn away.

      The image reflected back at her, was fine—no amazing—like Avery had said. She hated when Avery actually paid attention and used her words against her. Damn genius child. Elle took the mirror and began to examine more of herself. Try as she might, she couldn’t find anything wrong. In fact, her skin had lost most of its imperfections, fine lines and even a lot of the little moles she’d started to get. Aside from her hair being a lot shorter than usual, she was good to go.

      “What happened? Did I have plastic surgery while I was out of it?” she asked, still not understanding how this could happen.

      “No, you’ve been gaiata’d, along with a heavy dose of Healer magic.”

      She threw the covering away from her legs to take a look at them and to get Avery to show her back too. Come to think of it. She’d been on her back this entire time and nothing felt out of the ordinary. Then her thoughts raced back to Gordin and his reaction to her.

      “See, I told you, better than new,” Avery said, holding the mirror at an angle to allow Elle to see her back.

      “This is like a miracle. The Healers said I’d had skin grafts and had a reaction to them. How can this be? It’s like I never had burns or anything?”

      “Yes, you did have major skin grafts covering a lot of your body. I don’t know all the ins and outs of the procedures. But the Healers took a small sample of your skin, grew more of it and then did their magic, added in some gaiata for good measure and voilà—here you are, better than new!”

      “I’ll say.” Elle continued to inspect her body, flabbergasted at how great her skin looked and felt. “This must have been what the Emperor was eyeing.”

      “Oh yeah, I meant to ask you about that. Is it true you put Emperor Gordin on blast? I heard you had him apologizing and wrapped around your finger. That is to be expected though. You don’t take any shit off anyone. If he got out of line, I know you handled it.”

      “What? That’s not exactly true. I was disoriented for most of the encounter and he failed to mention who he was.”

      “Uh-huh. No need to make it sound innocent. I knew you’d be good living with him.” Avery took the mirror and started fussing over the bed coverings. “I knew when I met him, he’d be good for you. And isn’t he a hunk? I can’t believe he’s old enough to be an emperor. He’s hot—not sure I should be saying that about another man—but he looks like an action hero. I was shocked when I met him at how gorgeous he is. Standing next to his son, he looks more like his brother than father. Yep,” she said, allowing the ‘p” in the word to pop with exaggeration, “I think he’ll give you some great companionship, now that you’ll be roommates.”

      “Wait what? I’m not going to be a roommate with Gordin, I mean Emperor Gordin. I’m a grown woman who can live by myself. No, I’m going back to the complex. That reminds me, did you bring me some clothes so we can get out of here?”

      The look on Avery’s face forced Elle to slow down from leaving the bed. What was going on? For the first time in a while, she couldn’t correctly guess what Avery was about to say. She decided to settle back down and wait for her sister to get her thoughts together and get it all out.

      Avery began. “Elle, so much has happened since the explosion on Polonari. I’m here to bring you up to speed. We all thought it would be best if I did it. That was another reason why Emperor Gordin didn’t tell you anything when you first woke. He was obeying the agreement that I be the one to get you acclimated to your new life.”

      “What new life?”

      “Hold your horses, I’m going to get to that part. First, let me say that you are no longer on Polonari. You’re on the capital planet of this galaxy. This planet is called Olodia and you’re in the royal residence of the emperor of this entire galaxy—Emperor Gordin. You’re his charge and guest in his home for as long as you wish. But…” Avery did that thing she did with her lower lip when having to tell Elle something she’d done. “Elle… you can’t go back to Polonari.”

      “Why not? I have to find out who’s behind this plot to frame and kill you. Did you forget that part? Huh? Avery—someone or a group of people in the crew is out to kill you and destroy the mission. And what about my job? I can’t just up and disappear and leave this mess for others to clean up. The crew needs me. I’m their psychologist.”

      “Honey listen, I know that and we’re already working on it. I’ve been in my new lab working on a way to stop the virus before it does any more damage. And no less than the Emperor himself is on the case of finding out who did this to you and tried to frame me.”

      “Don’t forget about trying to kill you too.” Elle had sat up straighter as Avery spoke. She wanted to get her point across that she needed to be in on this. “Look, I’m not an invalid. I can and need to help with this.”

      “And you will. For now, the best and biggest thing you can do to help me and us all, is to get better.”

      “But, you still haven’t said why I can’t go back to Polonari. I can only imagine what’s going on with all the uncertainty and questions the crew has. Not to mention all the anxiety and confusion I know is going on. The crew still needs to know they are going to be able to function and the mission is on track.”

      Avery reached for Elle’s hand as she said, “Rilic and his team are working with your staff to make sure that happens. As for why you can’t go back…” She hesitated, squeezing Elle’s hand as a point of comfort. “They all think you’re dead.”

      “What? You’ve got to be kidding me. How could they think that?”

      “Because that’s what we want them to believe,” Avery said, getting up to get a pitcher of gaiata from the table next to the bed. After she poured generous amounts into two large containers and passed one to Elle, she continued. “The crew must never find out about Olodia. Unfortunately, they have proven that they are volatile and harmful with the recent events. Not only are they willing to harm their alien hosts, they’re willing to take on collateral damage in doing so. Elle… there were over a hundred fatalities in addition to thousands of injuries in the multiple blasts. It was easier to allow them to think you were one of them.”

      Elle sat silent, allowing the news to solidify in her understanding. This had grown out of proportion so fast, she didn’t know if they could ever recover from it. A person or members of the crew were terrorists. They’d bitten the hand that helped them and now there was no going back. Looking up into Avery’s dark green eyes, she dared to ask, “Are we being held as prisoners or hostiles?”

      “Oh no, of course not.” Then Avery paused to think a moment and added, “Well, at least not us. As for the rest of the crew back on Polonari, yes. They are being contained at the complex with curfews and a beefed up security detail from Olodia.”

      Elle didn’t want to think about the shit storm this had wrought. The one time they find alien life, they have to go and show their asses by trying to blow up the place. The little shits.

      Avery seemed to sense her musings and offered in a cheerful aside, “Hey, we’re going to be neighbors. And you got a great roommate out of the deal. You’re staying here rent free—for life!”

      That tidbit didn’t have the effect Avery might have thought it did. There was no way Elle wanted to stay here with Emperor Gordin. He did things to her. Things she wasn’t able to control or understand. That wasn’t how she wanted to live the rest of her life. If she could, she’d find a way to get as far away from him as possible.

      Memories of provocative blue eyes flashed before her, wrangling a deep involuntary moan. Instead of looking as mortified as she felt, Elle chose to play it off by asking, “What will happen to the crew then?”

      Avery finished taking a long swallow of gaiata and motioned for Elle to drink up. Once Elle did the same, Avery spoke.

      “I guess you’re not going to be satisfied with an overview of the situation huh?”

      Elle shook her head as she continued to drink her fill of the refreshing liquid.

      “Get comfortable then. I’ve got a lot of explaining to bring you up to speed.” Avery pointed to the forms that worked like pillows that were smushed behind Elle against the headboard of the bed and asked, “Are you comfortable? Do you need me to get you any more of those pillow things for your back?”

      “No, I’m fine. Get to talking. I need to get my bearings on everything.”

      With a quick nod, Avery complied. “There’s that word again, but I’m going to keep going. You’ve been out of it for about a little over an Olodian week. Since I last saw you, well… Rilic and I have become mated—it’s like marriage without the divorce option.”

      This was bittersweet news. Elle had seen the spark between Avery and Rilic the moment they met. She was even happy for her sister. But, the feeling of loss lurked and threatened to dampen her mood. With Avery married, Elle was without a home, career or family. Sure, Avery would be around, but now she was her relative and not her family. Avery’s family was now Rilic and whatever children they brought into this strange alien world.

      The groan of pity that wanted to wail and unleash it’s sadness into the room, succumbed to Elle’s constriction of her emotions. Once again she would grin and bear it. This wasn’t about her, it was about her sister’s happiness.

      Allowing her expression to portray excitement instead, Elle said, “Congratulations, I’m so happy for you two. I knew I saw something between you back on the ship.”

      “Yeah-yeah,” Avery said, waving off Elle’s insistence of her matchmaking skills. “Rilic is my heart Elle. I love him so much—and he loves me back. I never thought it would happen. I know now isn’t the right time to ask, but I’d love your blessing. You’re my only family and it means a lot to me for you to approve of our union.”

      “Pfft! Baby, if you hadn’t moved on that, I would have started putting up signs with arrows, directions and prompts to help you out. Of course I give my blessing. Rilic is one of the most stable individuals I’ve ever encountered. I know he’ll be good for you. More importantly, you’ll be good for him too.”

      Scrutinizing her sister, Avery did look quite different. It was slightly off though. There was obvious contentment and happiness and yet there was still the slight flavor of stress and strain that tinted her demeanor. Instead of asking questions to investigate further into it, Elle decided to allow Avery to tell her what she wanted for now.

      With a quick pat on the hand, Elle encouraged Avery to keep going. “This can’t all be about you though. Get back to catching me up. I still need to know just how much everything else has changed while I pulled a Sleeping Beauty.”

      “You’re the best sister I could ever have,” Avery said, oblivious to the wince Elle made at the undeserved compliment or her silent pain of losing her only family.

      Be brave and suck it up.

      “Of course I am. Get to talking child! I’m not going to faint or anything. Stop stalling.” Making gestures for Avery to continue with her report, Elle was grateful her sister didn’t pick up on how much this hurt to digest.

      Elle had failed to do anything of significance to keep Avery safe. As usual, Avery still thought she hung the moon and refused to see how unremarkable Elle was. A mental shake off of that thought and Elle proffered her best smile of encouragement to Avery.

      Dutifully, Avery said, “Thank you so much. I know you have excellent taste in men and your blessing is the greatest gift you could give me. I love you Elle.” Pausing to see the expression of what must be her extreme frustration at not hearing more of what was happening all around them, Avery hurried to speak again. “As for everything else, let me try to take this in order and hopefully you’ll understand why neither of us can return to Polonari—or back home on Earth.”

      That last statement landed with a thud as thoughts of finality started to take root. Elle’s life was truly over as she knew it. A lot of firsts were occurring. Her first time she couldn’t control a situation or atmosphere since the event. The first time she’d face a new day alone and not with her sister as her cohort. The first time she wasn’t the sister with all the answers. So many firsts, it hurt to count them all.

      Elle had lived through an explosion and then a standoff with the emperor of an entire galaxy, only to find out she wouldn’t be able to go back to her life—her well-constructed and powerful life. Now she’d have to face this new existence alone. Avery had a right to move on and have a chance at a family. God only knew Elle had tried to do it and provide Avery with a solid home of two quasi parents—twice. But, it wasn’t meant to be.

      Mental foundations of everything she knew as normal were in upheaval. They had her fighting to regain a semblance of composure. Her life resembled the aftermath of an earthquake. In this moment, right here with her sister, Elle was the helpless little girl she’d always fought to escape. Not knowing what to do and yet expected to be grown, insecurities gnawed at her, eating her from within.

      Deep breaths. It will pass, keep breathing.

      Elle ran the reliable mental reel of all her accomplishments through her mind, gaining her composure to be strong in front of her sister. This wasn’t the worse thing Elle had survived. She’d made it then and she’d make it now.

      New galaxy, new rules, new life—bring it on. But damn it to hell, that man was too much. That would be the gorgeous rake Emperor Gordin. It couldn’t be as simple as dealing with surviving the explosion or even reconciling her feelings about meeting super intellect aliens or even adjusting to her baby sister getting married while she was out of it. Oh no, she was all a flitter over that man—a man. And this notion that she couldn’t go home to Earth where she was respected and praised for being the shit at what she did was too much. These people actually expected her to live with that smug handsome rake, alone, just him and her?

      Years of personal therapy be damned, Elle needed her life back. She needed her life to matter. She needed to matter. Still Elle didn’t want to make Avery feel any guilt for her obvious happiness with her new husband. So, with all the strength of will she could muster, Elle plastered on one of her best smiles, reached out to squeeze her sister’s hand again and motioned for her to continue.

      “Using the embarrassing fact that our race can be irrationally dangerous twits, Rilic and his team diverted the crew to Polonari as a precaution,” Avery said. “Since it’s a sparsely populated agricultural planet, they assumed we couldn’t start too much trouble. If everything went well, they would have introduced us to the rest of the galaxy.” Giving Elle one of her signature deadpan looks, Avery said, “You see how well that turned out.”

      “Yep, they showed their asses,” Elle supplied, imagining how bad it must have been for Avery to hold her head up in spite of how the others behaved.

      “You got it—we screwed up royally.”

      Elle corrected her quickly, not allowing her sister to take on any guilt that wasn’t hers to bear. “No, they did this to themselves. I totally agree with Rilic, especially in hindsight as one of the effected. Fire is hot and I don’t take kindly to being burnt to a crisp.”

      Avery gave her an affectionate look, mixed with concern. “I’m so very sorry you had to endure that. I can’t tell you how glad I am to still have you with me. I thought I’d lost you for a while there. And because of that and with that superbug even worse than before, the crew is in a perpetual time out. Since they’re too volatile to predict and there’s this bigger threat in play, the IGA or Intergalactic Alliance…. Oh excuse me, that’s the political part of this Galaxy that Rilic now heads, has decided to make the complex a sort of loose penal settlement.”

      “I hate it for the innocent ones,” Elle said thinking of Izzy and so many others like her, “but understand it’s a necessary precaution.” Thinking of the pretty young woman who’d been there with her, she gasped at the oversight. “Avery—how’s Izzy—the captain’s assistant? She was there with me. Did she survive? Is she okay?”

      “Yes. She was unscathed, thanks to the quick actions of Devar. He tried to reach you in time as well, but couldn’t. That reminds me, when you’re up to it, maybe you could talk with him to let him see how well you are. He was very upset that he couldn’t reach you in time. And he’s still in the field, working on getting things back to normal.”

      “Bless him. I most definitely would love to thank him in person. If it hadn’t been for his quick actions, I might have been dead for real.” She didn’t want to tumble back down into the hole of what-ifs. She was alive and well. No rest for the weary and all that, Elle had to get back into the fray. There was no way she’d sit this one out. “Okay, I’ve listened and gotten caught up. What do we do from here?”

      “Glad you asked. Rilic is of the opinion that you need to stay out of sight until we locate Neil, Vanessa and the captain.”

      “Wait—the captain’s still missing?”

      “Yeah and we think he’s either in on the plot or a casualty of it.”

      Elle couldn’t believe it. But then, him being a part of this would explain his absence before the blast and other anomalies. As if sensing her mental wheels churning through the news, Avery leaned in to capture Elle’s focus. Then on second thought, Tom was harmless, boring and aloof, but he was no threat.

      “Hey there, I mean what I’ve asked of you. Would you please continue to rest and recuperate? We have everything under control. I promise to keep you in the loop and up to date on things, as long as you follow the Healers’ protocol and rest. Could you please do that… for me?”

      Elle wanted to throw a proper tantrum but knew she’d only feel worse for trying to manipulate Avery into letting her get into the fray. Instead of making this any harder, Elle succumbed to the inevitability of the situation of trying to get Avery to change her mind. No matter, she’d go around Avery and do her own thing.

      “Okay—when in Olodia on the good graces of the Emperor—act like I have some graciousness left in me. Got it.” She looked deep into her sister’s eyes to give her some assurance. “But I do need you to do something for me.”

      “Yes, anything love,” Avery said, leaning over to give her a peck on the cheek. Elle wasn’t going to completely give up on it all. “Avery, as soon as this is over—help me find a place of my own.”
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      “That will not stand. I will not allow it. Do you hear me? No one will breach my domain without my permission,” Emperor Gordin said, bellowing into his vo-link.

      “Yes, I hear you, but must you be so loud? This is in my head, not a large room. And they say I am the animal. I am simply relaying what I have heard. Your planet Polonari is in possible danger due to your new… female guests residing there,” Emperor Eldrick of Herodia said, remaining calm. “All indications say it is your old foe, Farok of Gargis and some of his brutes, you know, the Vanals. It seems he does not like you having the pick of fresh Terran females to choose from. Since he rules one of the smaller planets in my galaxy, I felt it was my duty to let you know.”

      “Who, that old barbarian? He was not suitable for any female when I knew him and from the sound of it, he is still not suitable!”

      “Volume? This is still my head you are abusing with that war cry of yours. Gordin, I would not take this threat lightly if I were you.”

      “Who says I am? I am Emperor Gordin, Lion of Olodia and I will crush any who choose to trespass into my galaxy. Any, do you hear me!”

      “I understand, but you need to remember he still holds a grudge for you not taking his offer to mate with your sister, my wife, seriously.”

      “In hindsight, she should have opted to stay a maiden for all the good it did her. The lesson I learned from that is to take any and all threats seriously. I will make quick work of him and any others who dare intrude on the realm of the Lion of Olodia.”

      “Watch yourself old friend, and stop speaking about yourself in third person.” There was a hesitation and then the voice sounded, filling Gordin’s head again. “Do not give me the old rhetoric about you being any lion. Your side of the dear old family rejected the animal side of you long ago. I am not the one you have to waste your tirade on. Gordin, you are one of my oldest friends, but I swear by the Goddess you get louder, more boisterous and animated the older you get. Do you even have a calm level?”

      “Humph—yes I do.” Gordin couldn’t believe the audacity of his brother-in-law. How dare he contact him with this rubbish and then add insult as well? If he wanted to go down that path, Gordin would lead the way. Releasing the restraint of pleasantry, he’d used up to this point, Gordin said, “But where I may be boisterous as you like to say, you are known for… how shall I put it and remain kind—your escapades. Where I may be loud, at least there is no chance of young females being deflowered.”

      “How long will you hold that against me? I was young.”

      “You were mated to my sister!”

      “I am still mated to your sister. Gordin, you can be a joy to be around, until you bring that up. How long are you going to continue to keep me from my mate anyway?”

      “Do not hold out hope on ever reconciling with her. As her elder brother, she is in my care. And as her protector, I have declared that she will remain here with her family for as long as she wishes—until her dying day if need be!”

      There was no way Gordin would reveal that it was his sister and not him who had made that declaration. She was her own woman and she deserved any anonymity he might provide to keep her from having to deal with this barbarian.

      Strong and focused, Ladonna had come back home to raise her children after being humiliated and rejected by Eldrick’s antics of open infidelity. Gordin had given her his oath that he would keep Eldrick away from her for as long as she needed him to. That had been a long time ago. Until this day, Ladonna remained as she had, resolved to live her days without her mate. Was it his fault that Eldrick did not know how stubborn and resolute his mate was? One time was enough for her to make a decision that she’d never go back on. He clearly saw this rigid trait in both of her children. Eldrick would get no help from him on this matter.

      “Look you old fool—I am her family.”

      “No, you are not. When you decided to have your dalliances, you forfeited that right.”

      “It was one time! I do not even know my children because of you and your stubbornness, yet I still come to you with information that will help you. How are they by the way?”

      “Your son is fine. His wee one should be born in the next few months. As for your daughter, she refuses to have anything to do with any of us. But, she is well and holds a position in government on Nenndi. Tordin said she reached out briefly when he, Kyra and Malm were last there on… business.”

      “Wait, go back. Did you say that my son—Malm—is having a wee one?”

      “Goddess deliver us from foolishness. I know your son’s name and did not stutter.” Silence reigned over his old friend’s voice. Eldrick was truly and surely out of the loop on his family. “You did not know? Tsk-tsk.” Gordin couldn’t help making the tsk tsk at his scoundrel of a brother-in-law. Served him right. He wouldn’t gloat but he wouldn’t soften the blow either. Tordin would never withhold something as important as this from him. Cordin on the other hand, was another matter that he wouldn’t dwell on at the moment.

      His brother-in-law’s voice came through laced with as much hurt as he would have had, given the circumstances. “Are you certain?”

      “Yes, I am certain. She is swollen with the wee babe. It is most certainly hard to fake a late stage pregnancy would not you agree? And the glow on Phoebe is a sight to behold—”

      “Who? Is that my son’s mate’s name—Phoebe? How is she? Tell me more about her. Where does she hail from?”

      Gordin couldn’t help enjoy the bit of fun he was having at Eldrick’s expense. It was cruel but this was the price Eldrick paid for dishonoring his family. He had no contact with Gordin’s sister or her children. Malm was content to live a life here on Olodia without his father’s influence or interaction. As for his niece, Nolanis, she still carried hurt for what he did to her mother. That hurt translated into her moving away from all family to Nenndi to become a part of that bustling planet’s powerful elite of lawmakers. Gordin was sure she’d become a member of the IGA any cycle now.

      Although he still blamed Eldrick for tearing apart his family with his indiscretion, he did like the male somewhat. Eldrick understood him better than most Olodians. He had a temperament more like the Herodians than he’d like to admit. That was why he’d liked Eldrick so when his sister first introduced him as her future mate.

      Now, he wanted to get back to the intel Eldrick shared and get a plan into place, just in case it was imminent.

      “Yes, Phoebe is a lovely young female. She is poised, beautiful, brilliant and full of powerful character. She fits your son perfectly. I would say the Goddess did an outstanding job with pairing them together. Their unction is as powerful as any.”

      “What? Goddess unction? Gordin, you jest too much. That is an old warrior’s tale of the workings of the Goddess.”

      “Aye, I thought it was that as well until, four times now, she has proven to be in the business of calling forth mates for unctions.”

      “And Malm is Goddess-mated you say?”

      “Yes, but his life is for him to share and not me. You know how to vo-link him. Reach out and talk with him.”

      “I—I do not want to intrude on his life. The last time we spoke… it was not good.”

      “He’s changed and grown. He has a wee one coming very soon and his mate is a great influence on him. This might be another blessing of the Goddess to be able to reconnect with him.”

      “Maybe so. Speaking of sons, how is Tordin? And, I am sorry to hear about Cordin and his… issues.”

      “Tordin is the light of my life as usual and his mate, Kyra, is the daughter I never had. I am going to be a grandfather soon as well.”

      Gordin noticed Eldrick’s silence at the mention of his family’s good fortune at the hands of the Goddess. He would not make this any harder for his old friend than need be. But again, this was the price that had to be paid for dishonoring one’s family. Eldrick had lost them.

      Eldrick’s voice sounded almost soft as he said, “I am truly happy for you. As for Cordin, what will happen to him?”

      A pang of hurt hit Gordin squarely in the chest at the repeated mention of his own troubled son. He’d hoped Eldrick would not ask after him again. Now he would either run the risk of showing his pain or create more fodder for gossip. It was never good to reveal a weakness to a Herodian. Or, give too much information and again give this Herodian an advantage in some way.

      Using his skill of stealth rebuttal, he said, “As you may have heard, he is currently awaiting trial for his crimes. After the court of his peers has evaluated his actions, he will face his fate like anyone else would.”

      “Is that so? I thought you would be doing everything in your power to shield him from this—like you have done so many times before. I am still making amends for that time he came to our system and started that skirmish between planet Allendra and those hideous beings, the Skleen.”

      Enough of this. Gordin had better things to do than to allow Eldrick of all males to make him feel worse than he did over anything Cordin did.

      “That was taken care of by Tordin personally. You should not still entertain any residual flak from that. Everyone was offered substantial remedy, which they all accepted. As for the matter of Cordin—I consider it closed and you should too.”

      “I do. I simply wanted to show my mutual concern for him.”

      “Concern yourself with your relationship with your own children. That should take up more than enough time to keep you occupied.”

      Eldrick’s low chuckle was the assurance Gordin needed that he’d gotten the message to drop that course of conversation. Good, on to the matter at hand.

      “Eldrick… how certain are you about this intel? I do not know why the Vanals would think there were Terran inhabiting Polonari. It is our food supply planet. It is sparsely populated with those who express interest in being there.”

      “Old friend, I understand if you refuse to acknowledge the presence of that many Terran in your galaxy, but it is all over our known lands. I have personally heard from two emperors of galaxies smaller than my own and they all wish to know how to gain access to the females.”

      Eldrick paused as if to make the point more poignant than it already was. All their immediate galaxies were facing the same issues—lack of enough females to keep the populations sustained. Gordin had already fielded many questions and lightly veiled inquiries about the same thing from many males of the IGA. If he was not careful, having that many Earthian females on Polonari would prove to be an multi-galactic incident.

      Eldrick spoke again, “I tell you this about that rogue group of warriors from my galaxy as a favor to you, my mate’s brother. You will need to increase your protection of them and figure out how to deal with the other inquiries that are sure to start coming on how to gain access to them. You do remember that not everyone is as polite and kind as you and your warriors are when it comes to females. Especially females of birthing age. Please do not take this information lightly.”

      “I most certainly do not!” Gordin couldn’t help how loud that last remark was. Eldrick was baiting him for information just like any of the others. He was not as slick as he thought. That was why Eldrick would never have his sister back on that barbaric planet, Herodia, alone again. For now, he would be the kind, docile warrior Eldrick thought him to be.

      In a much calmer tone, Gordin said, “Thank you for the information.”

      A wisp of air sounded as he could tell Eldrick tried to configure another way to get more information about the females. That would not be happening. He would not outright lie, but he would not give any indication as to whether the information was true either. The less any of the other galaxies knew about their current Earthian situation, the better. Gordin did not want to have to fight outside factions while still trying to tamp down a possible insurrection from the Earthians.

      “You are most welcome. I know it is probably nothing, but you know how gossip can spread. Maybe it was hopeful thinking with the new arrivals of our sons’ mates that got the rumors started.”

      “Maybe.”

      Gordin waited. Nothing else would be shared about that with Eldrick or anyone outside of trusted counsel. And how did Eldrick know Tordin’s and Malm’s mates were Earthian? There was more Eldrick knew than he let on—feigning he did not know about Phoebe. Hah!

      Thoughts that needed to be dealt with swirled as he held his ground refusing to speak. Eldrick would accept that as his final comment on the matter or else.

      Finally, Eldrick said, “Well, have a good rest of your cycle. Please pass my well wishes along to Malm and his mate on my behalf as well.”

      “Not going to do that. You have a direct link to him. You can do that yourself, if you wish. I am staying out of it. That is your son and he is a grown male.”

      “Haha—yes, I remember. You only meddle when it suits you. I take my leave now and may the Goddess bless you on your Terran female issues. If the size of that group is as large as I’ve heard, it might be a massacre of those puny Terran males to get to their females. I know you will not confirm or deny anything else, but do know that I am willing to send members of my elite service to help.”

      “Oh no—I do not think we would need your team here. The last time they offered their aid, it took over fifty years to regroup. Thank you but no.”

      “The offer stands. You may need them before everything is said and done,” Eldrick said, with that hint of matter-of-factness that drove Gordin to want to expel him from his presence, even if it was over a vo-link.

      “Thank you again, but no thank you. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have some other pressing matters to attend to.” Before Eldrick could get another word in, Gordin had disconnected the link.

      He had to get a plan together immediately. If what Eldrick said was true, they had more problems on their hands than wayward Earthians. The Vanals were beyond barbaric, believing like so many other civilizations throughout time that females were property. Each of the Earthians, male and female, were his responsibility. The females and any children that may come out of this, would fall under his protection if they were not mated. And protect them, he would.

      “Now what?”

      Gordin waited for the vo-link to announce the incoming link. Hearing it was the lead Healer calling, alertness sprang forth as he braced himself for possible bad news. Had something happened to his new charge? She’d been sleeping most of the time and he had her sister along with Kyra and Phoebe coming to sit with her each day as he worked.

      Before answering, he took a moment to adjust his level of intensity to an appropriate one. This cycle had gotten off to a rocky start. With the current situation on Polonari adding to the already temperamental mix of incidents across the galaxy, the last thing he wanted was for that beautiful female to suffer any more pain or complications. Aside from their wonderful exchange the other cycle, she’d been in a Healer-assisted deep sleep to allow her body to finish repairing itself. Gordin found himself a bit anxious, waiting for her to recover enough to speak with her again.

      He loved the way she’d challenged him. Dr. Ellery Chambers was more than a charge; she was a worthy opponent to mentally spare with. He liked that and hadn’t realized until their brief encounter how much he missed having someone around who didn’t see him as just the emperor. He’d purposefully left off his title to get a chance to experience the Earthian female without the pomp and circumstance. Not only had she been a delight, she didn’t change once she found out his station and title. He’d liked that and her—a lot. Not to mention, she was the most beautiful female he’d ever met. The vo-link chimed again, reminding him the link still waited to be established.

      Clearing his throat, he answered, “Ahem, yes?”

      “Emperor Gordin, your charge is awake and doing well.” The smooth voice of the chief Healer filled his mind’s ear, casting waves of calm with it. Gordin liked how even their voices could heal. “I would request your presence again, now that the Joyful One is awake.”

      “Is her healing complete? I would not wish to have a repeat of our last encounter. It seems I bring out the best in her.” He chuckled knowing he’d gotten her riled up on purpose, loving her spirit and fire.

      “Yes, she is healed and ready to integrate back into a regular existence.  That is why I request your presence. It seems she is requesting to have her own living quarters outside the royal compound. Her sister is there with her now. I would like for you to come to talk with her as well. I sense there is greater danger than normal where all Earthian females are concerned.”

      The mention of the female leaving his home did more than he would have imagined to dampen his jovial demeanor.

      Before he could douse the heat from his voice, he exploded into the vo-link, “What do you mean she wants to leave? And for that matter, what do you know about any particular dangers to the Earthian females? What have you heard?”

      “Emperor…” the Healer used his tone to snatch Gordin back from the edge of hostility in its calm and gentle rebuke. Once the Healer sensed Gordin’s return to a more sensible state, he continued. “The Joyful One has expressed her desire to live on her own to her sister—in many very demonstrative ways.”

      Not liking this more and more, Gordin probed, “And why is that? What did she say is wrong? Does she not like the accommodations? I can have her room decorated to her specifications.”

      “No, it has to do with her feelings surrounding you. It would appear you have riled her and she does not wish to be your ‘roommate’ as she’s put it.”

      “She can have that entire section, for whatever it is she wants. I will not bother her or even see her, if that is what she wishes. You know she needs to stay—especially now.”

      “Yes, I do. That is the reason for this vo-link. You must find a way to make her feel welcome and less on edge when you are around. I know there is great amusement for you, finding someone able to match your wits, intellect and energy; but please refrain—at least until these threats have passed,” the Healer said, chastising Gordin in the way only he could get away with.

      “I will make every attempt to do so. As for the danger, aside from the Goddess’s warning, is there anything else you have gleaned. Is there any chatter about her or any of the other females that you have heard?” Gordin had to know what the Healers knew. They were often times his number one source for excellent and accurate intel.

      “There are rumblings about the fact that it seems the royals have first pick at the Earthian females and are refusing to share with the rest of the eligible warriors and males. I know that is not the case, but do not think it wise to share that the matings have all been Goddess appointed. We do not wish to turn these dear females into good luck talismans or any sort of trophies.”

      “I see. Then what do you suggest?”

      The Healer was quick to speak, “I suggest you add warrior protection for the females here in the royal compound and sequester the others who are still on Polonari. In doing so, you send a message that the crown is aware of the threats and that these females are under your protection. It should be an outward show and not an implied one. It has been a long time since you had charges who were not your sister under your care. Emperor, it is time you show your might and tamp down any thoughts of invading or usurping these female’s rights to exist in peace and harmony.”

      “I know I can get this information from Tordin and will check with him as well. But, how many females are we talking about?”

      “The Healing Section on Polonari says there are approximately twelve thousand females at the complex there.”

      “Twelve thousand? No wonder the news is spreading.”

      “Yes, and it will only get worse. Lord Tordin’s elite warriors are the best ones to protect them. I suggest you consult him and have the females moved to another area. Have the most trusted of your warrior class sent to protect them at all times.” The Healer’s voice had taken on the tone of instruction and wisdom that Gordin recognized as the Goddess’s prophetic tone. To go astray from any tidbit of this instruction could mean lives were lost. “And Emperor, I also respectfully request that you spend as much time as possible getting to know your own personal home guest. Your ability to make her feel more at ease will go a long way toward her safety and longevity here. You must do what you must to show her that side of you that endears so many to you. At the moment, her energy is like that of a cornered animal…. Please make this right between you two.”

      What could he say to that. The Healer was right. He’d had a little fun riling her up and now she wanted to get as far away from him as possible. It seemed like he was the old fool Eldrick accused him of being earlier. Had it been that long that he no longer knew how to behave around non-familial females? The shame of his antics doused the last remnants of his good mood. He would have to do damage control to win over Dr. Ellery.

      Making up his mind to do what it took to keep her out of harm’s way—and if he were being truly honest, in his home close to him—he would agree to do whatever it took to get her to stay.

      “Most certainly. I will do whatever is in my power to make sure she feels welcome and safe.” Then remembering his training and protocol when dealing with the Healers, he said, “May the Goddess continue to heal us. Thank you and I will be there in a few moments. Please offer any other wisdom you deem appropriate and I will obey the will of the Goddess.”

      Satisfaction oozed in the Healer’s reply. “Thank you Emperor for always being so astute to the ways and wisdom of the Goddess. I would only encourage you to see the Joyful One as a blessing to you. She is your equal and not an object to experiment with. You would do well to remember that she too is Goddess blessed.”

      “What? How? Is she also destined to find a mate with a Goddess unction?”

      The Healer did not immediately respond. Gordin imagined him doing that Goddess check in trance that they often did when considering how to proceed in Healing or offering counsel. When the Healer still had not responded, Gordin couldn’t take it any longer and said with a little too much firmness of command in his voice, “Healer, answer now.”

      “As I have been given leave to answer in the only way allowable at this time, I will say yes, she is called to have a mate with a lifelong Goddess unction. Now, it is your duty to go to her and make things right.” With a slight pause, the Healer said, “Good cycle Emperor, we are here if you need anything else.” And with that, the Healer severed the connection.

      “Wait! I have questions. Who is it? Who is her mate?” But the link was gone.

      Realization slammed into him. He was jealous of the invisible mate, waiting for Dr. Ellery. How could this be? He was her protector and yet he had more than an innocent concern for her wellbeing. He had carnal desires for her.

      Stop that you old lion. She is a young, beautiful female. Her life would be much better spent with a young warrior than here with you and your temperamental outbursts.

      Gordin hated everything right now. These Earthians were more trouble than a Skleen Troll beast hybrid.

      Go to her now. Who she needs right now, is you.

      Without pausing to give question to the voice or command, Gordin stood and made his way to Dr. Ellery’s quarters.
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      “What do you want?” Elle asked the blue-eyed tormenter darkening the entrance.

      Gone was the official looking uniform, suit-like clothing he’d worn before. In its place was the gun metal gray of this set of casual clothes. Shirt and pants, in the same hue, they did him justice. Maybe he had a stylist, because the color caused his eyes to take on a cool beauty that reflected the flecks of gray, while still sending notes of power and a majestic flair in the blue of them. As for his overall look, it gave him an air of presidential coolness. If he were back on earth, she guessed this would be the equivalent of seeing him in a sexy sweater and jeans.

      He moved into the room, eyeing both Avery and her, as he looked for a place to sit—a place far away from her bed. Elle couldn’t help but watch every move the large man made, as he negotiated a seat at the sitting area next to a window on the other side of the room. His choice and distance from her, sent a poke of irritation and hurt straight to Elle’s heart.

      She knew she was being an irrational ingrate. This was his home and she’d been rude. She had no right to be upset that the man chose to sit as far away from her as possible and still be in the room. Why was he here anyway?

      Twin heated holes bore into the side of her head as she felt Avery shoot her with looks. Chancing a glance toward her sister, Elle was shocked to see a mix of questions with a protector’s gleam reflected back at her instead of disapproval in Avery’s stare down.

      She couldn’t explain to her own self why she’d greeted him that way. How could she articulate it to her sister? Elle had to give it to Avery though, no matter who it was, she was a ride-or-die kind of girl when it came to Elle. Looking back at Avery, Elle allowed her body to relax and soften, hoping her eyes conveyed that Gordin wasn’t the enemy. She could tell that with the slightest indication, Avery would be all up in the Emperor’s ass over doing something hurtful to her big sister. Yep, that was her Avery, willing to shank a man over her sister on a moment’s notice.

      Still not getting the message, Avery turned toward the emperor and gave him a gaze so chilly, Jack Frost would shudder. Elle had to shut this down. There must be a good reason for him to be here. First she would talk with him on her own. That way, she’d know how to let Avery in on what was really going on between them. Maybe she’d been hasty in her assessment. Today, he looked more contrite and like he’d gotten some damn sense since their last meeting. Yes, she’d talk with him and gauge her reactions to him after that.

      With that settled as her plan for the perceivable future, Elle directed her next statement toward her sister and said, “Avery… Avery.” It took a few seconds for the woman to bring her focus back to the room. Elle bristled at the look in her eyes. When Avery was on the war path, there was no quick switch back to normal. She might be quirky and quiet around most folks, but Elle knew Avery was a fighter to the death, if need be. She knew too well how much that was true.

      Time to lighten the mood in the room, since she was the one who’d ignited it. “Avery, I’d like to speak with Emperor Gordin for a moment. Would you give us the room?” And to make sure Avery knew it was all right, Elle turned to Gordin and offered in her best kind voice she could muster, “I apologize for my shortness. Thank you for coming to visit. Please come closer so we can have a proper chat. I don’t want to feel like I have to shout across a football field or anything.” She sealed the apology request with a little laugh on the end. It was forced but that was the best she could do, under pressure to perform like this.

      Avery watched with eagle-eyed focus as the emperor stood to come forward. Elle held her breath waiting for her baby sister to take leave of the room without incident. That was wishful thinking at best when Avery pointed a finger at Gordin and said, “I’ll be right out there. I know you’re the big man around here, but if you do anything and I mean anything to make my sister uncomfortable, irritated or cry, I’ll come for you. I’ll make some type of concoction from my laboratory to use on you that will have the Healers scratching their heads for millennia. Don’t try me.”

      Time to diffuse the situation for real. Elle needed to put on her psychologist’s hat quickly to sway events away from the danger zone. She’d need to get Avery out of here before the emperor took her words as the threat they were. “Avery honey, what are you going on about? Please remember we’re guests of the emperor’s gracious offer. And please don’t act like our cohorts back on Polonari. Remember our home training… we’re better than that.”

      The cool focus she directed in that statement did its intended job. Avery snapped out of it and smiled at the fast approaching huge man. Looking over at Elle to make sure she was truly all right, Avery gave her a warm smile and nod of understanding.

      Gordin was close now—too close for Elle to be comfortable with his proximity. She watched Avery take a breath, a mental step back and swallowed what must be a huge lump in her throat after that outburst. But, she had to give it to her. Avery didn’t cower or give the impression she was backing down. Instead she made eye contact with him and spoke.

      “Emperor Gordin, my apologies. I thought you’d done something to my sister for a moment there. When it comes to her, I don’t take any threat to her welfare lightly. I know you understand.” She stood, ringing her hands as the reality that she’d made a threat to the life of the emperor must have seized her. “With family, it’s different. We tend to act counter to the norm of rationality and politeness. Instinct takes over and then, well…” Standing tall and daring to continue to look up at him in the eyes—Elle was so proud of her—Avery offered a hand to him as she said, “Again, my apologies. You do know I would never do any of that stuff I said. Heck, I wouldn’t even know where to start.” Gordin took her offered hand and smiled as Avery added, “Can we pretend that part never happened. I don’t wish you any ill-will. I promise.” Then the smile was gone again. “Simply promise me you won’t do anything to upset my sister and we’re good.”

      Oh hell. Elle fought the instinct to cover her eyes at that last part. Instead she held her breath and waited.

      A pregnant pause of uncomfortableness was extinguished with the boom of laughter Gordin let loose. Elle jumped a few feet out of the bed from the force of it. She was sick of being in that damn bed but being shocked out of it wasn’t a way to go. He was loud. She’d have to make sure he learned to use his inside voice when they spoke, else she’d develop an involuntary twitch.

      “Ah, dear Dr. Avery it is already forgotten. And hear me on this—I would never do anything to knowingly harm or bring any sadness to you or our lovely Dr. Ellery here,” he said, waving a massive hand toward an erect Elle sitting up stick-stiff in the bed. He took Avery’s offered hand, shook and squeezed it as a show of good will. The pressure of his grasp on Avery’s thin fingers caused her to wince at the force of his hand strength. Noticing Avery’s look of pain, he said, “Oh pardon me! I did not mean to hurt your delicate hand.” He released her hand with a gentleness that belied his normal brashness. Both Avery and Elle watched, as her abused fingertips shifted back from white to red-infused color. There was no way she or Avery would ever do anything to get on his bad side, after that handshake. The man was power personified.

      Elle marveled at what appeared to be embarrassment blossoming on the emperor’s face at squeezing Avery’s hand too hard. His actions were dawning on him. Well, I’ll slap a duck. He did have manners after all. It wasn’t some chauvinistic move to exert his power over them. Elle’s body released some of the tension that had kept her back in ramrod stiffness up until then as she considered it was an accident and not a power play on his part.

      She regarded him with fresh eyes, noticing how he didn’t quite know what to do with his hands. It was as if he was afraid to do anything toward Avery that involved making contact. Poor man. It was cruel that his awkwardness in this moment gave Elle a bit of pleasure. She had to stop herself from imagining how she could turn this into a power play for control. This was the first opportunity she’d seen to do so. Maybe she could play on his obvious embarrassment to unseat his command of the space.

      As soon as the thought formed, a counter one of rebuke assaulted it. This wasn’t what she did. Once again, Gordin had her going off the deep end to win or subdue his power. Whoa! He brought out all her darkest shadow parts. Those icky parts that tried to come out to play when she was off guard in the slightest of moments… when she wasn’t in control. Her old defense mechanisms were sneaking back in, little by little. Damn him.

      Warring within with too many conflicting thoughts and desires, Elle punched through deep-seated fears that teased at dominating her once again. For too many years and personal therapy sessions to count, she’d fought tooth and nail to subdue the need to eviscerate any perceived threat before they could do the same to her. A compulsion to be the most powerful and in turn the safest rode her hard. It conflicted with logic and dare she think it, her sanity. No, she couldn’t be around this man for long. Too many dark desires came to the surface.

      Confusion of whether they were purely for safety hemmed all logic on a peg in the recesses of her mind. Did she want to dominate him for safety or something more? Why did she have the need to do anything to him? Elle looked at Gordin, finding his appearance a jumbled mess of protection, power, and arousal.

      Oh no. He must be triggering her daddy issues too!

      Memories of her early days as a therapist surfaced. Fighting the temptation of what her newly learned skills could do to anyone’s resolve sickened her. Many times during the drudgery that was the initiation of the newly minted therapists to bear, Elle remembered enduring back to back sessions of abusers, bullies and the outright derelicts of society who were court-sentenced to go through counseling for their anti-social ways.

      She’d fought back stomach turning sickness as she’d listened to all the deep, twisted desires and secrets of these mentally deprived individuals. Many times she’d wanted to exact revenge on the behalf of their victims, taking joy in her newly learned abilities that could easily make these hardened clients cry or worse, question their right to continue breathing air. Elle was no mind-controller, but she had a gift for persuasion. The potential blackness of that part of her soul, if nurtured, gave her pause and sent a forceful wave of disgust through her. If she could only find a way to find Gordin’s weakness, some secret or dark place, she could manipulate and feed it until she had him where she wanted—under her control to do what she willed.

      Bad Elle.

      What was Gordin’s effect on her about? Never mind, she’d never knowingly turn any situation into an opportunity to victimize anyone. No matter how much she wanted to feel in control or protected in her own power, she wouldn’t do that.

      “No!” she said to herself with more volume than was required. Both Avery and Gordin looked over to her. Seeing their mutual confusion, she had to dismiss the outburst. “Oh, just a wayward thought that needed to be dismissed. I’m fine—promise.”

      Avery cocked an eyebrow at her over her repeated use of that damn word, fine. But, she also seemed to know it was time for her to make her exit as well. Almost curtsying while still kneading the pain away in her hand, Avery started to make her retreat.

      Finally.

      Reaching the door, Avery lobbed a final verbal assurance back toward Elle. “Elle, I’ll be right outside if you need anything.” And to Gordin, she said, “Anything. She’s still not one hundred percent, so take it easy on her, will you?”

      He nodded, understanding her statement as the plea that it was. Avery’s love for her mirrored her own back to her. They were family and that meant everything to them. Family first.

      Turning his attention to the vacated seat where Avery had been sitting, he motioned to Elle as if asking permission for him to sit that close to her. That was different. She would never have imagined the earlier version of this man asking permission for anything. After she nodded approval, he sat and… began staring and glaring at her again.

      Hellfire and tarnation!

      Instead, she refused to show how much his posture flustered—no—infuriated her. With all the practice and training from years of dealing with deviants, studying sociopaths and psychopaths, and working to help highly neurotic minds; Elle greeted him with the kinder side of her knowledge in dealing with difficult people.

      “Hello Emperor Gordin. Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedule to come for a quick visit.” She couldn’t mask the emphasis that went into the quick part of the statement.

      A brilliant, handsome smile made its appearance, revealing those disarming dimples in its wake. Damn it to hell. He nodded, taking his time to respond. Elle hoped he couldn’t tell that she held her breath. He did this to her. He made her forget how to breathe and take control of any situation. He was fast becoming her kryptonite.

      When words left him, she almost missed their meaning, concentrating on regaining the appearance of normalcy.

      “Hello Dr. Ellery. I am so very happy to see you awake and doing well.”

      “Oh… thank you.” Speak up with confidence. Spit it out. “Yes, I’m feeling so good I would like to thank you for all your hospitality and opening your home for me to recover.” Breathe and slow it down. He’s just a man and this isn’t a race. You’ve got this. Yes, she could do this. No backing down. The breath she took in was too fast and she still couldn’t slow down her speech as she blurted out, “But, I think it’s time I moved on and started my new life here on Olodia on my own.”

      “Aye—pardon me—yes, I hear that is your current request.”

      She didn’t like how he termed that as a “current request”. Her mind was made up. She needed to get out of here. Sleeping in a hostel on the backside of a moon would be better than being here, always thrown off guard by him. Elle wanted her life back. Since that was out of the question, at least she’d have some sort of control over her new one. Sitting a little higher and straightening her shoulders, Elle proceeded to make her request firm, without any room for misinterpretation.

      “Emperor Gordin, again thank you for your kindness but where I come from, it doesn’t sit well for me to take advantage of your home and resources for more than is reasonably necessary. Now that I’m healed, I would like to find employment and began to earn my keep, so to speak. The first thing on that list is to get my own home.”

      “Yes, my dear. I do understand how you would want that and I completely agree.”

      “What? … You do?”

      “Yes. I understand you work with restoring and maintaining a healthy state for the mind and soul. And I can see how getting your own living quarters might be a way to help you feel healthy as well.”

      Was he actually trying to analyze her? Ooh, the nerve of him! Stay calm and never let him see you seethe, she coaxed herself. Maybe being alone with him wasn’t such a good idea after all. It would be her threatening his life soon. She could do this. Let it wash over her like water off a duck.

      “Well, that is a way of putting it. I’m a psychologist and I help my clients live a better life internally and externally by helping them cope with their emotions, perceptions and perspectives. I help them figure how best to think and feel for an optimal life.”

      He leaned in toward her, causing her heart to speed up a bit. “Is that the marketing proposal or presentation for what you do? I would love to be able to have that service around and at my disposal.”

      Elle had to catch the narrow squints her eyes must have turned into. She wasn’t some part of a mental harem here at the pleasure of the emperor to make him feel good on command. Looking around the room she knew she didn’t want to be here any longer.

      “Look, this room is starting to feel a lot like a bottle. I’m no Genie and this won’t be the bottle you rub to have me come running whenever you need a mental pick me up. I don’t do psychological concierge services. I’m my own person. I want out of here—now.”

      Back to yelling. It hadn’t taken him a full minute to get her yelling again and losing her cool.

      Deep breaths and pleasant thoughts.

      Elle concentrated on building a new mental construct of what her optimal life would be like from here on. She’d return to what she knew worked. Forget about this oaf of a man and focus on regaining her mojo. Ignoring him, she drew more into her mental musings.

      He watched.

      The heat of his unwavering attention threw wrenches into her ability to do this. Did he have any clue as to how rude it was to stare? Elle forced herself to find focus from within and not on that gorgeous clef in his strong chin. She couldn’t help noticing how it jutted out in inquiry as he continued to watch her. Nope, not going to cave in. Elle tried to visualize what her new home would look like, how she’d feel earning her own income in the new world, working, and being away from those damned blue orbs of sexy danger that were staring at her now.

      Not one single image manifested. Not one.

      “My dear? What are you thinking?”

      Eyes so brilliant they shone like sparkling lapis lazuli refused to lessen their intensity as she scowled back at him.

      “For the last time, I’m not your dear. Stop looking at me like that.”

      “You continue to ask me to do things I am not doing. I am not looking at you in any manner than that which is my normal state. I cannot do what you ask of me. I give you my word, I am not attempting to draw your ire or malice. No, my dear… I only wish to converse with you about your future and what will work for us all. You understand, yes? We must come to a mutual understanding and agreement.”

      “The only agreement I want is that you don’t do anything to keep me from moving out of here—now.”

      “Under normal circumstances, I would not dream of attempting to deny your wishes. But…” He paused, leaned back in the chair, and furrowed those jet black heavy eyebrows of his as he took a moment.

      She guessed he was forming a counter argument to her request. He had it coming if so. She wouldn’t be accepting anything but yes.

      “My dear, what I must tell you is classified and must not be shared without discretion.” As if knowing her train of thought to tell Avery everything they discussed, he continued. “When the time is right, I will bring Dr. Avery up to speed on this. She has enough on her mind working to find an antidote for that hideous bacterial-virus. In the meantime, I must ask you to keep this in your confidence. Will you agree to that?”

      “Not without knowing what it is.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, standing to pace the width of the room in front of her bed.

      “Tell me what’s so important that I have to remain here, like a prisoner. If it’s a good enough reason, I’ll keep it to myself, until an appropriate time. I don’t like keeping secrets from my sister. It’s not good for the health of our relationship.” That last part was more about previous transgressions than what he currently asked of her. Pushing the thought aside, Elle said, “Carry on emperor. I’ll agree, if it makes sense to do so.”

      “I will take that. Once you hear what I have to say, I know you will keep this to yourself.”

      All she did was nod. The toll of all the new adventures since landing on the surface of Polonari and now here, were starting to add up. Elle only hoped she could endure more. She wouldn’t want to push herself and truth be told, she was hanging on by a thread as it was. This man was a catalyst for all her disruptive behavior. The faster she got away from him the better.

      For now, she’d listen to what he had to say.
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      What was he waiting on? Gordin eyed her as if attempting to gage whether she’d keep her word or not. Elle refused to say anything else. He’d have to spill or she’d do whatever she could to bust out of here in a fantastic prison break.

      He spoke, the volume so low and soft, she strained to listen. His ability to control that bombastic voice of his in such a drastic fashion added more complexity and flavor to his charisma. Elle allowed her perception of him to become fluid, bending and morphing to accommodate additional parts that made up a more three-dimensional man. She marveled at the possibility that he might not be a pompous ass whose sole power relied on physical presence and especially those bewitching eyes of his. She focused on blocking out thoughts that kept her from focusing on what he said. There had to be a reason why he, of all people, was speaking in hushed tones.

      “I have received reliable information that males from both here in the Olodian galaxy and some of the other planets in neighboring galaxies may attempt to attack the Earthian settlement on Polonari.”

      “Why? Is it because of the explosion? Did they find out about that?”

      Muted rumbles emanated from her stomach, translating their temperamental reaction to this news. Visions of various retaliatory actions from different groups over her crew’s antics formed, painting a scene of destruction and annihilation.

      “No, I wish it was that simple.” He paused to look at her, sadness reflecting back at her. “Unfortunately, it is because there is a large group of females of child birthing age congregated there.” Another pause, then he added, “These factions would attempt to overtake the females and take them away to their own planets… for breeding.”

      Eyeing her for some indication of reaction to his words, a slight tilt of his head cued Elle to his close observation of how she might be responding to this. Gordin wasn’t attempting to convey a secret as much as he was attempting to keep her from getting agitated or upset regarding this news. She was stunned more than anything. What happened to all that gentlemanly honor she’d seen so far? Was it all an act?

      Seeing what might be mistaken for no reaction, instead of the devastatingly dazed sensation infusing her to the core at hearing about such an outlandish future for these women, he continued. “This is the despicable side of our existence. There are those who do not acknowledge the ways of the Goddess. Nor do they appreciate the power and equality of females. Instead they believe females are objects to be possessed and used for offspring and sexual fulfillment.”

      “And these men are willing to kidnap, rape and subdue our women by force—taking them off to God only knows where to do with as they wish?”

      He nodded, not having the decency to say yes aloud.

      There it was. There was no escaping it—that old thorn in her flesh pierced deep, old wounds that should have been long healed scars by now. Men took and ruined everything without thought or discernment. Men could be pigs anywhere they existed. This is why she had to gain and maintain control at all times. Without it, she was at the mercy of them.

      Guilt at allowing herself to regress from years of therapy to make that categorical statement about men tried to surface. She wasn’t having it—not today. Right now she wanted the anger to boil up, to be showcased even. Yet again men with their narrow-minded views, and uncontrollable lustful desires were at the core of violence against women. Her fellow female crew members deserved better. She understood them better than this… man. This time she’d fight for them and win. A new fire of purpose lit within her.

      Flames of contempt licked at her insides, pressing against her ability to remain silent. All the times she’d swallowed her tongue to endure dealing with the sexually abusive male crew members on board the ship had nothing on this. He’d tried to present Olodia and their galaxy as being this safe haven for her to find peace and respite. Yet, the same thing was about to happen here that took place back on Earth and the ship. Tingles of amped up adrenaline zinged within as waves of discontent reverberated out of her. She allowed them to float freely out into the room. Their palpable existence should convey everything she needed to say—she wanted out of here.

      All these men, and especially him, had taken away her right to have her life back. She wasn’t the great Dr. Chambers here in this room. She was a woman stripped of her life—her identity. An identity that needed to be reestablished at best or replaced at least.

      Anger, born of her predicament and now that of her female colleagues back on Polonari, burned a path through all reason. It forged a route for anger-infused words to spew forth. She wouldn’t tip her hand though, not right now. She had to appear to remain calm.

      “Oh great, there are misogynistic men in outer space too. Just what we need right now.”

      Shit—she’d overshot with that one. Her acerbic response was too forceful, revealing too much of her pain and anguish. She had to back it down a little. Gordin was proving to be more astute at reading emotions than she’d first concluded. If Elle wanted to do what was needed, she’d have to keep her words and actions toned down. A smile perfected from years of suppressing her true emotions, spread across her face. Elle allowed the emperor to take it in, using it as the punctuation that she was good for him to proceed. If he wanted to read her emotional state, she’d dictate what he received.

      “What I mean is why don’t you want me to tell Avery about this? She has a right to know what’s happening to the crew as well. These women are colleagues of us both.”

      Gordin scooted the chair up enough to make contact with the bed. Sitting on the edge of it, he leaned in more, eating up additional space between them. The backboard of the bed offered no escape, as Elle pressed into it. Any closer and he’d be in her sphere of personal space. He might as well be in the bed with her for as close as he hovered, staring and glaring again.

      Damn him.

      She wanted to tell him to leave her alone and to get out. He held all the cards right now. She didn’t know where to go or how to get back to Polonari and he knew it. Elle wouldn’t succumb to immature, uncontrolled missteps. She’d deny herself temporary relief from the absurdity of the situation to get all the information she could weasel out of him. This had to be about those women back on Polonari and not her crap right now. Willing everything within to return to normalcy, Elle allowed herself to relax. No matter how much he invaded her personal space, she wouldn’t let him see her sweat. No correction, she didn’t sweat, she sparkled, damn it.

      As if satisfied that she was still taking all this well, he said, “As I stated before, Dr. Avery is engrossed with an equally pressing matter. It appears that the superbug, as your crew has named it, has been weaponized to affect Olodians as well. The new version of this virus has been grafted into our food supply, through a popular grain we consume on a daily basis. The first cases showed up last cycle. To divide Dr. Avery’s attention between her task and this would only diminish our ability to defend ourselves and your crew back on Polonari.”

      This situation kept getting more gnarled and twisted. “That’s horrible—who would do such a thing?”

      “At the moment all evidence points to your captain.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding. Tom wouldn’t harm a fly. He’s… well he’s Tom.” For the first time Elle realized she’d never seen Tom as a man, simply a colleague who ran the ship. She’d emasculated him in her mind long ago. Once she’d learn how easy it was to emotionally control him, Tom became a safe man to be around. Come to think about it, his emotional state might be the reason why this could happen. Maybe someone else got to him as well?

      Gordin’s tone held promise of action as he said, “He is a male sent to us with an agenda to wipe out as many of us as possible.”

      Still refusing to believe that mild-mannered Tom could do this, she persisted. “Are you sure? He could be innocent and being framed or acting against his will.”

      “Yes, we have reliable testimony from inhabitants of Polonari that he made contact with some of our less honorable nourishment engineers to help him turn your virus into a heartier one.”

      “How awful?” Now she was whispering. There was no way she could continue to make a case for Tom’s innocence with evidence like this. Plus, she needed to be true to her gut intuition. This would corroborate his absences from the settlement for such protracted amounts of time. Not to mention, he was a man after all. There was no telling what he’d gotten into his mind to make him think it was all right to take away others’ rights to safety and longevity.

      Why did there have to be another incident involving the crew and heaven forbid, the captain? Truth was Elle wasn’t categorically able to say he wouldn’t do something like this. There was always a spot within him that felt… dead. Not cold or maniacal, simply void of ability to feel. That was why she’d shrugged off his inability to show more care and compassion for any personnel issues. He was nice, but she believed he didn’t have the ability to be any more than that. With the right conditioning, Tom could indeed be able to carry out such a plan.

      By the looks of his stoic face, Elle couldn’t get an accurate read on Gordin’s attitude about this latest infraction. He was reserved and… sedate even. She’d have to remain calm too, not giving in to try to defend or explain anything Tom or any of the other crew members might be doing. With her own feelings about all this in a tangled mess, she had to play it cool and slow.  Elle pressed forward, gathering more information. She never knew when the situation would present itself for her to help fix this mess.

      “Where is he now? Can this be stopped?” Shame for all that her crew’s presence had spawned and at what Tom might have done batted at her, threatening to invade and take over.

      “We do not know where he is yet, but have some of the best warriors tracking him now. As for stopping the spread of the virus, that is what your sister is working on. I pray to the Goddess that her blessing is on Dr. Avery to find an antidote and way to stop the spread of it. This could wipe out millions of my citizens and reach even farther into neighboring galaxies.”

      Avery had a clear cut job working to thwart that virus, which was a reason for being here on Olodia. Elle’s was obvious—to help the women back on Polonari.

      “And what about the women on Polonari? I could be of great service to them now.”

      “No, that is not an option. You are still recuperating and—”

      “And what? You have to be joking with me. That is all the more reason I need to be back on Polonari.”

      “Why? Do you have an army of elite warriors hidden within your person that I do not detect? Or is it that you are more astute at defeating these males than our trained warriors?” The glint of something dangerous from before resurfaced in his eyes, igniting her instinct to go on the defensive.

      That would be something she wouldn’t be doing. To give in and show weakness at the first sign of a rebuke from him would set her back in her determination to be heard, regarded, and her demands obeyed.

      “Emperor, you already know the answer to your questions. But you should also know that it is my responsibility as the head psychologist to make sure the mental, emotional and even social welfare of the crew is maintained.”

      “And I see you must be reminded once again that to your crew, you my dear, are deceased. Plus, you left a hearty number of colleagues within your command who have stepped into your duties to do that.”

      “Well, I’m the only one who can—”

      “No—you will not get me to see your point. Deceased females cannot be resurrected. Just like on your planet, once you die that is it. You are dead to your crew and old life. I would encourage you to accept that, continue looking forward, and embrace your new life.”

      “It’s easy for you to be so flippant. You’re not the one whose life has be ripped to shreds. I know there must be a way for me to return to Polonari. I have to. I have to do something to help.” She needed to slow down her breathing. Getting too excited wouldn’t help her show strength or win this battle. Elle had to make him understand. “I have to help keep Avery safe.” Then she did what she wouldn’t have thought she’d sink to. Elle begged and said, “Please emperor. I can’t just sit around while everything happens around me. I have to do something. I have to have a life that matters. You of all people should understand that, with the weight of responsibility you carry.”

      “That I do and though it causes me no pleasure, I must still refuse both your requests to return to Polonari and your desire to leave the royal compound.”

      Sensing the matter of Polonari to be truly closed, Elle would choose her battles carefully. The opportunity to leave this room, his home and get some space from him was here. Pouncing on it like a tiger on a pinpoint of light, Elle tried a new angle of approach.

      “So I can assume there’s another residence here in the royal compound that I can move into, yes?” Not wanting to give him any wiggle room to say no, she hurried to add, “I could even open it up to as many of the most impacted females from the settlement as needed my services. I can only imagine the mental states of some of these women. They’ve been through so much.”

      Blue sapphires doubling as eyes, narrowed as he took her in. “I see. Tell me this… Would you be able to physically defend these females from the hordes of males, filled with lust and savage sexual needs who would quickly show up at your door? Or would you debate them to death?”

      Oh, so he wanted to go there. Okay. Not to be thwarted or deterred by that crack, she threw a quick comeback. “I am in the powerful land of Olodia, am I not? You do have gates and security. I mean come on, this is a gated community with security, right? Else, why is it called ‘the royal compound’?” She thought doing the air quotes around royal compound was a bit much, but the gesture was made and the gauntlet thrown. “With all your super-duper warrior know how, spiffy gates, and you being the all-powerful Emperor Gordin, there’d be no need for them to get close enough for me to debate them at all, right?”

      Deal with it.

      He did. “Yes we are all those and more, but you are still not safe when it comes to the power of any of our males when the primal and biological take over. And the ones in which I speak do not have the training, discipline or honor of the warriors you have interacted with. Even with their training, a lot of our most honorable warriors take medical applications to stay in control of their sexual urges.” He ran a hand through that thick, jet black hair of his, allowing the band holding it at his nape to loosen. The effect made him look even more sexy.

      “Couldn’t you assign more warriors to watch over us?”

      “Dr. Ellery, you are either forgetting or refuse to accept a few important things. For the last time, you are dead to your crew. You, my dear, are here because of the explosion. That explosion is the very reason you cannot return to be with your peers. Thus, you cannot invite them to come and live with you here. Also, you are here due to the attempt on your life that brought you to the Healing Complex. I do not know if Avery was clear about your path to Olodia, but the only reason you know about this planet is because of your predicament. If you had not been injured in that blast, you would have remained on Polonari with your crew, never to see Avery again. She is here as the mate of Rilic and an integral part of our plan to stop that insidious super bug your captain has unleashed. Do you understand that?”

      The slice of that biting remark produced a cut of confusion to her scheme. No, Avery had left that important part out. Here she was thinking she had some leverage only to find out she was the unplanned guest, no better than a stowaway in her rights. Elle was no fool and could read between the lines. Gordin was letting her know that she was here only by his grace. She would have never even seen Avery again if she hadn’t needed the help of the Healers here.

      Deflation of ego was an event she wouldn’t wish even on Vanessa Lucas. It hurt like hell with a huge helping of embarrassment thrown in on the side. Here she was thinking she had some sort of pull when she didn’t. Avery had a reason for being here—to help save his people. She on the other hand, was the extraneous dross he had to provide room and board to. How did she come back from this bit of information? She’d been soundly put into her place.

      “Yes, I understand,” she said despising how weak and defeated her voice sounded.

      Elle took a moment. This day got more and more complicated. Not sure she could look Gordin in the face for any amount of time without doing something stupid, she swung her legs out of bed. It was time she got up and moved her body as well. She wasn’t an invalid and could feel her muscles responding to her movements in the bed. No sooner had she slid to the edge and stood than he was there grasping her arm to help steady her.

      It was too much of a hassle to tell him to back away. The heat from his hand permeated the thin material of her pajamas, sending pulses of strength and warmth to her core. Just this once, she’d allow him to help her. Instead of shooing him away, like she had before, Elle allowed him to support her until she found her footing as she stood. As if sensing the tension in her body at his closeness, he stepped away to give her space to take her first steps. Elle took a step toward the window facing her on that side of the room. The sun or whatever it was that provided daytime light, shone bright. If she could get to the window and get some sun therapy, maybe she could gain enough objectivity to process this news. As it was, her body tingled all over.

      To take her mind off how wobbly she was as she took another step, Elle attempted to engage Gordin in more conversation. She wanted to get a deeper understanding of these men who would attempt to kidnap her female colleagues. Learning as much as she could, would help her develop a modicum of peace by developing a profile on them. She could work on this remotely and provide any information she gleaned. Maybe that might make him see how she could be of help.

      “Tell me more about these men, please. Who are they and where do they come from?”

      “There are conflicting accounts on which tribes are involved. One source says it’s a group from a distant part of the Herodian galaxy who are on the brink of extinction if they do not start producing offspring soon. Other accounts believe it to be a conglomerate of scorned males from various planets and galaxies.”

      “Why would these men feel scorned? If anything, I’d think they would want to extinguish the settlement for all the trouble it’s been.”

      “No on the contrary, they believe the Earthian males are nothing more the mere nuisance obstacles between them and the females. Their anger is supposedly toward me. Reports and rumors say they believe I have hoarded the females for the express purpose of awarding them to my favorite Olodian warriors. Can you believe such nonsense?”

      Elle could easily believe it. From the outside looking in, that’s exactly what it might appear to be. She spoke up. “Emperor, I—”

      “Please my dear, call me Gordin. There is no need for such formalities.”

      “Ahem, Emperor Gordin—I’ll continue to address you as such as long as you seem to ignore my request to stop calling me ‘my dear’ and call me by my name as well.” She punctuated that statement with her best effort at a deadpan stare that would make Avery proud. “As for how these men may see the presence of my fellow female crew members, I can totally see how that might be the case. You have to wonder what they think. The only women from our planet that have been mated have been to your son Tordin, your nephew Malm, a not so distant cousin of yours, Jalek and your favored politician who was just installed as head of the IGA, counselor Rilic. If it were me, I’d think the same thing.”

      The rim of Gordin’s ears grew decidedly red the longer she spoke. Elle could see how much he wanted to interrupt her, but didn’t. Hard to deny it, but it appeared this Gordin had a pretty firm grasp on his emotions and actions. Elle liked that he didn’t jump to cut her off, or do the unforgivable—mansplain. Yes, he’d had his say, but when it came down to it, she knew on a baser level that he was listening to her and considering her points—about this at least. Plus, his ability to control his impulses was another layer to him that she found… becoming.

      “When viewed from your perspective, I too can see the validity of that assumption. But you have to know it is not like that. This is the doing of the divine force of the Creator Goddess. It is by her hand that those couples have come to be. Even if I would dare to do such a thing as try to put them together or whatever it is you call it—”

      “That would be matchmaking,” she interjected.

      “Yes, as you called it. There would be no way any of these warriors would acquiesce to my request of such an intrusion on their lives.”

      “Not even your doting son, Tordin? From what I understand for as much as Cordin is the pest, Tordin is the prince. Wouldn’t Tordin do just about anything you asked of him—including marrying a willing woman able to give you a strong heir to the crown?” Elle knew that was harsh the moment it left her lips. “Please forgive me. That is cruel and uncalled for. Your sons are and will stay off limits to our discussions. I will not drag them in to make a point again.”

      “Dr. Ellery, I am not a feeble man that I cannot hear truth or your opinions without remaining civil. Please do not confuse me with lesser minds.”

      Touché

      What could she say in response? Nothing. He’d soundly snatched the bravado out of her argument. He wouldn’t get riled up by even her mention of his sons. Then she remembered her own sister was still outside waiting on them to finish. Elle knew they were far from finished having this discussion. They’d come to some compromise before the day was out, come hell or high water.

      Without another word, she walked toward the door. Elle took secret pleasure in sensing the confusion from Gordin as he watched her. Would she walk out on him or stay? Yes, she did love having the upper hand on him, even if in the smallest moments.

      She placed her hand on the metal-looking disk that served as a door handle, turned it clock-wise like she’d seen Avery do and pulled. The door released, moving to the side of her on its own. Avery stood on the other side in mid pace. The hall was just as tasteful in its decoration as her room.

      “What happened? Are you all right? Elle, should you be out of bed this soon?” Avery rushed toward her, clasping both her shoulders and inspecting her.

      “I’m fine—I mean well. I didn’t want you out here waiting any longer.”

      “Why? What did he do to you?” Avery looked around her to stare at Gordin. From the tilt of Avery’s head, Elle could assume he’d followed her. “What did you do to her? Why does she look like this? Like she’s been beat down? I warned you. You—”

      “And that’s enough,” Elle said, forcing Avery’s attention back to her. “He’s done nothing to me. We just have a lot more to discuss and I don’t want you out here pacing.” Avery looked her in the eyes with a plea to tell her more. Elle knew it was time for Avery to return to her husband—her family. Elle was a grown woman who could fight her own battles. With the warmest smile that reached every part of her, she said to Avery, “Time for you to go home to your husband.” Turning back to motion toward Gordin, her breath caught when she saw him standing there, filling the entrance of the door and looking concerned—over her. She managed to get out, “My roommate and I have a lot more to discuss.”

      A quick kiss on the cheek and push down the hall was all Elle gave Avery in dismissal, as she turned to return to her room. She had a bull of a man waiting for her to defeat. His name was Gordin.
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      A faint snick of the door, shutting out the last sounds of the outside world, punctuated Elle’s intent. Time to quit dancing around it. She’d get a resolution out of Gordin. No matter what he thought, they were far from finished discussing her future. Turning to face him, Elle took a small step back into the spacious room. With willpower siphoned from remnants of her pre-Olodia life, she thrust an air of confidence and determination outward—hopefully selling it to the powerful emperor. Elle was ready to deal and gain freedom to live a life here on her own terms.

      Gordin stood well out of arms reach, hands fisted on his hips, and watched her like prey—again. Elle had to grow accustomed to his glares and stares fast. They threw her off. It felt like he wanted to scold her or dole out a punishment for something she’d done. Elle made a mental note to work on not giving the slightest fuck. One day she’d be able to completely ignore him and go about her way. For now, it was time to pretend like she was in total control. The moment, ripe with anticipation, waited as she prepared to launch into a new defense on why she should be able to do something to help with the Polonari situation.

      Weird combinations of sensations and emotions akin to schoolgirl nerves clashed with her agenda as she tried to proceed.  These cursed nerves doused her bravado, stripping her of the stamina to carry out her fight scenario with the large warrior who stood before her. Why did he have to have this power over her? No one else made her want to retreat and hide her face like a shy little girl. Alone here in this room with Gordin, if felt like everything was heightened to a confidence-destroying level. Everything she’d just committed to do was iffy at best. Gordin disrupted her being down to the soulish and if possible, spiritual realm.

      He was too much. His presence filled the space, occupying the air to make it tangible. Sound refused to let a wayward part of itself go as quiet and stillness fell in a blanket around them. Hints of masculine spiciness that could only be described as heightened concentrations of testosterone played with the heavy notes of the air, landing on her in enticing waves of temptation.

      He smelled like he would be satisfaction realized. If she could taste the moment, it would be certain to carry concentrations of the essence of him—restrained danger infused with certain delight. The next breath she took confirmed her assessment. It burst in her nostrils and being—it was all him. This all-consuming awareness of him being everywhere in the room flooded her ability to decipher anything else. And that wasn’t a bad thing. In fact, it felt good. If her senses had to be overloaded, she could think of a million ways that would be worse than this.

      A quick shake of the head to return to clarity and reality, did nothing to change the scene. Elle was caught up in a vortex of unseen activity that revolved around them. There was something more happening here. The only issue, she didn’t have the mental or emotional bandwidth to try to decipher it. Keeping her wits about her with Gordin around took up too much concentration to do anything else. She already had this un-lady-like desire and attraction for him. It might be one-sided but she’d never deny that she could easily form a crush on the emperor. Something about the tinge of danger he projected did it for her. She’d always loved bad boys. He had that vibe working for him in spades.

      The intense examination he currently wielded, lanced her to her core. His take on her seemed to be a different story. It felt like every flaw, shortcoming and mistake she’d ever made appeared to be front and center—as if they were highlighted. Twin spotlights that had the audacity to double as his brilliant eyes shone their discerning light on her, outing her shortcomings. Instantly, she was aware of her body, her body language, how she must appear to him, cowering at the door, broadcasting her indecision about what to do next. Too any thoughts attacked at once.  Why couldn’t she cloak herself in her normal psychological uniform of shrewd discipline?

      Too late!

      He advanced, taking long strides toward her. He was taking the lead. That wouldn’t do. In spite of her current handicap, Elle pleaded with all her training, experience and strength to rise to the forefront to deal with him. Opportunity to gain a foothold in their discussion and make her case was fast eroding. She braced herself, fully prepared to speak up, and shout if necessary. She had to get the jump on him before he bulldozed her over with his—him—himself! If he started talking now, there would be no way to turn it around.

      Another step and he was within arms’ reach, and… closer to the door.

      No, she couldn’t allow him to leave. Not after everything she’d done to get to this point. How could she make a strong enough appeal to the most powerful man in this entire galaxy? Right here, she was aware of how inconsequential her puny desires must be to him. He’d already been here for a while. Here she was, struck mute and trying to figure out how to beg for her new life. All she wanted was to do her job for her crew members. Sure, he must have a million other pressing matters to attend to, but her life mattered—well at least to her. If she couldn’t stand up for herself, who else would? Avery was off doing her thing with her new husband.

      Cues that she was sinking into the Land of Abandonment pinged within her body. It was getting hot in here and she needed to do something fast. Gordin couldn’t leave just yet. She didn’t want to be alone. Shaking her head to clear out that craziness, she concentrated on funneling her thoughts into a logical stream. Panic at being left alone in this unfamiliar room slammed against the insides of her stomach.

      Don’t hurl on him. Keep it together. Must get him to stay.

      Uh-uh, the last thing she wanted was for Gordin to be here with her. She’d keep it together long enough to get what she wanted, then he could do whatever the hell it was an emperor did. Maybe too long alone with him and she’d throw herself at him.

      Deep breathing. No, I need numbers. In an instant she commanded inconsequential numbers to flash before her mind’s eye. Twenty-seven, nine, fourteen, one hundred forty-two, three… she focused on the numbers until tendrils of reason lassoed her back to the moment. At last, she could think straight again. Elle would make a compelling case for why she needed to have something to do. Keeping it basic would be her best plan of execution. He wouldn’t be able to argue with her need to work.

      There was no telling when she’d be able to meet with him again like this. She had to resume the conversation in a sane manner that would grant her the ability to do way more than perch here in this gilded cage. Squeezing her eyes shut to drown out his nearing form, the first word formed in her mind to speak. Hell, she’d shout it out if necessary.

      The word disintegrated in her mouth as large, powerful and most importantly, warm hands gently enveloped her wrists. Elle didn’t dare open her eyes to see, let alone speak. Instead her breath stalled yet again, waiting for the next moment to happen. A gentle pull on her wrists brought her to stand close to the warm wall that was Gordin’s chest.

      Pops and snaps of electricity ran haphazard trails over her body, shocking and zinging her in their wake. The force was strong enough to propel Elle the additional distance into the massive chest in front of her. Before she could regain her footing, Gordin picked her up with ease in a bridal carry. Instead of taking her back to the bed, he strode over to the grouping of chairs and a sofa in the corner of the room he’d originally sat in.

      That shock was no ordinary one, like nothing she’d ever experienced before. Elle still hummed and buzzed from it, unable to speak or protest. In Gordin’s arms like this, disorientation took over. Was she alert? Had she fainted? Maybe he felt the shock and thought she was too weak to stand?

      Taking a seat on the sofa with her still cradled in his arms, she could do nothing but stay there. It had been so very long since she’d been in this position with anyone. Bodily feeling slowly conquered the cold numbness that had momentarily overtaken her, allowing her the mobility she desperately needed to flee Gordin’s lap. She didn’t want his pity, comfort or kindness. She wanted to be as far away from him as possible. And why wasn’t he saying anything. Sensing the moment held some bit of wisdom or at least insight, she remained still.

      Confusion clouded her thoughts as memories of being in her father’s lap as a child surfaced. He’d been there and then he wasn’t. When she was old enough to take care of Avery, both her parents had stopped being parents. They worked all the time. She was no longer a child, forced to become the de facto parent to Avery. She hadn’t minded, but Elle still felt some part of her childhood had been stolen away. No, her Father had checked out and abandoned them long before the event that destroyed their family.

      That must be what it was. Gordin had a fatherly vibe going on. It wasn’t blatant like the Healers. Instead it was in the way he sometimes regarded and treated her. He wasn’t old, that was for certain. She put him maybe a few years ahead of her age with how young his son, Tordin looked. Nope, he definitely wasn’t any daddy of hers, not with how attracted she was to him and how sexy he was.

      The rise and fall of his rock hard chest, threatened to lull her into a false sense of safety. This was Gordin, her opponent. She had to win this battle or she’d be sunk, staying here as his pathetic charge for the rest of her days.

      Elle of all people knew it was wrong to lie to herself. She didn’t view him as an enemy. That was what was so confusing. Gordin held this frustrating mix of protector, fatherly figure, sexy as hell man and confidante. She knew she could tell him anything and it would be all right. How? She wasn’t sure, but her gut told her it was so. Truth be told, it was nice being here like this with him. Self-conscious about her conflicting emotions surrounding their current position, she remained still but awkwardly erect.

      “Relax Joyful One. You need the rest and I need the peace, even if for a few moments.”

      Odd. Why would he call her Joyful One and why did he want to continue to hold her like she was some five-year-old? Was he saying she’d worn him down? Need the peace indeed.

      Rest my child. Place your trust in your heart. You know peace and this is it.

      What. The. Hell?

      Too spooked by that voice to do anything else but obey, Elle took a leap of faith and laid her head against his chest. Never in a million years would she had thought they’d end up like this. And yet, it felt like the best medicine for all her ills.

      It might have been a minute or an hour, but Elle allowed the rhythm of his chest falls to hypnotize her into a state of quiet. Gone were all the swirling thoughts of what needed to be done and how to position and posture herself to get what she wanted. Her mind and, dare she believe it, her soul seemed to take a break.

      She snuggled more into his lap, no longer caring about how it might be perceived. He answered by wrapping one of his massive hands around her cold feet and the other pulled her tighter to him. Elle knew he was awake and aware of everything and yet it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered, except enjoying this moment. Maybe this was their rest before the next round of fighting began? Whatever it was, the sensation of protection and safety seeped into every crevice of her being. Not since well before any of the drama surrounding that superbug and having to escort Avery out of her lab had Elle felt this in control.

      The little laugh escaped her before she knew it was formed. She waited and nothing changed. Instead of asking what that was about, Gordin continued to hold her, providing warmth and comfort like a heated blanket.

      When she felt herself drifting off to sleep, Elle shook herself. She would finish this and make him understand her. The need to be understood was forefront on her agenda now. It was the most important thing for her in this moment—to be understood by Gordin.

      Tilting her head up, she was greeted with that strong jaw and cleft in his chin. She melted a little more. But she had to get it together and do this. Elle had goals, dreams and a hellified mind that could do more than just reside in a stagnant body. She wanted to do more, so much more. The current path of existence that lay before her was akin to a death sentence. She couldn’t mark time and be here without purpose or duty.

      What the hell?

      Her finger had begun to trace the indention of his cleft as she ran through her thoughts and she’d just now caught herself. And was that a purring sound he made? She couldn’t be sure, but the low vibration was definitely a sound of contentment. She stopped, self-consciously pulling her hand back down to her own lap.

      “Please don’t stop. I was so enjoying that,” he said in the most humble and open voice she’d ever heard.

      “I didn’t want to offend you,” she managed to get out. What had she been thinking? The hint of stubble that covered his chin still tickled her fingers in memory. And she did want to continue. It felt right.

      “You could never offend me. No matter what you do, I will always have the capacity to make allowance for you. Now if you please… continue Joyful One.”

      She did—hesitantly at first, and then without interference from her internal critic.

      “Why do you call me that—Joyful One?”

      “Because it is your name.”

      “No, my name is Ellery.”

      “The essence and meaning of your name is Joyful One.”

      “Is there a reason you refuse to call me Ellery?”

      “No, not that I can think of.”

      “So why not give it a try? You can even call me Elle if you prefer.” She surprised her own self with that one. Getting this familiar with the ruler of this galaxy couldn’t be all that wise. What if she did something that was a total faux pas. He could go all Red Queen on her and instruct his warriors to be all “off with her head”.

      “Where has that mind of yours wandered off too?” he asked, voice still too low and sexy to be good.

      “Hmm?” The lazy timbre of her voice revealed how much she was enjoying this time as well.

      He’d started to massage her outer foot and it was divine. His touch was decidedly therapeutic. It wasn’t lost on her that all the nerves of the body ended in the soles of the feet. And she was happily allowing Gordin to touch every nerve of her body, freely. And she couldn’t bring herself to have not even one objection to it. The man knew his way around a foot, that was for certain.

      Snuggling in, she brought her hand down to rest against the middle of his chest. Elle watched in mesmerized fascination as her hand rose and fell in time with his breaths. More than that, she’d swear she felt a mutual energy transfer between them. It was as if they traded energy, restoring one another. Instead of asking questions of investigation, instinct guided her to simply be in the moment. Elle had the feeling that it would provide any answers she needed.

      Allow him to feel your concerns. Open yourself to him. He will help you heal.

      Huh—more of the creepy thoughts. She snatched her hand from his chest, only to have him release her foot, clasp her hand and guide it back to its previous resting place.

      “Please, relax and be here with me in this moment. It is so rare for me to experience this. I do not want it to end.” There it was again, that soft sexy voice of his, able to lull her into doing what he wanted.

      She sat up on his lap. None of this made any sense. “Wait, why are you doing this?”

      “Why not?” Again with that voice.

      “Because it’s making me nervous and confused. I have to talk with you.”

      “Go on and speak, my—I mean Elle. I am listening. You have my complete focus and attention.”

      The way he said her name was poetry, not to mention what hearing him say she had his complete attention did to her insides. Why did he have to go and do a thing like that? In spite of herself, Elle dared to look him in the eyes. They resembled the waves of a turbulent sea, cresting to crash. Mesmerized and unable to look away, she peered into them.

      “What are you thinking?” she asked almost in a whisper.

      Boldness that had been on vacation sprang up, sideswiping her logic as she leaned into him for further investigation. He watched. She braced a hand on his shoulder. His breathing was deep and rhythmic. Even in his lap, she didn’t come eye to eye with him. With a slight tug on that rugged, strong chin, she guided his face down to look at her.

      Unable to help herself, Elle’s eyes locked on the sensuous curve of the masculine cupid’s bow above his upper lip. Too busy looking into those ocular pools of hypnosis for so long, she’d completely overlooked how brutally handsome he was. Smooth olive skin, prickled with the start of a dark beard covered his cheeks down to his neck. Full lips waited, quietly guarding that bedazzling smile she’d witnessed on a few occasions. Her fingertips found his jawline on its own, tracing it from his ear to that devil of a cleft.

      A smile emerged, unveiling dimpled cheeks that mirrored each other in symmetric perfection. Without warning, a hiccup of excitement escaped her at being so close to witnessing the phenomenon. Elle had never been so close to restrained power, encapsulated in such a dangerously handsome sheath. Instinctively she knew he allowed this—her exploring his face, doing what she would to experience him in this intimate moment. But why?

      The pressure from her teeth pressing into her lower lip coincided with the flaring of his nostrils. His nose was straight with the perfect amount of real estate on his face. Everything about him shared the space in compliment to one another—except those provocative eyes. They dominated, casting everything else into understudies at best. So intense were they that heat lapped within as she continued to explore everything about his face, unable to look directly into them. To gaze into them, this close up, might be her undoing. Her fingers found their way to his full bottom lip, tracing it with fondling fascination. To her joy, his lips parted, allowing the pressure of her finger to push down his lower lip. Her own tongue darted out to lick her lips at the sight.

      The unconscious moan of desire that broke free, up and out of her, filled the space with her need. He watched, continuing to allow her to do what she willed. His lower lip called to her to taste it. She visualized what it would feel like taking it between her teeth as she sucked and tasted him. Another swipe of her hot tongue along her own lips caused his to draw into that perfect smile that decimated her every time it emerged from its guarded place.

      Liquid fire saturated her undergarments. He made her wet with want. The material of everything she wore was delicately thin. The pajamas and undergarments were no barrier between her and his all-consuming heat or presence. Elle wanted him in the worst way. She had to hope his effect on her remained her little secret. Everything about him and this moment tormented, driving her into erotic curiosity—a curiosity she had to explore.

      No longer operating in the frontal lobe of her brain where logic and reason reigned, the primal part of her—lodged firmly at the base of her brain and seated in her passion chakra—lunged forward. It took over, not in a savage assault but rather in a fluid acceptance of the moment.

      Her lips captured their tempter—that being his full, masculine lower lip—into hers. The deep, long wail of satisfaction that echoed within the depths of her being was the confirmation that this was right. At least for right now. She nibbled, pulled and sucked as strong arms adjusted her body to straddle him. He was large and she loved it. Never had she felt so overly protected. A drive, born of primal need and power surged within, urging her to connect with him. She had to touch him, feel him and be with him.

      Elle pressed in more, kissing Gordin and enjoying the musky power that emanated from him. She inhaled him, enjoying the fine mixture of wild, calm and unexpected surprise that fused to tickle her senses. The air around them remained heavy, blanketing them together as if thrusting their entangled bodies into a cocoon of its making.

      She found herself groping and clawing to be closer, to touch. As if reading her mind, he pulled her into him, so close her breasts brushed against his chest, eliciting a sigh of pleasure that triggered shudders throughout her being. The kiss, growing more and more intimate, sent new bolts of fire to her core. Gordin opened to the probing darts of the tip of her tongue. Elle brushed her tongue against his own hot one, as she invaded his mouth, exploring and delving deep inside.

      Elle felt the release of some internal hold Gordin had kept on himself. Until now, he’d allowed her to be the assertive one. She knew now that was a courtesy he afforded her. Tongues collided in a tempestuous dance of warring emotions within them both. Plunging into her mouth with the force of a hungry man, he returned her kiss, hard and passionate. Taking charge of their union, Gordin fanned fires of need, lust and sexual satisfaction she’d been to polite to admit or show. Now all bets were off.

      Nipping, clutching and sucking, Elle attacked his mouth like the starved tigress she’d always felt she was deep down. Nothing she did gave him pause. Instead the more aggressively she sought his mouth, the heartier his return. Large hands encased her, pulling her into his hard body without a hint of space. They fit together in this embrace so tightly, a speck of dust couldn’t intrude. With each flick of tongues, suckle of a lip and gasp for air, power seeped into Elle’s center. She felt love, hope, joy and yes, even blissful peace in the midst of this tangled tango they danced.

      More—she needed even more of him. Her hands darted down, searching for a hem to feel his bare skin. He grabbed one of her wrist, more firmly than she would have expected, as he directed her hand to his back where he tilted both of them forward and released the edge of the fabric he’d been sitting on. Relief at getting it free drove her hands under the garment. Free to roam, she ran a hand up and down as much of his back as she could span, savoring the smooth, taunt skin along her path. A growl, deep and throaty, escaped him as she began to run her hands over the flexing muscles of the expanse of his back. Wide at the shoulders, tapering into his trim waist, his upper body was perfection. No, he most definitely did not have the image or body of any father she knew and most assuredly not hers.

      Elle’s sex quivered at the response her touch summoned from him. She wanted him badly. Making the most of the space that now existed between his back and the sofa, she pressed into him more, wrapping her legs around his tapered waist. Elle wanted to grin with giddy excitement at her ass feeling the hard, large bulge that had to be his arousal for her. It appeared to match the rest of him in its impressive presence.

      Bam, bam, bam… “Emperor Gordin are you in there?” The muffled deep voice and banging in the distance took time to register. Again the banging came. Bam, bam, bam… “Emperor Gordin?”

      It was Gordin who emerged from the haze of passion first. When he broke their contact, Elle had to fight the urge to curse a blue streak and fall out in the floor in a right tantrum. She was so close. Her sex still pulsated with need and felt like it literally wept at the missed opportunity to have some much needed attention.

      With her still straddling him, he called out in that thunderous voice of his, “I am here, with Dr. Ellery. What do you want? Why did you not try to raise me on the vo-link?”

      Deciding it was best she abandon all hope of resuming their session, she started to move. He stayed her, resting a hand on her hip, very close to the start of her ass. Elle grinned, liking how his hand felt there—in a place only reserved for the most intimate of touch.

      The distant deep voice sounded again on the other side of the door, “Sir, we tried—numerous times. We’ve been searching room by room looking for you.”

      “Do NOT come in here. The lady is in her sleep clothes and I forbid you to enter. I will come out to you,” Gordin said, this time removing Elle off his lap with the ease of a child.

      She watched from the sofa, as he stood to his full height. Horror bum rushed her, as her eyes came level with his crotch. There it was for anyone to see. The remnants of her sexual desire, displayed in a large wet spot on the upper part of his pants. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment.

      Following her line of sight, Gordin looked down. To her amazement, he grinned, took the rest of his shirt out of his pants and covered the spot. He reached down to tilt her chin up to look at him. That dazzler of a smile he had, worked its magic.

      “That,” he said, pointing to the spot, “is a great reason to return to you quickly. You, dear Elle, allow me to be like I am with no other. Yes, you bring out a side of me I have not encountered in a long time.” Rubbing the line of her jaw with the tip of his thumb ever so gently, he added, “I like having this reminder with me.”

      Elle didn’t know how to take that. Should she be embarrassed or complimented? She’d soiled the front of the Emperor of Olodia’s pants with clear evidence of her arousal and he was happy about it—maybe? What was for certain, she’d behaved like a wanton sexual predator, attacking him. He needed to go so she could clear her mind and figure how to proceed from here. There had to be a way to comeback from this. Elle wouldn’t have Gordin thinking she was his sexual relief. She needed to get back to the matter at hand—her freedom from this pampered prison. Elle was a highly regarded psychologist. It was her job to be great at all this relationship crap. Right now, she was failing on all cylinders.

      Gordin still stood there, reaching out a hand to her. She relented from her internal morality thrashing and took it, allowing him to guide her to rise. Without another word to the man outside of the door, he led her back to her bed and deposited her on the edge.

      “I will come back to you as soon as I find out what this is about.”

      Seeing her chance to regain some of her dignity, Elle blurted out, “No! I mean no, no need. I’m feeling a little exhausted. After I get a bath and a bite to eat, I think I’m going to bed for the rest of the day, um cycle.”

      Blue eyes turned dark as they narrowed into slits. Instead of commenting, he let it go. “Very well then. I have a meeting with the IGA tonight and will be home late. May I ask you to join me for breakfast in the morning then?”

      “Sure, that should be fine.” The flatness of her tone made her sound disinterested, but she had to do some damage control before it was too late. There was no way she’d become some concubine to be used up and tossed aside once some younger woman came along. There were some beautiful women at the settlement back on Polonari that were a decade or more her junior. Once Gordin had a gander at those young beauties, she’d be as good as history anyway.

      He bent down to kiss her. Instead of running the risk of being right back where she’d been ready to fuck like a bunny, she turned her head to offer him her cheek.

      After a chaste peck, he said, “Very well then. I will see you in the morning. Do get some rest, my dear Elle.”

      He turned, took long strides and was out the door before she could return to normal breathing.
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      “Sir, the rumors are correct.” Fast words tumbled out of the young spy’s mouth as he told of his findings. “By the last count, there were legions of Terran females, concentrated in one area of Polonari. They are there for the picking and access to Polonari is open with little resistance.”

      “Is that so?” Farok asked liking the good news.

      “Yes, unlike Olodia and some of the other more populous planets in their galaxy, this one does not have the usual barrier protection nor any fleets of Olodian fighter warriors patrolling its space.”

      “What of the warrior presence on the surface?” Farok’s interest was piqued and he wanted to formulate an immediate plan of attack. “Give me the rundown of the numbers of those weak Olodian warriors. I want to know their formations, skills sets and levels, coverage and shifts. I want it all.” The scout hesitated, drawing Farok’s ire. “Speak up or suffer my wrath. You do know the information I require, right?”

      The scout stuttered—a trait Farok loathed. No real warrior spoke like that and especially not in the presence of his commander and leader. That would make it even easier to be rid of the young male, if his information was as weak as he appeared to be.

      “Sir, I can tell you that the coverage is not at full strength. At least not what is normal when offering protection. It appears that many of the Terran males from one of the sectors are housed in detainment cells.”

      “Yes, I heard about the little Terrans’ attempts to wipe out those Olodians. That would have been a favor if they’d succeeded.” Scrutinizing the young scout and seeing the male did not have much more, he was about to dismiss him for good, when the male spoke up.

      “Please sir, hear me out. I do not have all the information you request about the ground coverage on Polonari yet, but I think I might have something even more interesting.”

      This piqued Farok’s interest. If the scout had any wits about him, it would be good. Farok wasn’t known for his sense of humor or mercy.

      “Speak up then.”

      “Yes sir. My sources tell me that the emperor—”

      “He’s no emperor of yours or mine. Call him by his name.”

      “Yes, uh, Gordin has a new charge. She is one of the Terrans from the fleet. And, she is supposedly one of the top ranking of the females.”

      “Is she still of child-bearing age?”

      “Yes sir and she is reputed to be of extraordinary beauty.”

      “And what of her? Where is she now?”

      “That is the thing, sir. She lives with the emperor—” The young scout almost choked at the glare of anger Farok lashed him with. “Excuse me sir. She lives with Gordin.”

      “What?” Farok loved this news. The young scout might live to see another day after all. “You say she is a quality female, capable of bearing offspring and she lives with that troll, Gordin in Olodia?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “And, did you think to get her schedule of activities?”

      “Yes sir. That is another thing. So far she does not venture out of the royal residence—at all.”

      “Then how do you know she exists and lives there?”

      “Because she has made it known that she wishes to leave—to live in her own residence.”

      “Ha! Serves him right. He cannot even keep one for himself. She already wants to leave him.”

      “That would appear to be correct sir.”

      Farok liked this news much more than anything about the females on Polonari. It seemed Gordin had picked the best for himself and even she wished to leave him. Good. He stood to pace, loving the visible flinch from the scout who still knelt before him. As he passed by the young male, he patted his head and allowed him to rise.

      “That is all—for now.” Before the male could leave he said, “You are to get the additional information I asked for concerning the warrior force there on Polonari. And…” he turned back to look at the male, “You are to also get information on any and everything regarding Gordin’s house guest. I want to know her every move, routine and especially when she does venture out of that wretched place he calls a royal residence.” Farok emphasized his distaste of all things Gordin with that last part. “Failure will not be tolerated.”

      The scout scurried away, obviously grateful to be dismissed with his head intact. Farok’s mind whizzed with all the information he had to consider. There was a new female in Gordin’s residence. Stroking the long beard he wore as a sign of his position, Farok continued to pace the length of the meeting area.

      “Leave me,” he said to the remaining members of his inner council.

      He needed to be alone to fully engage with how he could benefit from this new opportunity. One thing was for certain. There was no way Gordin would be allowed to have another female to warm his bed, when Farok had yet to have his first mate. It was time Gordin felt the loss of another female he fancied.

      Time would never age to a point that Farok would forget what Gordin had done to him and the future of his people. He’d been young and full of hope that he’d be respected like any other son of a warrior. His planet wasn’t the richest, but they had heart, proud to be who they were. Farok’s parents had died leaving him an only child. The opportunity to continue the family line was of utmost importance. He wouldn’t die out as the last of his line.

      With females rare and the population of his planet and the surrounding ones aging, Farok had sought out an alliance with Gordin for the hand of his sister, Ladonna. Gordin had smiled at him, pretending to consider it when all the while he knew she was to be mated to his friend Eldrick of Herodia. It was typical of those wealthy brutes. They stuck together. Gordin had lied to his face, while stringing him along. He’d been young and hopeful. Gordin had attempted to make him out to be a fool.

      Never.

      In his quest to hope big, he’d approached Gordin for the most eligible and sought after female of the known galaxies—his sister. Farok always knew he was destined for greatness and he wanted a mate to match that destiny. Olodia was the biggest galaxy and the ultimate achievement. He wanted to be a part of it. He could have it through a mating.

      He’d done what he could to prepare for his audience with the great Lion of Olodia. Farok had spent so much time working as a warrior for hire to accumulate everything he could. He’d come up with a handsome dowry. It still wasn’t enough. Gordin had the nerve to lie to his face, telling him that his sister would choose her own mate and that the Olodians did not partake in the “barbaric” practice of treating their females like objects.

      “Lies, all lies.”

      If he had only granted Farok’s request for his sister to become his mate, none of this would have had to happen. Ladonna was a female who’d needed to be put in her place. Determined to make his appeal to her directly, he’d found a way to have a private audience with her. She had been too much like Gordin, turning her nose up to him. She’d acted as if she were his equal, disrespecting the honor it would have been to be his mate and bear his children.

      “Ha!” this part of her sad existence still made him thankful he’d not mated with her.

      She was the fool in the end, choosing that bastard, Eldrick for a mate over him. She’d birthed two of that beast’s children and they barely acknowledged either Eldrick or her. It served her right. The male flaunted his indiscretions in front of her. He slept with one of her own maidens in attendance. Looking back on it, Farok had no love lost for any of them. Now she was a shadow of herself, hiding out in her brother’s land shamed for her transgressions.

      “She got what she deserved,” he said, keeping the words close in the whispered hush they’d inhabited.

      It was a shame really. He blamed Gordin. The male could have prevented all this by granting his request in the first place. Females were not made to handle such intricate matters. Yes, this is what happened when females were allowed to have too much power.

      What did he expect of a galaxy that worshipped a female deity though?

      Brushing aside thoughts of the female he’d never want again, Farok’s thoughts drifted to the time he’d done away with Gordin’s first mate. She’d been easy to kill and the slug that was Gordin never knew what really happened. To this day, he believed it was due to death during childbirth.

      “Typical—he is still no wiser. And he has the gall to call himself an emperor. Emperor of stupidity and dull wits maybe,” Farok said, as he continued to pace the empty space.

      Yes, it had felt so good exacting his revenge on Gordin for his smug elitist ways. Gordin had refused him his chance at happiness long ago. In turn he’d taken his pain and turned it into justice. Now it was Gordin who paid the price.

      Thinking of how much pleasure he’d taken in killing Gordin’s whore of a mate still sent rivets of power through his entire being. What was her name? It didn’t matter. It had been long ago. Once he’d taken the step to fight for what he wanted and deserved, there had been no looking back. The royal family of Olodia had spurned him and he’d fought back, bringing the very “emperor” to his knees.

      Extinguishing Gordin’s mate in such a clever fashion had offered a bit of relief to the humiliation he’d suffered. Farok’s gift was his patience. Once Gordin had rejected his request to court his sister for the purpose of mating and joining their families, he’d waited, learned and searched for the perfect opportunity. In the meantime, it had taken him a long while to accumulate the respect he was due.

      Determined to hone his skills to become the most cunning, fearless and clever; he’d done whatever it took to conquer the surrounding tribes, plucking the best males from each and moving on. With focus born of his great ancestors, Farok had accumulated vast lands and controlled large portions of the land he called Gargis. His males were feared through the known galaxies. Tales were told of his conquests and triumphs. And he’d earned every single one of the praises. Farok was the bravest and fiercest warrior across the galaxies. No one dared to challenge him.

      All the wins had been bittersweet at best.

      Yes, dishonoring and taking away Gordin’s mate had been one of his finest accomplishments, but that pleasure hadn’t lasted. Not only was he forced to keep that coup to himself, he was still without a mate of his own. Then to add to the injury of it all, yet another female had come along and agreed to mate with Gordin.

      This female was different. She’d been the mother of Tordin and had died without any help from him. She actually appeared to love that imbecile and never wanted to leave his side. Gordin seemed to have learned a lesson too, either staying close to her at home or taking her with him on his many idiotic conquests. Farok had toyed with the idea of trying to get to her, but found that it was no use with all the security. No matter though; it was as if Gordin couldn’t keep a mate either by murder or natural death. Even fate had been on his side to keep Gordin from knowing the joy of having a mate to live out his days with.

      For years he’d contented himself with the fact that Gordin was saddled with Cordin. And to think Cordin had come close to becoming the next sitting emperor. The idea had been a boon—until the foolish male had lost it all. Ah yes, Cordin was still there. Farok smiled in spite of himself over the thought of the male.

      “Cordin.” Farok allowed the name to settle in the room.

      It was said that this was the name bestowed on him in honor of being the first son of the emperor. The entire subject of Cordin was too much justice to pass up. Yes, Gordin having Cordin to take care of with all his antics had been a bit of a release for Farok’s anger. It served Gordin right, where he was concerned. Farok smiled, wanting to laugh out loud at the fool.  Instead he kept this to himself. But the thought of Gordin finding even the smallest sliver of happiness with a new mate was too much. It wouldn’t happen—not again.

      Then there had been Tordin and his new mate to consider for a time.

      When Gordin’s son, Tordin, recently brought his bride home—one of those Terran females—he’d looked into taking her. The way Gordin incessantly bragged about her and how wonderful she was, it seemed her absence would have caused him great pain. This one would have been easy to pull off. The silly female was impulsive, taking walks around the city without guards and doing as she pleased. It became more evident why they allowed her to venture out alone once she’d gotten there and established a routine. With all the information his males and spies had gathered, it would appear that she was some type of mystical warrior, able to fight with magic of some sort. Taking her would have been a headache and logistical nightmare he didn’t want to think about. Plus, she was already pregnant with the male’s babe. That would’ve been no fun. He only wanted her, if he could be the one to impregnate her first.

      Now fate had seen fit to give him one more chance at bringing Gordin to his knees. He’d take the only female Gordin had brought into his home since the death of his mate all those years ago. Yes, this was proving to be a great day for Farok. Justice was once again giving him the opportunity he needed to make Gordin hurt like he did every night when he went to a cold bed. Looking out over his realm, Farok smiled.

      Yes, this new female of Gordin’s might be a nice consolation prize after all.
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      Gordin filled her dreams and they were fitful. He tormented her. Gordin was here with her and yet still out of reach. Over and over the loop ran. Insanity was close. Elle tried to stay with Gordin, only to have him slip out of her hands. The frustration made her want to scream. Her body yearned for him. The promise of exquisite lovemaking was there. She knew it would be good. Yet, every time Elle got close and thought they’d be alone, that hope was doused by an intrusion or he’d just up and leave. One moment he’d be there and the next he was gone.

      She turned onto her side in a fit of frustration. The move was enough to drag her out of the dream enough to open her eyes. Elle was still a little off from the length of the Olodian cycles but she knew it was still the middle of the night. The darkness outside confirmed this. Flopping back onto her back and spreading eagle in the bed, she stared up into the high ceiling. Now she was fully awake and there’d be no telling how long until she drifted back to sleep.

      Preparing to stare for a while, she wasn’t ready for the snick of the door opening to her room. Fear of the unknown intruder, inched up from its inception in her stomach all the way to her throat where she knew her ability to speak would be effected. Looking down her body and over to the door, she saw the outline of a form in the darkness. It appeared to be a man, a small one compared to the others. This was definitely not Gordin.

      A sliver of sadness that it wasn’t him sneaking in after his meeting, flew by. If this wasn’t him, who would be sneaking into her room this time of night. Deciding to stay quiet as she attempted to find something to defend herself, she strained to see if it might be Avery. The form fumbled a bit in the dark as if he was unfamiliar with the room. No, this wouldn’t be Avery. For one, she was at home with Rilic, she knew the layout of the room and she would have contacted Elle before showing up and moving around her room in the dark like this.

      She watched a little longer as the figure took more steps into the room. Her hand found a piece next to the bed that must be some sort of figurine for decoration. She managed to grab it without making a sound. Prepared to defend herself, Elle spoke into the darkness.

      “Hold your position. I know you’re in here and I have a weapon. Don’t move and I won’t be forced to use it.”

      The figure stopped advancing.

      Elle scrambled to get out of bed, remembering to wave her hand over the console next to the bed for light. If only she remembered how to place a vo-link to Avery, that would have been great. The light cast soft hues across the room, driving the shadows to the outer corners. The intruder blocked his face with hands that were grimy. Then the stench of body odor reached her. It made her want to cover her mouth and nose from the power of it.

      Holding the quartz-looking heavy object in one hand and making a fist with the other, Elle was prepared to fight to the death if need be. The figure, seeming to have adjusted to the change in lighting, lowered his hands to reveal his identity. It was Captain Tom. Elle gasped in shock at seeing how haggard and disheveled he was.

      “It’s you. How can this be? They told me you were killed in the explosion,” he said, staring at her as if he’d seen a ghost.

      Elle didn’t know what to do. Was he guilty of everything Gordin said? Training rushed back to her as the old habit it was. This wasn’t Gordin she was dealing with and she could keep this under control.

      “Yes it’s me Tom. I barely survived, but with the help of the Healers, I’m here.”

      “But why? Why are you here in this alien’s home? In his bed?” Tom looked around the room, taking in everything he could.

      Elle watched as he moved through a myriad of thoughts and conclusions. She could only hope he came up with the right one. The more she observed him, the more certain she was that he’d had some sort of mental break. This Tom wasn’t the same one from the ship. This one was deranged and potentially violent.

      “Tom, why don’t you sit and let me get you some gaiata to drink. You look dehydrated.”

      “No! I won’t touch that stuff, and you shouldn’t either. They are trying to poison us—control us through what we eat. I should know,” he laughed, the sound more like the screams of a lunatic than a laugh.

      “What do you mean? No, their water is good for us. It was the main reason I survived the explosion.”

      He looked at her, as if seeing Elle for the first time. “Ellery, it’s really you. You survived.” Sobs began to break forth from him, from a place deep down. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean for it to harm you.”

      “What are you talking about Tom? You weren’t there.”

      “But it’s still my fault. I was the one who ordered the explosion and fighting. I was the one who did it. And you, you my love, were injured.”

      “I’m okay. See, they were able to fix me right up. Please sit down and let me help you.”

      “No! You’re one of them now. I can tell. You still haven’t answered me. Why are you in his bed?”

      “This isn’t the emperor’s room. This is where I’ve been recuperating. I do not know where he sleeps. This is… my room.”

      Sound emerged from the right of them as a panel opened from the wall. Out came Gordin’s son, followed by Rilic and yes Avery. She hid behind her husband, but Elle could see her. They’d moved so quietly while Tom spoke that it didn’t register at first that they were in the room. But when he became aware of their presence, his tirade went up in emotion exponentially. And, he pointed what must be a weapon of some sort directly at her chest. It was as if he wanted to give them a great show.

      Elle cut an eye over to the group for a split second and said, “Please stay back! I can handle this. Don’t come any closer.”

      Tom started calling her names and accusing her of sleeping with Gordin. Technically she hadn’t slept with Gordin, but it wasn’t for lack of trying earlier in the day. Elle could tell it was important for Tom to think she was untouched by him. So, she’d play along. It was a half-truth. No, she hadn’t slept with Gordin yet, but she did have feelings for him. There might not be anything going on from his side, but from hers, Elle knew she had feelings deeper than she wanted to admit even to herself about Gordin. Hell, she’d been dreaming about him right before this happened.

      Tom 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’m 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? Come on, that takes some balls—if they even have them—to call yourself a fucking emperor.”

      Tom mistook Tordin for Gordin. That couldn’t be good. She had to diffuse the situation right now. What if Gordin made it home and walked in on them. Thoughts of harm coming to him had her fighting to conceal the torment. If anything happened to Gordin, Elle wouldn’t know what to do. It would be all her fault. Nothing could happen to Gordin or any of them. Maybe this was what her life meant now, to save the others who had more in front of them than behind.

      She made a motion for the others to leave. If she could talk with him alone, like before, she knew he’d calm down. It was Tordin’s presence agitating him into this frenzy. Elle knew his issue was with Gordin. That meant she needed to get the others out to safety. She’d do whatever it took to get Tom to back off this crazed idea.

      “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?”

      She was losing him. Elle had to reestablish a connection with him. Get him to side with her and see her as just like him—helpless in the matter.

      “Tom, 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.

      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? Elle, I loved you. Why are you here—with him?” His voice rang with pain and torment as he looked over to Tordin. “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 had to keep him talking until she could figure out a way to disarm him and get the situation under control. Keep him talking. 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 I tell you. My orders. I thought I’d killed the one person 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.”

      Elle gasped when she realized he was talking to her sister now. He continued, sharing all the sick details of how he was the one who wanted Avery dead. “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?” Pain of the realization that once again the threat had been right there in front of her and she’d been blind to see it, pummeled her confidence in her ability to know anything as truth. It had been Tom. He’d duped her and she’d thought she knew him better than he knew himself. “Why… why would you do something like that?” Elle’s voice failed her, sputtering out like a whisper as she tried to get more out of him. It made no sense.

      “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. Moisture from her anger boiled in her eyes, but there was no way she’d allow him to see her cry, lest he think it was him getting to her. Tom would pay for this. That was a promise she was fully ready to carry out.

      And he kept on talking.

      “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 Elle hadn’t noticed until now—at Tordin, “is mine. I gladly 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.”

      Elle couldn’t stomach his words, but a sick need to hear him out drove 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 where Avery and Rilic stood. “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.” Elle hated how much her emotions were bleeding through into the force of her words.

      “Oh, I didn’t beat her. That was Vanessa, after I had filled her up with drugs. Ah yes, Vanessa. That’s another crazy one—extreme daddy issues there, Doc,” he said, referring to Elle as the psychologist she was.

      Elle winced at his assessment. It hit a little too close to home for her taste. She stole a quick glance over to Avery to see how she was taking this. Rilic obscured her view of Avery, but Elle could only hope she held it together. Avery might be mild mannered but the woman had a temper that if stoked enough could explode.

      And yet the idiot still wasn’t finished with his sadistic tale. “You see, Vanessa didn’t like how your little sister wouldn’t show her due 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.

      Elle thought she might be sick at hearing this. They all needed to be locked up and tortured. Avery hadn’t deserved that. They’d abused her for nothing more than bruised egos.

      “Yeah, your sister was easy,” he said, almost spitting it out. “We knew she’d never leave that little lab she wanted to try to escape into, so it was easy changing out all her precious food with the ones engineered to kill using our souped-up version of her pet bacteria research.” He turned back to look in Avery’s direction again. “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.”

      Elle marveled at how shock had overtaken him. He couldn’t stop talking. It was as if he needed to tell every last bit of it. She watched as he stood there, body engaged in a full psychotic swing as he spoke. He was both detached and mesmerized by his own tale. He couldn’t stop himself from spilling all the horrid details if he tried.

      “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. Those suckers paid us millions for the pleasure of becoming nothing more than lab rats.” He lobbed a twisted smile back over to Elle. “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 out to find these freaks.” His facial features softened in a morphing that rivaled a horror movie, as he said, “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. I would have protected you from them.”

      “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?” Anger tinged each of her words, but she no longer cared. He was sick, twisted and too far gone to reach.

      “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.”

      So Gordin’s intel had been correct. It was Tom all along. Her heart flipped a little at the thought of Gordin sharing top secret information with her. He trusted her. She had to finish this.

      “Wait—I don’t understand,” Elle said, cutting an eye over to them to get ready. She made up her mind. He had to die and she would sacrifice herself to make that happen. Preparing to rush him and get that weapon away she asked, “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.”

      That was it. He had to die.

      Before she could launch herself at him, Tom turned and shot, aiming for Tordin. Time seemed to slow as Elle watched in horror as the events unfolded before her. Rilic jumped in front of Tordin, taking the shot instead. But, it was Avery who surprised them all. She attacked Tom. Elle had to fight the flashbacks of seeing her attack him like she’d done all those years ago with their neighbor, Mr. Larry from across the street.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two cycles later: Healing Complex, Capital City of Olodia in the Olodian Galaxy

      

      Elle’s body trembled from the purging that had just taken place. While her sister lay in a room somewhere in a wing of this vast facility, locked in her personal mental prison, Elle had told her husband everything she could about the event that had changed their lives forever. After seeing the relief and determination to fight for his wife, Elle had known it was the right thing to do.

      Now she sat here torn over the need to be here and pray for her sister’s recovery and wanting to find Gordin and have him hold her again. It was like a tug of emotional war. She thought of him constantly, wanting—no—needing to be around him. Elle hated herself for her inability to separate her lustful needs from that of the severity of her sister’s situation. Avery needed her fully focused support right now. So, she’d be here both physically and mentally.

      The next few hours felt more like days. Then Rilic emerged telling her the best news. Avery was out of the catatonic state that had taken her over. He didn’t say much about what happened, but Elle knew something about their ordeal had been the key for him helping his wife to come back to him. His entire face looked different. Gone were the creases and shadows, to be replaced with a fire in those beautiful golden-amber eyes of Rilic’s.

      “You don’t have to say anything, but I know you helped her come back,” Elle said, giving her brother-in-law a sisterly hug. “Thank you for loving her fiercely enough to bring her back.”

      He smiled, nodded and sighed. Elle knew that one. It held all the unspoken angst and hurt that had been weighing him down. She knew it like she knew her most intimate nightmares. It was good for Rilic to be able to release it. Avery was back and Elle could see through him how much they’d become a joined unit.

      A simple sadness brushed against her mind as she considered that from this moment on, Avery would always be more his mate than her sister. Avery had a family of her own now and she was both duty and emotionally bound to put them first. Elle knew this day would come and she also knew it would be hard for her.

      Taking in a breath for strength, Elle smiled at the happy man and asked, “Is it possible for her to have visitors yet?”
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      “Father, I believe this is the best location to relocate the Earthian females,” Tordin said, pointing out the land Gordin owned, that was a quick shuttle ride to the southern outreaches of the city’s realm.

      “But that is close to the capital city. Is it imperative that we house them here, so close to everything? I know I have other lands here on Olodia and on other planets that can provide shelter, just as good as here,” he said pointing to another thatch of land and housing farther away that he used as a retreat.

      They were in a private meeting in his home office, working to find a solution to the threat on the Earthian females. Gordin’s thoughts had continued to drift back to only one Earthian female over and over, Elle. Since their last encounter, he’d purposefully kept busy and out of her way to give her time to see after her sister. There was more to it though.

      He didn’t want to experience her rejection or demand that she’d leave him or his home. He had to find a way to make it up to her. That maniac, Captain Tom, had entered into her bedroom as she slept and Gordin was still trying to find a way to approach her and apologize to her. He’d been silently thankful when she’d needed to go with her sister and Rilic to the Healing Complex.

      Although he’d hated what had happened to Dr. Avery and the setback on finding a cure for Tom’s little monster, he still thought it was a blessing that he’d been given more time to find a way out of this mess. He had to keep her here with him. Her safety was at stake even more. That was the part of this he could live with right now. It was too raw to think that he wanted her here with him and not it only being about her safety.

      “And you’d be right. But, there’s a factor you didn’t consider.”

      “Hmm? Excuse me, would you repeat that last part? You were saying?”

      Tordin eyed him, suspicion tinting his eyes to that dark gray that reminded Gordin of Tordin’s mother.

      “I said that you’d be right about not wanting them to be so close, if there wasn’t another factor to consider.”

      “What is that?”

      “The will of the Goddess. Phoebe’s been very vocal about the will of the Goddess concerning these females and a lot more. She says that they have to be here… close to Dr. Ellery.”

      “Why? That makes no sense at all. She is dead to them!”

      “I know that, but according to Phoebe, the Goddess has work for her to do with them. You need to find a way to go along with this father. Don’t be so stuck on your initial ideas that you can’t remain open-minded and flexible.”

      Gordin smiled, hearing more of his daughter-in-law, Kyra, in that reply. “I see my daughter has been talking with you about this situation as well.”

      Tordin smiled at the mention of his mate. “That she has. You of all warriors should know how she gets when there’s a cause to be considered. She sees this as an opportunity for Dr. Ellery to have a purpose. Else, she will find a way to leave here. And where would that put her safety, not to mention you, your reputation or ego?”

      Gordin didn’t like how true Tordin’s words where or how close they’d pierced his fears. “What? I do not have an ego about Elle—I mean Dr. Ellery staying or going. My concern is for her safety.”

      Tordin looked up from his tablet to consider his father. Gordin hated when his son thought he smelled something afoot. That was not the case. Elle was beautiful and he desired her. What they’d shared the other cycle might just be her survivors’ guilt kicking in. She most assuredly had been as open to him as he was to her, but it could have been due to the trauma of all she had been through.

      Once again he pushed aside the rebuttal thought of the shock of energy that sparked between them. That energy spark that happened could have been due to natural causes. There was no way he could be her mate. His love had come and gone. It was time for him to abandon this farfetched hope that it could happen again. The young woman simply had a lot of emotions and they translated into that wondrous kiss they’d shared. He knew he would have stopped it soon, even without the interruption. She had to gain her strength and then she’d be able to rightly decide her life and her mate.

      He tore his thoughts away from the lovely female to pay attention to the matter at hand. He had thousands of females to accommodate and protect. The intel was certain that an attack was nigh. Gordin didn’t have the luxury of behaving like a young warrior in love. In love? No, he couldn’t be in love with the beautiful Elle. It was too soon and there was no way she could ever return the sentiment.

      “Father? You plan on coming back to the conversation anytime soon?” He caught Tordin asking.

      “Why yes. Respect your elder, son. I might be your father, but I am still your emperor too. I command respect as the Lion of Olodia.”

      The grin his son wore softened Gordin’s stance. He didn’t have to do his regular spiel with him. Tordin knew him better than anyone. This was his son.

      “Yes sir.”

      “Oh none of that. Forgive me my son. I forget myself sometimes. You know I love you and I want the best for you and everyone. Please, let us concentrate on getting these females to a safe place. I do not want them accusing me of selling them a lot of hopeless dreams of protection too.”

      “Why would they say that?”

      “Oh it is nothing I suppose. It seems that our fair Dr. Ellery already wishes to move out and have a residence of her own. On our last encounter, she was adamant that I could not protect her. In light of the recent events, it seems that is indeed the case.”

      “You couldn’t have known Tom was willing and able to go to the lengths he did to penetrate your defenses at the house. How were you supposed to know that the little criminal would find a passageway beneath the complex, live there and wait until your security detail had to change shifts? Who’s willing to live among the vermin to do something like that?”

      “Someone who is singularly committed to his mission. Someone who remembers what it is to be focused on his task and willing to do whatever it takes to carry it through.”

      “Father don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Make that crazed murderer out to be anything other than dishonorable. What he did was wrong. That has to be the end of it.”

      Knowing his son’s words to be true, Gordin returned to the agenda.

      “How do we protect these females from the threat of the Vanals? And more importantly, how do we protect ourselves from these females being so close to the capital city? We are not sure they’re all innocent of the recent incidents to overthrow our forces.”

      “True, but here we’ll have a better chance at sniffing out the rotten apples among the bunch.”

      Laughter exploded out of Gordin before he could catch himself. They were in his private office at his home and the sound was quickly absorbed into the sound proof walls. This little feature might be the reason why Gordin never thought his voice was as loud as others proclaimed. Having the walls always there to absorb the sound had trained him to speak louder and louder over the years.

      Thoughts of how he’d have to adjust his volume now that Elle lived here ran through his mind—if she agreed to stay. For now, he’d have to extend more effort to pay attention to his son and this meeting. Tordin’s time was just as valuable as his own. Plus, Tordin had his lovely mate and their wee one on the way to occupy his thoughts. How dare Gordin make so light of this? After his personal chastisement, Gordin returned his thoughts to the flow of the conversation.

      “I love it when you use one of Kyra’s inventive and colorful ways of speaking. I do enjoy listening to her,” he said.

      Tordin allowed his usually formal demeanor to shift into the casual one he used around his mate. “Yes, she does have a way of putting things. Now come on father, we have to get this plan in place and get a move on.”

      Gordin had no doubt Tordin would successfully implement anything he asked of him. The weight of his feelings toward Elle weighed heavy. What if she still wished to leave him? What would happen to her? He had to get his son, the person he trusted the most in life, to make a plan to protect her as well.

      “Son there is something else I would like to speak with you about as well. It is about Elle—pardon me, Dr. Ellery.”

      Gordin attempted to ignore the silly grin Tordin wore at his slip in calling her by her informal name.

      “I think I already know what you’re about to say. Phoebe’s been chomping at the bit to speak with you about her as well.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yes Father. It seems that the Goddess isn’t finished with her blessings. Phoebe and the Healers sense you and Dr. Ellery have started the mating sequence. And take it from me, it’s better to complete it sooner than later.”

      Embarrassed over them knowing that his interaction with Elle had been more than friendly, he had to put some distance between him and any talk of mating. Elle didn’t deserve to become the subject of any conjecture or Goddess forbid, gossip. Being in his home would not open Elle up to the daily lack of privacy he endured as emperor. That lovely female deserved to have her life and privacy as she willed it to be.

      “Why, you can’t be serious. I am not her mate. I was going to ask you to help her remain safe so she could move out if she wished. And find her true mate before I did something I would regret. I am to be her protector, even if that means protecting her from me and the shortcomings that come with my life. Hear me on this, I am not her mate. I am simply to keep her safe until she does meet her true mate.”

      “And I’m telling you that the mate is you! Yes, I’ll make certain she has the best protection my warriors can provide, but you have to snap out of it and see this for what it is.”

      Tordin ran a hand through his hair. Gordin looked on, knowing this was a tell of his son’s when he was getting flustered. Tordin had been doing it since he was a child. Gordin didn’t want to be the reason for any frustration. When Tordin looked over at him, Gordin gave him the warmest smile he could muster. He wanted Tordin to know he loved him and honored his wisdom.

      Tordin spoke again. This time his voice was less intense. “Look father, you don’t have to believe me, but do a check in your gut—heck ask the Goddess yourself—and see that what I’m saying is truth. You and Dr. Ellery are Goddess-mated. And, based on how distracted you’ve been this entire meeting, I’d say I whole heartedly believe it too.”

      “My dear son, I must admit that I do not feel comfortable speaking of this with you. I loved your mother and—”

      “And what? You have a chance at love again. You should take it, especially when it has been Goddess sanctioned.”

      “What of those many, many warriors who have never known the love of a mate? I have had two wonderful females as my mates. I would say that is enough. I do not wish to be greedy or tempt fate on my good fortune.”

      Tordin attempted to speak up, but Gordin stayed him, holding up a hand.

      “Please allow me to finish. I have had time to think about what it would be to have her as more than my charge. The thought is beyond pleasant but I am also old enough to know when it is time for me to allow those younger than me to have an opportunity. Yes, I am greatly attracted to our dear Dr. Ellery. In truth, I find her most appealing in every way. But I also know that she is here in my care after having gone through great trauma. Any affection she may show me most certainly is connected to her near-death experience and all the emotions surrounding that. I am giving her time to adjust and settle into this new world. I am most certain that once she has had time to think, she will not wish to be saddled down with me.”

      Tordin stared at him, refusing to hide the scowl that etched his face. Gordin couldn’t help but see some of his mate’s features in his son’s face. Yes, it was obvious he looked more like Gordin, but at times like these, his son was her memory in living form.

      Tordin spoke, using that tone that said he wasn’t happy with his father’s proclamation. “Are you done giving me that load of crap? Pardon me, but who made you more powerful than the Goddess, oh Lion of Olodia? Father, you seem to think this is like your mating with mother and it’s completely different. I don’t for one moment question your love for either my mother or Cordin’s, but at this very moment I do question your wisdom in trying to deny the force of the Goddess at work.”

      Tordin rose to pace. Pacing is what they both did when in deep thought or work. Gordin would humor his son with this train of thought. He couldn’t deny the power of conviction his son felt. Hopefully he’d grow to understand Gordin’s position on this matter as well.

      Tordin turned at the end of his current pace to look back at him. “Father, you’ve always taught me to face truth and calling head on. I’ve done it, even when everything within me wanted to rebel or go with what my mind and reason said. I don’t know if it’s a process for you, but you really have to get over your sense of morality about taking another mate. I’d say that this is the one mate that was always destined to be with you. Am I pleased you still love the memory of my mother? Absolutely, but please allow the dead to have their rest. You’re in the land of the living and there is a female who is ordained of the Goddess to be here. Please don’t muck up this opportunity?”

      Gordin wanted to pace as well. Instead he sat and mulled over his son’s words. His dreams had been filled with images and tormenting thoughts of Elle. He’d wanted her but knew it would be no use. She wanted to leave. That part Tordin didn’t understand. Yes, he’d love it if it were true that she was his Goddess-blessed mate, but that was not the case. The way she’d immediately turned her affection off when they last met was evidence of that fact. She’d not wanted to see him since. And, he’d given her the space, each moment feeling the distance grow between them. Yes, for a brief moment in that room holding her, he’d allowed himself to think that he might be her mate.

      That intrusion by his staff was the best thing to have happened. There was nothing worse than an old fool. It would have pained him in a way he’d not had to encounter before if she’d given into him only to realize it was a mistake. Gordin was more than his wants and even needs. He would never hold a female or anyone to a choice made under duress once the truth emerged. He was glad it had happened so quickly, before he’d allowed himself to get too immersed in Elle.

      He wanted to curse himself though. It was true, he still wanted her to stay here with him. Yes, there was some benefit of him avoiding her as well. The longer he put it off, the more she might grow to like it here, sans his presence. Having her here and not seeing her was still better than her leaving.

      “Father? Stop making excuses in your head and talk with me. Now isn’t the time to shut me out. I may be your son, but in a matter like this, I’m also the best confidante you have. I’ve been right where you are.  Don’t forget I get a lot of my ways from you. Let me help you navigate all the issues that would keep you from allowing yourself to be with her.”

      It was time for Gordin to speak the truth aloud. Mustering up the courage to show his failing, he said, “Son, she does not want me.”

      Undeterred, Tordin countered, “Have you spoken with her since the Tom incident? Did she say that to your face?”

      Gordin didn’t want to continue this line of questions. He wanted to move on to other pressing matters that concerned the citizens of his realm.

      “Let us move on from this.”

      “I see—the answer is no then.” Tordin ran a hand through his hair again, continuing to show his frustration. “Look Father, I know you have a huge heart and capacity to love, but in this I think you need to be a little selfish and do what your heart tells you to. I didn’t want to say this, but for some time now, you’ve acted like you’re old. You’re not, you know.”

      “That is because I am.”

      “Don’t roar at me,” Tordin said, laughing at him. “What I mean is, you aren’t old enough to acting like you’ve got one foot into the afterlife. Not in the least. You may be my father, but you still have so much more life to live. Why do you think I make sure to support you and the continuation of your reign?”

      “Because you do not wish to take on the weight of the crown?”

      “Yes, that’s the main reason, but it’s also because I know you have many, many more years of youthful life ahead of you. Why not spend it with your mate by your side?”

      “Again, I will repeat it—slowly this time. She. Does. Not. Want. Me.”

      Tordin neared where he sat at the table, leaned in and said, “Have. You. Spoken. With. Her?”

      The grumble of irritation that bellowed from Gordin was the unconscious confirmation that he’d not spoken with Elle. Tordin grinned, knowing he’d won this round.

      “Father, I suggest you move your schedule around this cycle to have a conversation with the lovely Dr. Ellery.”

      “You do?”

      “There’s no time like the present. And don’t attempt to get out of it either. I will check in with her to make sure that has happened, if need be—oh Lion of Olodia.”

      “You would not!”

      “Yes, yes I would. Or would you rather it was Kyra. She’s been on me to make sure you do this since yesterday. She believes Dr. Ellery is in pain and needs to consummate the mating with you to start her new life here properly.”

      “She does?” Gordin was prone to listen to his daughter-in-law in whatever she advised. Her brilliance in such matters as interaction with others had helped him in ways too numerous to think about. “Well then, my darling daughter Kyra is in on this with you?”

      “Actually, it’s her and Phoebe. Phoebe, in particular, is adamant you complete the mating process as soon as possible.”

      “Lady Phoebe is involved that much you say?”

      Tordin gave him a look that said everything he needed to know. These women were making his son’s life hard, especially Lady Phoebe.

      “Yes, and Phoebe stressed that Elle’s welfare is directly tied to your mating.”

      “Aye, interesting.” Gordin didn’t like his private affairs being discussed so openly. He respected the power of the Goddess, but it would be better if this wasn’t a community affair. But he did have to admit that the power of the Goddess was strong with Phoebe and to go against her counsel or premonitions wouldn’t be wise. Conceding to this fact he said, “Indeed, Lady Phoebe can be quite… how shall I put it—direct and abrupt. But, her gift is a powerful one.”

      “That’s an understatement—Phoebe has Kyra worked up over this too.” Running his hands over his face, Tordin exhaled. “Kyra’s not focusing on anything but seeing this through to the end; she’s not in her workshop Father. It’s that important to her. She wants you to be happy and for her, that means finishing your mating ritual.”

      “Not even her current project for the conservatory on levitation.”

      “Not even that. Everything is on hold. You know Kyra wants you and Dr. Ellery to be happy and safe. I’ll say that life has been a bit uncomfortable for me, since Dr. Ellery arrived here and you two met. They want me to impress on you that Elle is stronger with you than apart. And with all this going on,” Tordin said pointing at the large display of plans emblazoned on the read out of the conference table, “I completely agree. From experience, I can attest that you’ll both become stronger. Father, if you want to do everything you can to keep Dr. Ellery safe, at least talk with her.”

      “That is easier said than done.

      “I can’t go back home without this being done. That was the order I received this morning.”

      “And you are going to just take it lying down like that? I thought I raised a true warrior,” Gordin said, allowing the laugh to escape.

      “You did. I am also a wise warrior who knows it is never wise to get on the bad side of his mate, especially when she is dealing with the emotions of pregnancy. You might think Kyra is sweet, but that female has a dark side to her that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. You don’t cross her when she’s determined to get what she wants.”

      “I can believe it. It is always the sweet ones you have to watch.”

      Thankful the worst of his son’s rebuke had ended after he promised to have a conversation with Elle this cycle, they moved on to the next pressing matter. The superbug issue and Dr. Avery’s progress. After being debriefed on it by Tordin from Rilic’s information, Gordin was ready for a break.

      “Son, consider staying for the midday meal. I think it is time for a break.”

      Tordin checked the time on his indicator he wore on the inside of his arm. Gordin had yet to embrace that bit of technology. Checking the time and other particulars, Tordin said, “Yes. We have another pressing issue to discuss.” Looking Gordin straight in the eyes, he added, “We have to discuss what the family’s position and united front will be regarding Cordin and his upcoming trial. He has sent word, asking if any of us would come to visit him.”

      All Gordin could manage was a grunt. The issue of Cordin was too painful to discuss. Gordin had played it over in his head a million times. Cordin was different, Gordin knew and understood that. It was as if he gleaned nothing of his heritage to make his decisions. Time after time, Cordin had made the wrong choice. Determined to do what he could for him, Gordin had tried to love the bad choices out of the male instead of rebuking him. Most thought he fawned over Cordin because of his mother’s death. That wasn’t the case. Gordin had reached the final point where enough was enough. He’d done all he could and would. No, Gordin did not wish to speak on this today. Not when he’d just promised to tackle another hard task of speaking with Elle.

      “Son, I will discuss this with you, but do not expect me to agree to anything at this time. You have gotten me to agree to accomplish one major task today by speaking with Dr. Ellery. I believe I have earned the right to postpone any decision about your brother until another time.”

      Tordin’s expression mirrored his own, that of pain over the predicament of Cordin’s trial.

      “I agree with you father. You’ve agreed to do what is most important at this time. Cordin isn’t going anywhere anytime soon.”
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      Elle journaled for her life.

      Since the Tom incident four cycles ago, Elle had been moved to what must be a suite. She sat at the desk, in her new spacious accommodations at the royal residence. The new room had a receiving area, desk, sleeping area and a bathroom that looked more like the average person’s idea of a spa. It also had been frequented by the staff and some warriors who appeared to be part of a security detail. The security warriors came at odd times, checking the room, paying close attention to one particular area of the wall behind the bed and asking if she was okay. But no visits or sightings of Gordin. She’d even ate her meals alone.

      Some good, solid soul journaling, that’s what she’d been needing. What better way to exercise self-care than to get all the swirling thoughts out and onto a page? She could burn it all later. Allowing her pen to float over the surface of the page without edit or critique, Elle imbued words and little doodles with meaning. Sometimes pressing hard onto the paper, she demanded they transform into vessels to carry away all the noise in her head. If she’d been allowed to do something, like work, all this turmoil might have been evicted from her mind by now.

      Exercising in the designated area of the residence hadn’t helped to relieve the stress. That’s when she’d resorted to writing. It was still a go-to for a good old fashion cathartic empowerment. She needed the release bad. Elle’s peace of mind had to be restored.

      The pen made a circle on the page, round and round as flashes of Tom’s face turning blue rode her memories. Avery had been too far gone in her trauma to release him. She’d strangled this man in front of everyone. Another man had threatened harm to Elle and it had been her sister to come to the rescue again. Slashes of ink dissected the circle, as the word “enough” formed over it.

      All the hurts, pains, misunderstandings, frustrations that had morphed into inconsolable anger and even the outlier of her giddy attraction for Gordin, had congealed together into a mass of looping thoughts that obstructed fresh new ones from blooming and growing. Finally, some movement toward a return back to normal had begun to emerge through this exercise.

      Great, sometimes the old stuff worked better than anything else. She’d get her relief through the simple act of writing. The words were doing their thing. Tension ebbed, releasing its constriction on various areas of her body. Got to love journaling. It had always been a winner for her.

      The sound of the chime at the door brought Elle back to the room, “Come in!” Elle yelled across the space. She didn’t want to break the flow and it had to be a member of the staff.

      Thanks to her security, no one could come in without first ringing. That was a precautionary measure to prevent unwanted guests from barging in—like Tom. Of course security had an override, but that was her new life. Caged but safe, hah—still not funny.

      Attention back on the page in front of her, Elle marveled at all the scribbles, statements and tangents her session had produced so far. Lots of exclamation points and word-shouting littered the pages she’d already filled. The explosion back on Polonari, Tom’s crazed intrusion and talking to Rilic about the night she and Avery were abused had stirred up lots of emotions. This was on top of her constant thoughts and dreams about Gordin, not including her insatiable need that bordered on obsession to go to him, be with him or even just to touch him again.

      With the superbug and the threat on the well-being of her female crew members, too many things were happening all around her. And where did she fit in any of it? Nowhere, that’s where! Being the odd person out on all the action was worse than being left here in this room to rot.

      Although Elle didn’t want to be in the way of jeopardizing any covert plans underway, she did want to fulfill the tug on her conscious to do more than sit here. Conviction of duty seduced her, pulling at Elle’s ability to face herself in the mirror. There was no shadow of doubt that she must do more. What exactly, that hadn’t made itself clear yet.

      The worst of it was she didn’t want to leave Gordin. Not in the least bit. Considering moving out and away from him brought on this new intense level of separation anxiety. If allowed, these thoughts of being separated from him spiraled out of control and induced nausea that rivaled morning sickness. That was a main reason, she’d been writing for her life, getting all the dueling thoughts out and onto paper.

      Like morning sickness… Ghosts of a time long past threatened to burst forth to the surface. Elle found herself shaking her head no. No time to go down that bunny trail now. Get what I can out and then burn the evidence, she counseled herself. Baby steps.

      Elle was a big girl, able to handle her own shit and that was what she’d decided to do—little by little. The movement of her hands releasing all the pent up anger, confusion, nonsensical thoughts and emotions was how she’d keep her sanity and make sense of how to be during this tumultuous time.

      The chime at the door sounded again. Imitating Gordin, she bellowed, sending the command across the distance to open. “I said, come in.” Then more of a murmur than sound she continued, “It’s not like I’m going anywhere. Why get up and be excited about it?”

      After Elle had explained that she wanted writing paper and a stylus instead of the normal digital tablets they all used, the royal residence staff had delivered paper and pens of all sorts. Sourcing these materials must have been like a treasure hunt they enjoyed because she’d been receiving various kinds all cycle. This current knock must be another delivery. Bless them for their excellent care but it was overkill as usual. Everyone she interacted with on the staff was wonderful but tended to lean toward doing too much whenever she asked for anything.

      Hearing the door open, she didn’t look up, instead pointing the current pen she used to motion for the staff to place the newest package on a platform closer to the door. She was hitting a flow right now and didn’t want to stop to deal with more paper.

      “Thank you. Please place it next to the entrance. I think that should be enough for now,” she said to the figure, standing in the door.

      “I would prefer it if you would receive it and place it somewhere close to a window.” The voice was decidedly feminine, rich, and unfamiliar.

      The sound of the unfamiliar person here in her room, caused her entire body to seize up. That explosion had left her more on edge than ever before. Elle collected herself, bringing all her mental capabilities to a focused concentration on the woman.

      Female of undetermined youthful age but is an adult, tall—around six feet or more, comparable size, frame and weight to mine, holding some sort of flowering plant, attire unfamiliar, appears calm, extremely attractive with thick, long, jet-black hair and expressive baby blue eyes. Presents as a distinguished person of accomplishment. Profession not readily apparent. Threat level—eight with that plant or weapon if skilled, four if not. Definitely not from Earth, must be Olodian and not part of the staff.

      Elle would proceed with obvious caution, not making any snap judgments or moves until she knew more about this woman.

      “Oh, I thought you were someone else.”

      “Obviously,” the woman said with a light laugh. “Pardon me for the intrusion but I have been wanting to come for a visit ever since you arrived. The Healers gave me the clearance to visit this cycle. I would have sent a message ahead to ask for an audience with you, but I decided to throw caution to the wind and come to see you straight away. I believe there is a saying from your culture that says it is better to get the forgiveness after the deed has been done?”

      “It goes something like that.” Elle eyed her, enjoying the slight accent, but still wondering who in the hell this woman was.

      “Where are my manners? I have barged in and you look like you are engaged with some sort of project,” she said looking over at the paper on the desk like it was a spectacle.

      “I was doing some writing,” Elle said, turning the writing face down on the table. Elle couldn’t help it, she had to know who this woman was before she allowed her to come in and get comfortable. “Excuse me for asking, but who might you be?”

      “Oh yes, by the Goddess! I am Ladonna, sister of Gordin and mother of Malm. You may know my son, but I am not certain that my brother would have remembered to mention me. May I come in for a visit?”

      The woman still stood in the entry way to the room. At least she had the manners not to barge in. Elle was still taken aback. This was Gordin’s sister. He had a sister and had never mentioned it. But to be fair, when had she given him time to talk about anyone but her and her demands. A little guilt over that realization made the pressure of her pen press down hard on the back of the paper.

      He had a sister who was gorgeous in the sort of way that made a person stare—rudely. It made sense. They looked enough alike. And the woman had come to visit, bearing a gift no doubt. That gesture alone was worth a few minutes of her time at least.

      “Of course, welcome. Please, join me over here so we can get a chance to know one another,” Elle said motioning to the sitting area. She had switched on her regular charm like it was a second skin. This she could do. Unlike her brother, this woman appeared to be normal. That is, as normal as possible in the few moments she’d been here.

      When Elle approached her to take the plant, Ladonna smiled back at her. Elle didn’t miss the quick but thorough perusal the woman made of her. She was sizing Elle up too. This Ladonna was a few inches taller, putting her over six feet for certain, but everything about her was lady-like and soft.

      When they’d sat on the sofa, that reminded Elle of Gordin and all the best memories of her recent past. The woman spoke up.

      “I have to confess before we go any further.” She looked Elle in the eye with her own of exquisite aquamarine—what was it with these people and their eyes anyway? “When I said I came on a whim, and that is correct to an extent, I did not tell the entire reason for my visit. I’d also had an inspiring conversation with my daughter-in-law, Phoebe, which confirmed my need to visit you sooner than later.”

      “Who?” Elle asked not knowing if she should know who this woman was or not.

      Ladonna searched her face for what must be some recognition. Elle had nothing to give her. She didn’t know this woman—Phoebe.

      “I see. Phoebe is Earthian. She is also the Goddess’s seer.” Noting Elle’s continued blank stare, Ladonna pressed on, giving more information. “Very well then. I shall explain. A seer of the Goddess is one called to relay the will of the Goddess to others. Our Phoebe has been chosen and blessed with that calling.”

      “Okay, but what does that have to do with me, and your impromptu visit?” Elle didn’t try to hide her impatience with this foolishness. So what if this Phoebe was a psychic, that had nothing to do with her.

      “That is it—everything. It would appear that the Goddess is at work in your life, my dear.”

      Again with the “my dears”, geez.

      Taking the bait, Elle asked, “How so. I told you, don’t know this woman.”

      “It doesn’t matter. She has a message for you.”

      “And you’re the one she sent to deliver it? She must trust you a lot.”

      “I would hope so. I’m to be the grandmother to her wee one and she has given me more chances to see my son. I would do much for her.”

      That part about being able to see her son hit a cord with Elle. She got that. What would happen as Avery grew more involved with the day-to-day life of being a wife and possibly a mother? Elle could only hope she got a chance to still see her, even a little bit.

      Ladonna was like her, on the outside looking in. Having a daughter-in-law who gave her more time with her son would get high praise as well. Elle would listen and see what the woman had to say. Looking at Ladonna, it was hard to see her as anywhere near old enough to have a grown son or be a grandmother, but this wasn’t Earth, maybe their sun didn’t age folks to look like crispy bacon as the years rolled by.

      “You got me. I’m listening,” Elle said, leaning back against the back of the sofa. She might as well get comfortable. Something told her, this would be a long conversation.

      “Thank you. Have you been able to get out and do anything dear?”

      “Other than taking a tour of the house and grounds a few days ago, no. I was hoping to do some more exploring today, once I finished up what I was doing here.”

      “Good fortune then. I was hoping to be able to show you around the compound and where my home is located.” Ladonna looked sincere and Elle appreciated the gesture. “I can only imagine what you have endured in such a short amount of time. Being cooped up in here isn’t something I would want for the most wretched of souls.”

      “Obviously you haven’t heard of Earthian prison systems then.”

      “What is that dear?”

      “Oh nothing. Continue—I’m paying attention. You were saying we could blow this joint?”

      “Something like that… I see, that must be one of your colloquialisms from your home planet. Right—let me get to the point I really need to make. I am not good with small talk. I like directness and I hope you do as well.” Ladonna waited for a reply. When Elle remained silent, she continued, “I want to ask you to give my brother a chance. He is a kind soul and would be a great mate for you. Please, consider giving him a chance to show you.”

      “What? You can’t be serious,” Elle said, sitting up on the sofa. “You can’t come in here and ask me to become your brother’s concubine. I’m a damned psychologist. I have worth, outside of being defined by a man’s assigned role for my life. How about he become my mate instead, huh?”

      “That is being worked out as well. Hopefully as we speak.”

      “Really? Lady, you’ve got some nerve.”

      “I informed you that I am to the point. Why tiptoe around the real issue. You and my brother should be together.”

      “And how do you know this. Did Gordin tell you?” Elle wanted to know this part more than anything, but tried to play it cool.

      “No, but Phoebe said it was the will of the Goddess and—”

      “Wait—hold up. This psychic chick Phoebe told you this?”

      “Why yes—and she’s never wrong, because it is the Goddess at work and not her.”

      “You expect me to believe some woman I’ve never met knows more about me than I know my damn self?” Breathe and slow it down. She was cursing and that wouldn’t go over well. This Ladonna did seem to have the family trait of pissing her off too. She wasn’t as fast as Gordin at it, but was still in the running.

      “Yes, if you would like to meet Phoebe, that can be arranged. She would have come with me but she’s in her last months before her delivery date. The Healers have her on bed rest, you see.”

      “Great, so she’s pregnant and spewing out these edicts about my life while she’s holed up in bed. Freaking amazing and the audacity of it all—that takes some moxie—I’ll give the woman that. I know myself better than any of you. Where Gordin is concerned, that’s off limits. If he was so interested in me, I’m sure he’d have no problem saying so. We’re grown, not some kids playing around. I’ll believe that this Phoebe woman is legit when he comes and tells me he wants to move our relationship into that direction. For now, I’m the houseguest, nothing more.”

      Ladonna’s eyes bucked as Elle jumped up from the sofa. Elle was just about to tell her to get the hell out when the woman jumped up as well. This Ladonna had a firm body, she may have even been in better shape than Elle. Well actually by the looks of her she was. Both of them had solid frames but Elle might have had her by some pounds.

      The tell-tale surge of adrenaline coated Elle’s stomach preparing her for the fight response Elle knew was coming. It had been years since she’d taking any kickboxing classes back on Earth, but she’d have no problems doing her best to kick this woman’s ass all over this room if she tried it. It didn’t matter whose sister she was, that pretty face was going to get punched.

      “Elle, Elle… please listen to me. I meant no disrespect,” Ladonna said, reaching out to grab her by the arms.

      “Don’t put your hands on me. Back off. I don’t know you like that.” Anger and edginess crackled through her. Any sudden movements on Ladonna’s part and Elle was sure she’d hit first and ask questions later.

      Ladonna lifted her hands up and away, making slow steps backward.

      “I am obeying your request.”

      “Good—it would be even better if you left.” Elle hated how fast she’d regressed to the days when she would fight at the drop of a hat. Even her language reflected it. Time to cool down and deal with getting Ladonna the hell out of her face.

      Ladonna kept her distance, watching as Elle began to swing out her arms, shaking them out. Hopefully the raw emotions would leave. Reaching back in the crevices of her mind when she’d worked with trauma victims, Elle had used a regimen of movement and paced breathing to release anger. Not sparing a look over to the other woman, Elle moved away from the seating area to walk around in the open space, while she started the breathing process. She needed to get it together.

      It made sense now. Ladonna had come while Elle had been in the middle of opening up some deep wounds and memories. Elle was still wide open and raw. It was no wonder she’d flown into a rage over the mention of Gordin and what she should do about it. Unwittingly, Ladonna had triggered her and had almost gotten a punch in the face for the trouble.

      So much for all those years of being the most emotionally stable in the room. A few weeks here and Elle was right back to the dark times, she’d spent fighting for her sanity. One thing she could say about this Ladonna, she wasn’t easily scared. Elle looked over to her. Ladonna still stood in the same spot, but she had the sweetest look on her face. It was as if she knew or understood the pain tearing Elle up inside.

      “What?” Elle asked, hating how vulnerable she was.

      It was happening. She was cracking. Alone on this strange planet and she was losing her mind. Trembles reverberated through her body with the lava creep of anger inching up to the surface. An explosion of God only knows what hovered, waiting for the least provocation to ignite.

      “May I come near?” Ladonna asked in a hushed tone.

      Elle nodded, not sure she could articulate another word. Ladonna came close, slowly closing the distance between them and waited. Elle took in another counted breath, released it and then looked the woman in the eyes. In those clear, light blue eyes was so much love and tenderness,

      “Don’t try to hold it in. With everything you’ve been through, plus the after effects of the mating process starting, I’m impressed you didn’t strike me.” Her voice was gentle, like that of a mother cooing at an upset child to get her to calm down.

      The effect worked. Elle missed her own mother in that moment and felt extreme shame for how she’d acted. Instead of saying anything, Ladonna stepped in and embraced her. The woman knew how to read her and give an awesome hug as well. There was no irritating patting on Elle’s back. Instead Ladonna held her in a solid hug, consoling her as a mother would that scared child.

      Maybe I’m the animal in this cage and no one wants to clue me in on it.

      The door chimed again and Elle shot back and out of her arms. Senses on high alert, the intrusion of the noise sent her into overload. Ladonna must have sensed how fragile the situation was, because she raced to answer the door as Elle resumed her breathing, swinging her arms and pacing in the open space.

      She didn’t know how she knew, but the air changed and became alive with possibility. She stopped, her back to the door as she fought the well of tears that were about to breach the dam of her control.

      A booming voice, deep as the abyss, filled the room with life. “Elle, my dear, we need to talk.”
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      His voice was deep, and yet still too loud. But, it was the best medicine she’d had in a while.

      Gordin’s here.

      Hoping it was real and not some awful mind trick, Elle swung around to see him there—in the flesh. He lingered in the entry way, filling it up as he stood next to his sister. Gordin had come to see her. Taking a running start to leap into him was what her body screamed to do. Elle refrained. He might not appreciate that. She knew she wanted him, but the feeling might not be mutual no matter what Phoebe the Magnificent or Ladonna said.

      Willing herself to stay rooted to that spot, Elle watched as Gordin looked down at his sister. Even at Ladonna’s height of over six feet, Gordin made his sister look like a petite little thing, towering over her. This must be what they looked like too. She felt the smile spread across her face at the thought of standing next to him. It only took him showing up for her to start grinning like a fool— it figured. Gordin said something to his sister in a strange language. She responded and his eyes grew wide. After a few more exchanges and a warm hug between the two, Ladonna came back over to Elle.

      “My dear, it was so nice meeting you. I feel like we have a strong connection. I have wanted to have a… I think you call it a friend, for so long. It is my sincerest hope that we can grow into very good friends.”

      Elle nodded, not able to commit to such a big responsibility at the moment. She wanted to give her pat answer of “we’ll see” but decided against being surly to Ladonna in front of her brother. Friends would be hard work. She was firmly in the age group where having friends meant talking with them a few times out of the year.

      This was beyond temperamental, Elle was being a bitch and she knew it. Yes, she was emotionally raw, but there was no need to be mean too. Stilling herself enough to regain some of her former stable self, Elle said, “That would be lovely Ladonna. It would be good to make a friend. Outside of Avery, I don’t have any friends here.” This time it was Elle who initiated a hug. She whispered into Ladonna’s ear, “Please forgive my abhorrent behavior earlier. There isn’t any excuse for it. I’d like to start over, if we’re going to build this friendship on a good foundation.”

      “I would like nothing more than to give it a go as well.”

      Releasing, the women smiled. Ladonna left the room, but not before giving her brother a kiss on the cheek and giving Elle what could only be a smile of encouragement before she left.

      The snick of the door closing was another trigger. She looked at him. He watched. Silence. Finally, he caved in and said, “I would appreciate it, if you invited me in. I do not want to talk with you all the while relegated to standing in the entry way.”

      Laughter erupted from her before Elle could catch it. “Seeing as this is your house, I’d assumed you’d do as you pleased. But in keeping with your good manners, please come in.” She motioned as if she was a member of the staff, ushering him in.

      “Thank you dear Elle.”

      At the mention of her name from his lips, her knees threatened to buckle. Depravity of oxygen was the clear culprit. She’d been taking in shallow breaths since she’d stopped paying attention to them. A shallow breather unchecked, Elle knew how bad it could get. Yet, she couldn’t force more air in. He arrested it.

      Her turn to watch him, he moved into the room and found a seat on the sofa she’d just almost assaulted his sister by. The chuckle at the memory of it, felt good. Not sure why violence would make her laugh, she decided to go with it.

      “Care to share in the reason behind your mirth?”

      “Mirth? Who says that these days?”

      “Why, I do.”

      “Yeah, about that. I notice you, and your sister for that matter, tend to speak a little, how can I put this… stiff. You sound like you come from a long ago era in the way you refuse to break from proper english syntax.”

      “Is that so? It must be because when we were learning the hundreds of languages from the major planets of the galaxies, we used what was agreed on as the proper way to speak said language.”

      “Touché, but would you do me a small favor before we start this talk?”

      His raised eyebrow was the only answer she received. So Elle went for it. “Would you say don’t, won’t, can’t, I’ll and I’m for me?”

      “So you wish for me to sound more like my son. Is that it?”

      “No, I want—scratch that—I need to have a conversation with you and not feel like I’m a slouch for speaking in the informal manner.”

      He considered her for a few seconds before answering. Slow and deliberate he said, “Don’t, won’t, can’t, I’ll and I’m. Is there anything else you require of me before we move on to the pressing matters at hand?”

      “Nope, I think those words will last me for a little while. You may proceed.” She plopped down on the sofa next to him and tried to convey calm.

      Inside, her stomach boiled as nerves knotted and tangled at his presence and being this close to him.

      Gordin angled himself to look at her. “Since you have had the opportunity of meeting my sister, I think you will appreciate my need to be direct as well.”

      “You know your sister well.”

      “That I do. But forgetting about her for now, I will—”

      “I’ll,” Elle said stressing the contraction of the words. This was becoming fun, seeing how easily he appeased her. She wanted to be back in his lap, but refrained. They needed to talk.

      “I’ll say what I need to and you can either reply or take some time to do so,” he said, using a less formal approach to his words.

      “Fair enough.” Those words were the farthest away from what she felt right now. If he said anything other than what she wanted—no needed—to hear, she might go into a full on berserker’s rage. She barely kept it together as it was.

      “Elle, I have feelings for you way past what a protector should have for his charge.”

      Dazzling electric blue eyes held her gaze. The confession was real. Hearing it from him, Elle had to fight her instinct to look away. Here it was, real, deep and true. He’d said it without hesitation. The dark nemesis of real emotions she’d successfully avoided for too many years to count had come back with a vengeance. It taunted her in this moment of truth. Authentic intimacy scared her.

      If it wasn’t a combative relationship or one with her as the superior, Elle was lost when it came to dealing with men she was attracted to. Gordin ranked the highest on that list. The other day, instead of dealing with her emotions, she’d jumped the man. Sure, he was willing, but in hindsight it had been a complete cop out. Even her physical posture in the encounter had been telling—on top. Honest to God she sucked at this. Gordin had real feelings for her.

      Poodle shit!

      Wishing for an instant download of how to handle something intense like this wouldn’t make it go away. Let this be happening to anyone else and Elle would be right there giving blow-by-blow instruction on how to get to the good stuff—a great relationship with a lasting chance. The great relationship expert’s personal shame was her inability to handle her own emotions in an intimate relationship of her own.

      Over the years, she’d acted out in self-destructive ways to drive the men she thought she loved away. Two failed marriages and countless short relationships were the proof. Once the sex had grown old and she was faced with having to get to know the man, it was time to leave. On to the next fantasy relationship that made her “tingle with excitement” inside.

      Gordin watched her, like he was want to do. Patient and quiet.

      Time to buck up and grow. Forty-year-old women didn’t behave like this, especially those trained in psychology and years of practice under their belts. A wince full of self-loathing scorched her musings.

      I’m doing it again—ugh!

      Instead of doing something to make a change in her life, Elle was internally reciting her credentials to herself to make the situation morph into something she could view as a success. All she had for this futile exercise was fields of memories of shit, trash, rubbish, crap, worthless waste. It didn’t matter how many degrees or years of helping others do something. What mattered was her own personal showtime and the talent was nowhere to be found. Gordin would see how vapid she was. He’d realize that there was nothing behind the mask, just a boring apparition of the great Dr. Ellery.

      Allow the feelings to come and tell him everything. He won’t leave you. Try it.

      Double poodle shit. Now the voices were back on top of it.

      Embarrassment over his profession made her fidget with her fingers. Funny how what she wanted to hear from him made her so uncomfortable now.

      “Elle? Have I offended you by my telling you this?”

      Time to be honest, for both their sakes. He had to know who she really was. Gordin deserved the best life had to offer. She was an illusion at best. It was clear as day now. Elle realized that all these years, she’d projected an air of confidence but had never really taken it on as her own. She was still that seventeen-year-old girl raped by the neighbor and too weak to protect herself. It had been her eight-year-old kid sister, Avery, who’d stepped up to be the one to kill the guy and protect them both. Avery had done it again with Tom. She, not Elle was the strong and powerful one. No, she was not the great Dr. Ellery everyone thought her to be. Underneath the facade and polish, she was that scared powerless girl.

      Gordin couldn’t fall for the trap. He was attracted to her “marketing proposition” as he’d put it before, and not the real her.

      Determined to face the truth head on for the first time, Elle said, “Gordin, there’s a lot you need to know about me before you go confessing your feelings.” A hesitation that wanted to turn into a retreat, loomed over her will. Shaking the cowardice off, she pressed on. “Allow me to lay it all bare before you lock in your final answer as to whether or not you still have feelings for me.”

      She felt the warmth of his large hand gently rest against the back of her neck. The gesture was slight but apropos for the moment. The infusion of strength and bravery to forge ahead permeated to her through his thoughtful touch.

      “Elle, my statement was not made to coerce you into confessing any feelings for me.  Instead, I want to make it known that I have been a bit of an inhospitable host, leaving you to fend for yourself. Truth is, I have attempted to manipulate your desire to stay. It was my hope that if I gave you enough time, you might forgive me for the Tom incident and agree to stay.

      “I will no longer attempt to sway your desires. Instead I will be the male of honor I say I am and tell you my true feelings.” He looked at her, as his fingers began to lightly trace a delicate circle at the base of her neck. “Elle, I do not—pardon me—I don’t want you to leave. I would love to explore a relationship that is more than you as my charge.”

      “And that can happen only if you allow me to get a word in edgewise,” she said, allowing a little of the snappiness from her skewered emotions to bleed through. “My apologies… it’s just that I finally see so much I’ve done to sabotage all my relationships. I don’t want to begin one with you based on any lies, false perceptions or busted up behaviors. You have to be able to have those feelings of yours for the real me. That’s what I’m saying Gordin,” she said, grabbing his hand and holding it in her own two, “I have to introduce you to the real me. You should be honest with both of us when you get all the information about me. Otherwise this is set up to fail. Please allow that to happen.”

      His hand felt right in hers. Squeezing it was the only way she could show that she didn’t mean to be rude and how much she truly did suck at this real intimacy shit. Elle smiled as the size of his hand dwarfed both of hers. Remembering how one handshake with him, and Avery’s hand had throbbed for way more time than it should, she held his up to examine it. He watched, content to let her take her time.  Her hands, already slim, looked like a child’s in comparison. And to think this much power could be so gentle as to settle her back into her body with a simple touch. There was no denying it, when he touched her, everything settled down. Even from that first spark, Elle’s inner strength to deal with her past had started to grow. The fruit of his touch was that she was able to face herself and the revelation of who she was… and wasn’t.

      As gentle as a kiss of air on the wind, he said, “I’m listening. Take as much time as you need, dearest. I’ll not interrupt you until you say or indicate you would like interaction. Nothing you say will leave this space between us. That is my word to you, on my honor.”

      Whew, talk about the spotlight of her life and he even used some contractions in there. Another heart melt. No use trying to climb back into the hole of denial again. Time was ripe with purpose and she’d disrobe in front of him with the truth.

      “Gordin, before I say anything else, my feelings are off the freaking charts where you’re concerned. I want you close to me all the time. It might sound stalkerish but I can’t stop myself from wanting to touch and be with you constantly. I’m embarrassed that I may have more intensity of these feelings for you than you do for me. That thought alone makes me sick with worry. Speaking of worry, I do a lot of it. So much worry that I dissociate from my ability to feel, instead drowning in the feelings of others. It’s like some twisted hero thing, like if I help enough people to figure out how to live with their feelings that threaten to collapse their sanity, that somehow the karma scale will award me points to make my own personal demons go away. Coming here, meeting you and having nothing to do but face myself has me feeling like I’m withdrawing from the most potent addictions, all combined, all at once.” Pausing for air and to do a mental check in to see if she was still in her body and willing to stick with it, she asked, “Do you mind if I get up and move around? I need to move as I get this out.”

      “By all means. This is our safe place. Do whatever you need to feel safe enough to share with me. I have no judgment, opinion or advice, at the moment. As you have suggested, I am taking it all in. Then we go from there.” With a gentle nudge, he pushed up. “Up you go.”

      Up and going back over to that open area, she paced. It was fast becoming home position for starting any type of deep work. When the words formed a coherent enough line to be released, she spoke.

      “I have so many failures as a person, too many to bear sometimes.” Taking another step, it might as well have been a plank over turbulent, shark-infested waters. She’d have to jump off into it, soon. So Elle started with the warm up. “I was beaten and raped by a much older neighbor when I was seventeen in front of Avery, who was eight at the time. She killed him, but I did nothing, unable to handle it. That one event carved a deep, mangled and distorted scar over my ability to handle my emotions. The result was years of dependence on anti-anxiety medication, depression medications too numerous to even remember, sleep disorders, not one but two divorces and a fucking lack of understanding of who I am when I’m not working.”

      She turned and looked over at him. He remained still in body, but she knew he was here with her, holding her up as she soldiered through this. “I didn’t want to go back to Polonari for anything honorable. I wanted to go back so I could drown myself in work and shut out the rising tide of emotions that I’ve been suppressing for years. I sensed the tsunami and, you guessed it, it’s here. Gordin, I’m a mess.”

      The antsy need to move, run even, irritated her. She gave in and began to pace again.

      Tell him everything. He won’t leave you. He understands and loves you, no matter what.

      “Just fucking great. Now the voices are back too. You see, it appears I’ve picked up this voice in my head that’s your greatest cheerleader. She seems to only come out to play when I’m trying to be real and open with you. You want to know what she’s saying now?”

      Elle saw him nod out the corner of her eye. This man was too precious for her crazy ass.

      “All right then, she says to tell you all of it. That you can handle it and won’t run out of here. I guess that means I should give you the courtesy warning to hold onto your seat because this ride is about to get real bumpy. To make it easier for me, I’m gonna borrow a little trick from my sessions and start off by saying: Something I wouldn’t want you to know about me is.” She stopped. This time the pause hurt too much. The walls of truth and mutilated emotions were bursting, about to break wide open.

      “Elle… my love. You can do it. I’m here with you. I’m not going anywhere. We do this together.”

      “Right,” she said, managing to keep the ugly tears, the ones that made her face puffy and a snot pumping station, at bay.

      Big breaths in and out and she was off on the race of her life to get it out before it killed her. The last step and she jumped off the plank and into the turbulent waters that always knew they’d claim her was here.

      “Gordin, after the rape, I told no one—not even Avery—that I got pregnant as a result of it. Avery was too little, my mom had just been diagnosed with cancer and my father was off getting high. I’d been a daddy’s girl and figured I’d follow in his footsteps. I tried every drug that was popular at the time. You name it, I did it and still the fact that I was raped and his baby grew inside me remained. I was so young and silly, I actually thought doing drugs would make me miscarry. I was wrong. I got nothing, absolutely no joy out of doing any of the drugs. The highs were a combination of sad races and slow downs in a vain attempt at erasing what I still felt. I did something I would have never thought I’d do. I got an abortion and never told anyone, except you now.” She stopped moving, looked over at him and felt a wave of emotional support blanket her. He was still here, not judging her and not making faces of disgust. “I cut it close on the window to do it. There were times when I hated myself enough to end it all. It was worse when I was younger, but there are still days when I have to fight a little bit harder than normal.” The words were out there. “You see Gordin, Avery wasn’t ever a murderer. She was just doing what she needed to survive. I was the real murderer. I can’t stand myself for what I did, because I had hatred for what he’d done and left inside of me. This isn’t about my beliefs on that subject and I still believe in the sacred right for anyone to make their own decisions about their body. I can’t speak for countless other women who’ve had to make similar decisions, but I know that that ordeal has never left me.”

      This dark secret that was her abortion and what she’d done to her baby had ridden her like a merciless jockey, beating her to run away from it faster and harder, but no more. For the first time, Elle was right there with the memories. Feelings weren’t muted or contorted to weaken the impact of the event. And she could breathe deeply. She was still in her body and handling it. A connection, invisible to the naked eye and yet more real than all her superfluous gestures at dealing with this in past, built and strengthened between her mental and emotional states. Belief in her ability to do this urged her on. It was time to speak of her ultimate shame.

      “Gordin, I’m tainted merchandise. I’ve never been able to even conceive a baby since then. If we were to take this relationship farther, you’d have to be cool with the fact that I don’t appear to have the ability to give you another child. What I will say is that I would still like to be in your life, even as a friend, if you find someone from my crew who is more compatible and what you’re looking for in a girlfriend. Ha! That part about the girlfriend, even I think it sounds like some petty shit a desperate woman would say.”

      Her fingers had found their way into her shorter hair at her nape and were twirling the hair with reckless abandon. When it rained it poured. Looked like her hair pulling issue had been triggered again too. Without something to cover her hair, it would be all over the damn floor by tomorrow.

      Gordin’s voice reached her. “I am, I mean I’m not looking for this girlfriend female. Nor am I looking for a friendly female companion. I have what I want in you. If I didn’t know before I know now. You…” he said, rising and making quick work of the distance between them, “You are my mate. You are the one I am able to show parts of me that no one else ever sees. You are the one I treasure and give my all to whenever we are together. You command my focus, attention, thoughts, and… love.

      “I have been stubborn beyond reason, giving my own excuses as to why you wouldn’t want me. As for what happened to you as a young female, you did the best you could with the resources at your disposal. You were forced to make very adult decisions alone. I don’t judge you. Please begin to forgive yourself and let the past stay there. This is your now and I want to be in it and in your future as well. All that hurt and pain, allow me to help you work through it. We have each other and can do it together, if you accept me.”

      Gordin looked at her as if x-raying her and began to grin. Elle liked that look on him, it made her feel like she was the only woman in the world. Speaking in a gentle tone, he said, “I’m taking a step in the same direction and meeting you in the middle. I fear I might be too old for you. As you can see, our ways are already a little out of sync. But, if you would allow me to, I would like to engage you in spending time to get to know me. There is no subterfuge in my intentions. I will do everything I can to entice you to accept me as your mate as well. I have patience and you are worth it. There is no female that could sway my desires, thoughts and feelings when it comes to the subject of you. Elle, I… I’ll never abandon you again. Allow me to show you how much love I have to give you. And don’t forget, I am quite amusing to be around too.”

      Reaching around to encircle his waist, she snuggled up to him and laid her head on his chest. “I accept you too, but you have to admit we both sound like some cheesy romance novel from back in the day. That damn Phoebe the Magnificent,” she said, true amazement flavoring her words.

      “Pardon me?” Gordin asked.

      “Oh nothing, come closer.” She held him a little tighter, feeling like home had found her for the first time in forever.

      Above her, his voice blanketed her as he said, “I have no idea what that means, but I’ll have you know. You are my mate and I give you me—all of me. But, if this is confession time, I have a few things to say as well. I too have been mated twice before. The first was to a lovely woman. She was Cordin’s mother, but died during his delivery. The other was Toris, Tordin’s mother. I thought she was the love of my lifetime. She died when he was a teen of an ailment that might be close to your hideous disease you call cancer. I need you to know I still have love in my heart for both females. Truthfully, I have more for Toris than any other, until you came along. I do not want to expel the love I had for her by trying to replace it with yours. Instead, I want you to occupy me in the way that only you can. I promise you will never have to dread her memory or the love I have for her. Nor will you ever have to feel that you don’t have all of me. You do.” He pushed her back a little to look down into her soul. “I already have love in my heart for you. Since the first time I sat with you during your time at the Healing Complex, I knew.”

      “Is that why you give me those intense stare downs?”

      “Probably, but I’m not aware of when I do that. Instead, I see you. I’ve always seen you. That is why I held you the other day. You needed it and I wanted to give you that small comfort.”

      “In return, I mauled you and turned it into my need to escape the heaviness with sex. I tend to do that. Like right now. I want you so bad, my teeth ache.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Yes it is. Would you be willing to help me with that?”

      He placed a kiss on the top of her head. Not a good sign.

      “Before we embark down that journey. I want you to take a cycle to think about us. Really turn it over in your mind. Elle, you think you have a lot in your history to deal with, but nothing you’ve said is a deterrent for me. I, on the other hand must reveal what it is like to be a member of the royal family. If you accept me, you have to accept all of me as well. That would mean you’d have to part with a huge amount of your privacy, be available full-time as my mate as the Empress of Olodia. You would be able to define most of what that entailed, but there will be lots of meetings, ceremonies and duties that have nothing to do with you, outside of showing good will to the citizens of this galaxy. I short you out of having more time with giving you only a cycle to think about it.

      “Nothing has changed for me and my feelings for you. But, you must be aware that because of your position in my life, you will always have to have security. And yes, the threat is still out there at the moment for any Earthian female. As an un-mated female at the moment, you immediately fall into a category that puts you in danger. I won’t try to keep you from any decision you make to leave. All I ask is that you still allow me to provide full time security for you, if you decide being my mate isn’t for you.”

      He looked at her, as if expecting her to form words. She blinked. Her mind was considering if it wanted to come back on line or remain in the background, allowing her desires and emotions to continue to run her day.

      “I’m in this to win it. I don’t need a day, but I can wait.”

      “Good because when I do take you, I’m going to mate you and give you pleasure over and over. For now, you rest up and give me your final answer tomorrow after the ceremony.”

      “What ceremony?”

      “Oh, that completely slipped my mind. Dr. Avery’s antidote was a success. The superbug has been quashed and I am hosting a small celebration in my office here to formally announce Counselor Rilic’s appointment as head of the IGA.”

      “Oh—that was fast. It seemed like it’s only been a few days.”

      “No, my love, after you returned from the hospital, you slept for a few cycles. Rilic didn’t betray your confidence, but Dr. Avery did say you had endured a lot of resurfaced trauma. I instructed the staff to make you as comfortable as possible and allow you to rest for as long as you needed.”

      “You’re telling me I have some missed days?”

      “Yes, but it appears the Goddess gave you the strength to talk about the trauma, during that rest.”

      She hugged him tighter as doubt of her mental stability started to creep in. As if sensing it, Gordin said, “Allow me to show you something.”

      He stepped out of her embrace to lead her over to an area near the bed. Placing a hand on the middle of the wall, that portion illuminated with something just underneath. He manipulated it. Then the section started to move. Like a piece of flexible sheeting, a section of the wall large enough for a group of people to walk through slid down and into the flooring to reveal another room. Pulling her through the newly discovered entry, Elle came into a room that was the mirror of hers, except for the masculine decor.

      “I moved you next to me, into the mate’s suite. When you came back, I knew you needed time, but I also knew I needed you close to me. The separation was almost unbearable. During the night, before I retired for bed, I’d place my hand where I thought your head was on the other side and send a little prayer to the Goddess for your full recovery and that you wouldn’t leave me.”

      Breaths rushed in as she gulped them up. He hadn’t abandoned her.

      “You didn’t abandon me. You were here on the other side all along.” She truly and deeply loved this man. Looking up at him, she spoke her mind. “I don’t think I can do another night alone in that huge room by myself. I know you said we’d need to wait, but is it possible for me to sleep on your sofa at least? I’m feeling really raw and you—you keep me calm and able to deal with it.”

      His smile was more than she could have ever imagined in the love and warmth it lavished on her.

      “I propose a better option. How about when you are ready for bed, you come sleep in here. I will take the sofa as you call it and watch over you as you sleep.”

      Sensing an opportunity here, she countered. “Or, you could join me in the bed and I promise to keep my hands to myself.”

      He rubbed his stubbled chin. God what she wouldn’t do to at least kiss that cleft again.

      “As you say, fair enough. Unfortunately, my day is far from over and I must take my leave to meet with my afternoon appointments. Is there anything else you need?”

      “Just a few more things. I still have this unquenchable urge to help the female crew members.”

      “We can discuss that after the festivities tomorrow night.”

      “Good, and…” she hesitated.

      “Tell me love. You don’t have to fear asking anything of me.”

      “Would you please leave that partition between our rooms open? It makes me feel like you’re still here with me.”

      “Done. Anything else?”

      “May I have a kiss before you go?”

      Before she could prepare or even blink, his full, warm lips captured hers in a kiss to melt any heart. When he released her, Gordin gave a warning.

      “Get some rest. When I make you my mate, trust me you’ll need it.”

      “Promises, promises.”

      When she looked up into those eyes, that hint of danger was back with something added in for great effect—arousal. Her gulp was audible.

      He winked and whispered, “I have lots of energy, my love. And I’ve been saving it all for you.”

      Another quick but potent peck on her lips and he exited out, through his door.

      “Goddess on a rocket, that man is sexy—and mine.”
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      This event was undoubtedly social etiquette hell. Elle clung to the seat closest to the door, hoping to stay out of the way of all the happy people. Last night had been the best and worst night of her life. She’d done it, gone and fallen in love with the most honorable, sexually controlled man in the galaxy. Lord love a duck, she’d tried to seduce him and it hadn’t worked. Today, she had what must be the female equivalent of blue balls.

      True to his word, Gordin had slept in the bed with her. He’d even held her when she whined about being cold, pulling his free arm over her. In the middle of the night, she’d awoken to a spectacularly large and hard welcome, smashed against her back.

      Bad Elle came out to play as she wiggled her ass close into his crotch. His response? He turned over and stayed like that for the rest of the night. Screaming and kicking wouldn’t give her the release she needed like being filled with what she knew would be his large cock. It was hard to be cordial when she was so horny and lovesick over Gordin. The best thing to do was to stay back and out of the way. This was Rilic and Avery’s day and she wouldn’t ruin it with her bad mood.

      Avery had kept looking back at her, patting the empty seat next to her, but Elle couldn’t do it. She didn’t have the strength to continue pretending she was fine when she clearly wasn’t. There would be time to explain—no that was too much information—she’d apologize to her little sister later. Hopefully much later after she’d gotten to complete the mating with Gordin. Good thing they’d agreed to keep it secret until the deed was done or else everyone would have been in her face trying to get her to smile. This worked well for her. No one cared about her, because she was a footnote at best in this latest triumph of her sister’s.

      That wasn’t right. She couldn’t fault Avery for her tenacity and strength. The kid had it in spades. This was a new day and Elle would take it step by step to grow past the pain that had finally showed it’s twisted, mutilated, ugly head yesterday.

      You’ve got this. One step at a time.

      “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,” Rilic continued to say. The room exploded with the news. Rilic hugged Avery and then allowed others to do the same.

      Poodle shit!

      This was the last thing she needed to hear right now. Avery was pregnant and getting everything she wanted and Elle was stuck trying to grow up and deal with life at forty! Eyes were on her, time to clean it up. She looked over the group in time to see her sister looking over at her. Elle reached into her mental bag of tricks and plastered on her trademark happy smile. She loved Avery more than breath. It was time to rise above her own self-loathing pity party and be happy for her sister.

      Baby steps, remember, one day at a time.

      This was the shit Gordin had warned her about. If she couldn’t handle a small event like this, how in the hell was she supposed to handle the big time? He needed a mate who could be there for him as well. Scanning the small crowd she spotted him. His jovial self was on full display. Gordin stood out from the rest—at least for her. He was the most alluring man in attendance. Remaining seated and out of the way, she watched him work the room. Everyone loved him. He played the father role well and everyone lapped it up.

      Elle concentrated on him, looking past the smile and demeanor to attempt to see the real him in action. What she discovered was a huge heart with a love for his people. He’d transformed into the most magical person; she’d ever witnessed in that moment. Blue eyes full of joy looked up to find hers. She hiccupped at the impact. He captured her gaze and sent a secret promise. In that look she understood he wanted her to hold on and then their time would come—later tonight. She would.

      That was the juice she needed to get her act together. After the non-family members of the celebration had departed, Gordin invited everyone to stay for dinner. His look earlier was the boost she’d needed to approach dinner with a brighter demeanor. This was also where she was finally able to meet Phoebe the Magnificent. Funny, the woman sort of looked like her, just younger. After dinner and she’d done her thing, sizing Phoebe up and realizing the woman was legit, they found a corner to have a private conversation.

      “So you’re like me, a doctor back on Earth and here, not so much.”

      Elle knew nothing about Phoebe. “Excuse me, but it appears you know way more than I do about you, care to share?”

      Phoebe gave her look that let Elle know the woman was strong and could definitely be a shrewd opponent, if she ever found herself on that side of things.

      “I was a medical doctor and researcher during my time on Earth. If you want to get specific, I was part of the famous space station that exploded. So technically, I’m probably close to fifty plus years older than you in Earth terms.”

      “Is that important to you, being the oldest woman of your group of ladies?” Elle couldn’t help but do the psychology thing with her. It was clear Phoebe needed to be the eldest and wisest in the pecking order of the ladies. She had no problem giving it to her. What the young woman would find out is that when she reached her forties, she wouldn’t give a shit.

      “No, not really. I was simply pointing out that I was born a long time ago on Earth but it’s only been a little over a year in Olodian time.”

      “I see.”

      “You’ll learn to adjust the time difference soon enough. And don’t ask how old they are in Olodian years either.”

      “Why not?” Elle asked, leaning in for some juicy information.

      “Because it’ll scramble your mind. You see my mate, Malm, over there?”

      Elle took a glance over at the hulk of a man. He took after his uncle in the broadness of his chest and had a menacing look, but she knew he and Phoebe were perfectly matched.

      “Yes. He’s a big one.”

      “That he is and would you believe he’s hundreds of years old?”

      “No way—I meant Ladonna and she looks like she’s maybe my age.”

      “I know right? It’s the gaiata. Not sure if they told you some of our intertwining history, but when they brought it to Earth it became the fountain of youth.”

      “No way!” Elle said liking the tall tale.

      “Yes way and it’s not an old wives’ tale either. Drink it, bathe in it and consume it all the time. You’ll start to see how you don’t age or maybe even experience a little reverse aging.”

      As for Ladonna, don’t let her beauty fool you. She’s old as dirt.  I tell her, she’s older than some of our dirt back on Earth but she wears her age well.”

      Elle couldn’t help but laugh at that. She liked Ladonna a lot.

      “Hey that’s my friend you’re talking about there. She’s in my age group, young lady,” Elle said loving how one of Phoebe’s eyes twitched with want to say something not so nice.

      Instead she said, “Oh, so you’re friends now, are you?”

      “Yes, I find her very refreshing.”

      “Be honest, the woman has the tact of a bulldozer, but you’ll never find a more honest and pure soul. She and her brother, Emperor Gordin, are the best. If not for them and their ability to provide that parenting vibe, I don’t think Olodia of this galaxy would be as great as it is. Where he’s the father to everyone, she’s the mother. Did she do her mothering thing on you yet?”

      Elle thought about that. That must have been why she felt so good about her interaction with Ladonna. She was some kind of cosmic mother, sprinkling her motherly dust over everyone. Not that she didn’t think Ladonna was great at holding that role, but if she already served in the role as the perceived mother for the galaxy, where would that leave Elle? If she were to become Gordin’s mate, what would her role be?

      Phoebe reached over to place a soft hand on her’s. “Don’t you worry about that sister, Ladonna’s children are grown. She needs to be a mother to everyone. You’ll need all your time for your own children.”

      “What? I’m too old to have kids,” Elle said laughing off the clearly delusional woman. She hoped Phoebe wasn’t attempting to do her psychic crap on her right here. Trying to close that line of discussion down, she asked, “Speaking of children, when are you due? And do you know what you’re having?”

      “Haha—I know what you’re trying to do. Okay, this is for you, boo. I’m due in a few more Olodian months and I’m having a big headed boy, or in more practical terms, Malm’s clone. Now, as I was getting to, I hope Ladonna was able to impress upon you the importance of following your heart. The Goddess has so much in store for you. You and Gordin will be able to help so many people and families together.”

      Elle felt uncomfortable at how much she wanted everything Phoebe said to be true. Instead she fought off the vain hope.

      “You can’t know that. Plus, it’s very vague. There are so many different ways that could be interpreted to make it true.”

      “I totally agree. And the Goddess doesn’t need to show off to impress you, but since you like to make a full court press and be all hardcore about it, how about this? You are called of the Goddess to be her Match Maker. Have you ever wondered how you just know who’s supposed to be together and who isn’t as a couple? Or, how about that in spite of your past, you work to help people be better at relationships. I tried to make sure Gordin knew this, but that bonehead, Tordin might have gotten some of the message garbled.” She paused and cocked an eyebrow at Elle, when she noticed her looking around at the others instead of focusing on what she said. “Ah, little miss, the action is right here. I’m gonna need you to pay attention. Don’t get it twisted, these ain’t my words. If it were up to me, all y’all could run straight into brick walls over and over.”

      That got Elle’s attention. This woman was a firecracker. And she had the nerve to talk about her mother-in-law, Ladonna.

      “I’m listening. I was just—”

      “Look, you ain’t got time for just. You have a mission. All those women from your ship, they’re in danger.”

      “I know. Gordin already told me all about it.”

      “Listen to me…Listen,” Phoebe took a breath and a pause.

      Elle knew she was working on the woman’s clearly short nerves. Maybe the baby was making her cranky but this woman was too bossy for her tastes.

      “Again, I’m listening.”

      “Do you have OCD or something? Because if you do, I can get a Healer in here now to help you concentrate. I’m trying to help you save lives and you’re all over the place.”

      “That’s enough,” Elle said a little too loudly.

      The other two women close by, Kyra and Simona, glanced over there. When Phoebe gave them the thumbs up, they returned to what they were talking about. The little bitches. That was totally uncalled for and Elle would repent later.

      She didn’t appreciate this Phoebe person keeping her over here in a corner when she was ready for everyone to go home and her to be able to have happy adult fun time with Gordin. Stilling herself to do what would be becoming of Gordin’s mate, she plastered a smile on her face and made the effort to listen to this curt woman. When Phoebe delivered that baby, they were going to revisit her manners, that was for damn sure. Until then, she’d appease her.

      Leaning over, so her words wouldn’t be overheard by passersby, Elle said, “I don’t have OCD, what I do have is not another fuck left with dealing with your bratty mouth. Feel me on this, I love confrontation and have no conviction against making you understand how to talk with and respect me.” Elle glanced down and the woman’s rotund belly and pulled back on her force. “Hear this, I understand you have this calling to do the will of the Goddess. But what you’re not finna do, is talk to me like I’m your damn child. Now either you straighten up and act like I’m your peer, or get the hell on and let me run into that brick wall you seem to have ready for me. I’ve lived long enough to know any God or Goddess worth the hype always has a plan B. Now, what’s good? You wanna do this or what?”

      Elle didn’t put the hand gestures in to emphasize her point, but she could tell the woman got that point. Phoebe gave her a long look, then seemed to adjust her attitude.

      “My apologies. I think this baby is making me crasser. You’re right, that was rude. I think everyone allows me to get away with the bad behavior because Malm will go all Hulk on them if they don’t.”

      “I understand. Seems as if you’ve got a wee bit of a bratty problem there, huh?”

      “That would appear to be the case. Thank you for calling me on my shit. I think we might be able to be good friends too.”

      “Ahem, we’ll see.” Was all Elle was willing to commit to with this one. “You got my focused attention. What you got?”

      “You need to get Gordin to give you access to the women from your crew. When you do, allow yourself to relax and let the Goddess show you things and speak with you. I sense she’s already been speaking with you.”

      Elle didn’t want to admit she’d been hearing voices, but the mention seemed to confirm that it might just be a real deity speaking in her head.

      “Maybe. I’ve started to hear voices in my head.”

      “Well if it’s feminine and seems to help you deal with your emotions around the emperor, it’s most likely her.”

      “Yes, that’s what it is!” Elle was starting to think Phoebe might really know what she was talking about. “What does she want me to do?”

      “When you get to the women, look and listen. Allow your natural ability, training and skills to help you interact with them. Then make sure you are open to the possibility of the Goddess giving you additional direction. She’s pretty on the nose with her instruction. There’s not too much room to get it confused when she speaks.”

      Hearing that she hadn’t been crazy in wanting to help her female crew members, Elle softened more toward Phoebe. “You know, you just might be all right. I’ll admit it. I wasn’t feeling you at first, but you’re starting to grow on me. There’s no way you could have known about my desire to help my crew members. And when I think about it, how did you know what I was thinking about Ladonna already holding the place of the mother to these people?”

      Phoebe pointed a finger to her head and said, “I hear voices too. In particular, the Goddess’s voice. She’s cool and you’ll like her. Just don’t make it harder or more mysterious than it needs to be.” Phoebe looked over Elle’s shoulder and then said, “Malm’s motioning for me to start my waddle out the door. It takes me a minute to get my momentum going.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on bed rest?”

      Uh-huh,” Phoebe said, breathing hard as she struggled with gravity and that low settee she was on. “I can do little things like this as long as I sit. I’m going to walk for as long as that brute over there allows. And, I like having something I can do myself.”

      “I hear you. It’s been hell not being able to work.”

      “Get your rest. Something tells me this is the last bit of quiet you’re going to have for a very long time.”

      Needing more clarification, Elle said, “I know you have to go and all, but what do you mean exactly?”

      Phoebe smiled. “Now you believe her, huh? Okay, let see what how to break it all down. From the looks of it, you’re going to start your family real soon, not to mention you’ll be busy with the other women. Then there’s the whole mate thing and as the mate of the emperor, you’ll be busy all the time. Oh, and don’t forget spending time with your sister and helping her get through her pregnancy as well. See what I mean?”

      Elle was sort of sorry she’d asked. That was both overwhelming and downright exhausting. Phoebe struggled a bit to get up from the comfortable plush seat, but Elle didn’t offer to help. She watched and thought how this might be her in the future. It was still hard to think she could overcome years of never conceiving, but stranger things had happened.

      Phoebe finally got to her feet only to be picked up in a whoosh of air by her big husband and carted out the door. She looked around his arm and said, “Talk soon, vo-link me with updates!”

      Shaking her head as she waved, Elle couldn’t help but laugh. Phoebe was a character. The other ladies who were pregnant and not her sister were preparing to leave as well. She’d not gotten a lot of time to get to know them. Oh, well maybe next time. The hug from behind startled her but not enough to keep her from guessing it was Avery.

      “Hey sis! I saw you talking with Phoebe for a while. I hope she had some good news for you. It looked a little intense between you two for a moment there.”

      “We’re good. Phoebe and I have forceful personalities. Once we got a mutual understanding, we were good.”

      Uh-uh,” Avery said, giving her a look. “I smell something more. What did she say? I have to know.”

      “Honey, unfortunately, that’s personal and very private. I mean come on, there’s ointment involved and everything.”

      “You nasty,” Avery said, hating when her sister talked about anything to do with that sort of thing.

      “Hey, I’m sure it’ll clear up soon. I didn’t want to involve the Healers for this one.”

      “No, stop it. I can’t.”

      “Then quit asking and being so damn nosey about my business. Unlike you, I give you space and have to hear like everyone else when you’re pregnant.” Avery looked down, clearly embarrassed on being called out on that. “Thought I’d let that one slip, did you?”

      “Sis, it wasn’t like that. I was caught up trying to stop that virus and then before I knew it, it was like oops! Plus, you were recuperating and Gordin the grouch wouldn’t allow any of us to bring any news to you that would upset you. He treated you like you were a fragile egg. If you ask me, I think he’s smitten with you.”

      Elle bit the inside of her mouth to keep from blurting out the whole thing of her becoming Gordin’s mate. There was a reason why they were keeping it quiet and she’d have to trust him on this. Even if it meant keeping it from her own sister. But, Avery had kept her pregnancy quiet, so they were even in her book.

      “He’s a good man and I enjoy him.” That was all she was willing to give up.

      “I knew it! Y’all are totally liking each other.”

      This time Elle was saved by Rilic coming to get his wife.

      “Dear one, it’s time to go. Aren’t you tired yet? The hour is late,” he said, nuzzling his nose into Avery’s mass of curls.

      Elle wanted to get huge signs and walk through ushering everyone out the door. It was indeed late, time for them to go home and for her to get to the good stuff. Instead she said, “Avery, you have to take care of yourself now that you’re expecting. You’ll need more rest than before. The baby will make you tired, so you might as well start learning to do it now.”

      “See, your sister agrees with me.”

      Avery still wasn’t quite there, or getting the hint that Elle was ready to close up shop. “Rilic, you’re not the boss of me. I need to spend some time with my big sister. We haven’t had the time to catch up yet. She had to hear about the baby in front of everyone else.”

      Rilic cut Elle a glance, clearly getting that she’d be all right if they left. “Avery, I think it’s more you than her. You can make time to see Elle tomorrow. For now, it’s late and Elle needs to go to bed.”

      Don’t I ever.

      She’d have to help this along and be more direct. “Avery, go home, take care of your husband and I’ll see you tomorrow. We’re good. I’m ready to get out of this get up anyway. Now off you go.”

      “Really sis?”

      “Yes really. Rilic, if you have to pull a Malm and carry her out of here, I’ll totally understand. Congratulations on the promotion and the baby.”

      He smiled. “Thank you Elle for being so understanding. I’ve got to get her to bed now.”

      Avery’s eyes were drooping with sleepiness. The woman hadn’t changed since she was a kid. Sleepiness came over her quickly. Elle could always tell when Avery was about to drop in her tracks. The peppiness would overtake her. It was like she’d had a pure sugar injection. Running around fighting sleep and then, bam, dead on her feet. It was great to know Rilic knew his mate so well so fast.

      “Good night y’all. Talk to you later.”

      Once they were out the main entrance, Elle looked around to see a few more folks trying to corner Gordin into granting them impromptu meetings. Hell no. The only meeting he had now, was with her. Elle covered the distance back into the room to push Tordin, Kyra and one of Tordin’s warriors out. She’d been good all night and that statute of limitations was up on her ability to remain nice.

      Gliding into the conversation, she noticed how they stopped talking. Good. If it was too private to share in front of her, it was a meeting that needed to be had tomorrow!

      Faking a yawn, she said, “Thank you all for making me feel so welcome and including me in everything. That is so nice with me being here all alone except for Avery. I just wanted to pause before I went to bed,” she cut an eye over to Gordin who was hanging on her every word, “To say good night and thank you for allowing me to join the family tonight.”

      Tordin spoke up, “You are most welcome Dr. Ellery.”

      “Oh nonsense, please, call me Elle. After tonight, I feel like a part of the family and family calls me Elle.”

      “That is so nice of you,” Kyra said. “I didn’t get a chance to speak with you tonight in depth, but I want to invite you over to the house to hang out with us ladies this upcoming week. We try to get together each week and have a bit of fun.”

      Elle liked here. That was good considering Gordin thought the young woman hung the moon. “I would like that a lot. Say when and I’ll be there. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m off to bed.” She’d leave that right there for Gordin to deal with. If he wanted it bad enough, he’d find a way to get them out of here pronto. She had every confidence in his ability, just not his resolve. When it came to Tordin and Kyra, he’d eat acid if it would make them happy.

      She walked into the lift that was more like a sleek escalator-stairs hybrid, to reach the fourth floor, where her new room was located. Looking down on the small group, she grinned. Gordin had already disbanded them and was shaking hands, patting backs and walking them to the front door.

      “Bye-bye,” Elle said, waving at them from above. No one could hear her from here but she wanted to dance a jig.

      Her man. Gordin was hers, and he’d just taken the hint and gotten even his favored son out of here. It was on. Let the games begin!
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      Giggles floated on the air as Elle ran to the massive bed in Gordin’s room and jumped onto the middle of it. He followed behind her, watching and smiling.

      After having shut down the last lingering souls due to Elle’s pronouncement that it was bed time, the man had found a way to almost beat her back to the room. When she’d gotten to her room, he was walking in from his, with determination.

      “Tonight, you’re mine,” he’d said, pulling her back into his room.

      In Gordin’s room now, she felt like the young woman she’d never been able to be. Adventurous, energetic and naughty, Elle liked who she was when it was just them.

      “Are you having fun?” he asked, his voice lazy and sexy. Gone was the diplomatic tone of the statesmen. Right now he was her Gordin and she was eating it up.

      “The most fun I’ve had in decades. You want to join me?” she asked reaching out for him to join her in the middle of the bed.

      “I want you to join me somewhere else. I desire something of you.”

      Intrigued she couldn’t hold back her question, “Oh? What’s that?”

      “I would like to bathe with you. I want to explore your body and enjoy you in one of my most relaxing pastimes, a bath.”

      Heat throbbed through her cheeks. This was sexy and alluring.

      “What do you say to that, my love?” he asked, reaching for her. “I am going to undress you and take my time, showing you why you will never want to ever leave me or question becoming my mate.”

      “Well… damn. I’m in!” she said, scooting to the edge of the bed and grabbing his large hand.

      Gordin led her into the spacious bathroom. Elle hummed with giddy excitement. It was her acting like she’d gotten the sugar shot instead of Avery now. She willed herself to stay still. If not, she’d be hopping like a bunny. The excitement of the moment was that awesome for her.

      Gordin had started the bath and she already missed his closeness.

      “Come back to me. I’ve got a bad case of grabby hands,” Elle said, grabbing for him and laughing like a loon.

      Instead of chastising or telling her to wait, he came back to her and hugged her, placing a gentle kiss on her nose.

      “You are going to love what I do to you, I promise,” he whispered.

      “I don’t doubt it for one-second.”

      “Come, the bath is ready.”

      Gordin led her over to where the small pool of gaiata waited. She personally loved how they bathed. It was more like a Turkish Bath house sort of deal where they waded into a pool of gaiata and allowed the stuff to do it’s thing. It was a thing of magic. There wasn’t a need for soap like back on Earth, although they seemed to favor these fizzy capsules that would massage the skin wherever they were applied.

      “Lift your leg,” Gordin said sliding into her train of thought.

      He was actually undressing her. She obeyed. Shyness was out the door. The real nakedness and exposure of her bareness had happened yesterday. Even after she’d thrown back the veil to let him see the most troubling parts of her, Gordin wanted and loved her. For the first time in her life, no apprehension flooded her with a man seeing her completely naked. Gordin was her change. Life was already extremely different, with him in it.

      Elle had wanted this man for as long as she’d known him. There was no way something as trivial as immature embarrassment over the way her flesh assembled itself around her frame would keep her from enjoying this. Her body was part of her and its flaws wouldn’t become a trivial hindrance to her happiness. It was what it was and this was truly her. No Spanx, waist trimmers, push up bras or corsets she’d used in the recent past to mask her true self would be allowed to intrude into their private sanctuary. No hiding and no whining, only true representation would be allowed. Besides, there was too much living to make up for and things to do. Everything she knew about these men said, they loved their women regardless of how they looked naked.

      Tonight anything goes

      Elle obeyed, lifting her foot, then the other, off the ground while using his bent over back for balance. When he straightened, Gordin pulled the top of her ensemble up and over her head. The flashback of her mother getting her ready for bath time wasn’t wasted on her.  Looking at him as he took special care to fold her clothing into a neat pile produced that warm feeling inside. It was the one that let her know she was moving into that unpredictable area called her emotions again.

      Once he had her undergarments off, he stood before her, taking in every inch. She remained still, not flinching or even making faces. This was it. She was laid bare before him. He knew her greatest secrets and still wanted her, not the younger women back on Polonari. He wanted her. The gaiata had already been doing it’s magic since being here. It had been doing tremendous work on her belly and back rolls, cellulite, less than perky breasts, dimpled butt and all the other little imperfections to tighten, lift and restore. But, the process was still in, well progress. She was by no means perfect and it was good, well with her soul even.

      “Exquisite,” he said almost to himself.

      The purity and truth of his appraisal induced flutters in her stomach that would rival a drop from a roller coaster. She knew he meant what he said. It was evident in his every movement. It was as if he paced himself to savor this experience.

      “Come, into the bath.”

      “Aren’t you going to join me?”

      “Yes, soon, but first I want the gaiata to adjust to your body temperature. That way when I join you, you’ll already be acclimated to it and the spike in temperature from my body won’t be such a shock to your system.”

      “Wow, that is extremely considerate.” Elle had forgotten that gaiata was sentient in the oddest ways. It would immediately adjust to compliment body temperature when submerged in it. It was obvious that her body temperature was cooler than Gordin’s. He’d taken that into consideration.

      Love him!

      “No, that is called taking care of my mate’s needs and then my own. I trust that our night will be more pleasant if you do not feel like you were cooked in our first bath together.”

      “That wouldn’t be so great—too hot, not great. Good looking out mate.” She stopped. The word mate, had flown out of her mouth like it had been perched there forever waiting to be released. She liked how it sounded. Mate, it fit him, better than baby or sweetheart. It was a term of endearment she could fully commit to, while proclaiming to anyone within hearing that he was hers. This term was hers now. “Come to me now mate, please?” she asked, unable to take her eyes off of him.

      Gordin stood along the side of the small pool and undressed. He took his time, never taking his eyes off her as he removed his official uniform jacket, the shirt underneath and then the pants, and so on. By the time he straightened to join her in the pool, Elle was certain she was close to bursting with need. To say he had a great body was an understatement, but it was more than that. His essence, pure, raw and unrestrained here now, was the real part that got her revved up. He was in her head—in a soul melding way.

      Awed by his presence and appearance, Elle watched as he descended into the bath. Wading to stand before her, neither said anything. Gaiata did it’s thing increasing the temperature to accommodate Gordin’s body. It was good and not as hot as she would have thought it to be. Where the level of the liquid hit her above her breasts in the middle of the pool where they stood, it came to his waist. Seeing the difference in height again made her aware of the fact that this was not a man from Earth. He wasn’t just an alien warrior from a distant galaxy. Gordin was ruler, lord and protector of billions of souls. The enormity of who he was dawned on her in a new way.

      “And you chose me,” she said, lifting a hand to trace the hair that fanned out on his chest.

      “And you chose me too,” he said returning her touch by running the back of his hand along her jawline.

      The dribble of gaiata he poured down her shoulder felt like little kisses along its trail on her skin. A shudder of delight spiked her arousal, setting her skin on fire. Grabbing him to slam her body against his, he smiled down at her.

      “You like that?”

      She nodded. Assisted by the ease of the buoyancy of the gaiata, he glided her to the shallow edge of the pool and sat her down. There he took his time rubbing gaiata-filled hands along her limbs and torso. When he got to her breast, he took care, massaging and kneading according to her reaction to his touch. Gordin played with pressure and his stroke, never releasing her gaze. When Elle attempted to return the favor, he stayed her and moved to open her legs. That simple act threatened to make her come with anticipation.

      Waiting for his hand to part her folds, she was shocked when he took her hand and guided it to her sex.

      “Touch yourself for me. Open up and let me see the most intimate part of you.”

      So caught up in the seductive flavor of their interaction his request did little to faze her. Instead, the request tickled her curiosity awakening a crack in the door to exhibitionism. When she moved her hand to stroke herself, he removed his, drifting back into the depth of the pool. He watched as she opened her legs wider, rubbing her inner thighs up to the crevice that joined them to her pelvis. The gaiata tickled and licked her skin in a most new and exciting way.

      “Open the folds of your femininehood. I want to bask in the beauty of your entry.”

      Whoa—talk about sexy as shit!

      She obeyed, running her fingers through the soft curls that covered her pussy. Elle hadn’t noticed or cared that all her waxing had gone the way of the do-do bird since coming to the surface. That didn’t change one bit, as she saw the pupils of her mate’s eyes grow larger with every well-placed stroke she made. Pulling her folds apart with both hands, she wiggled in reaction to the enjoyable tingling of the gaiata, as it entered and saturated the intimate area.

      A flick of her tongue and an involuntary thrust of her hips forward, as the gaiata worked its magic, coaxed pants of pleasure out of her.

      “Pleasure yourself for me. I want to see you meet your joy,” he said, watching with an intensity of blue lasers.

      Her middle index and middle finger ventured into the mass of curls to find the hood of her pearl. Rubbing it with her middle finger, Elle’s body began to respond.

      “Keep your legs open for me, my love. I want to drink in your treasure,” he said coming closer.

      She moved the finger in circles, tightening the circumference with each rotation.

      He watched, in rapt fascination. The new sensations of the gaiata in conjunction with her fingers sent the first signs of climax to her lower stomach.

      He watched.

      “I’m about to come,” she said grinding the words out in rhythm with her fingers.

      “Come for me my love.”

      He was close between her legs on his stomach, watching.

      Elle changed the direction and pressure of her strokes to rub her clit and down the inside of her folds as her body began to rock and seize.

      “Beautiful, come for me my darling. More…”

      More she gave as her finger dipped inside her core. In and out, she plunged them as far as they would go. Throaty gasps and cries spilled out as she pleasured herself. The intensity and friction she created, aided by the power of the gaiata, threatened to make her spasm. It felt so good, like nothing before.

      “Come now,” he said, moving from between her legs in anticipation.

      She did. As if the linchpin to the dam walls had been stolen, she came, squirting and hard. Elle’s legs instinctively clamped down hard, trapping her hand between her thighs as she rode the climax to its end. Minutes spread out as she lay there, waiting for her body to rebound from that solid performance.

      Massive hands guided her back to the middle of the pool. Elle doubted she could stand for long after that climax. Never had she been able to enjoy masturbation as much and never when anyone had watched.

      Back in the middle, Gordin refused to allow her to stand. He cradled her head as his other arm supported her under her knees. Safety, protection, love and desire perfumed the atmosphere as he waded through the water with her. Elle could fill the gaiata cleansing the hair that made contact with it. As if knowing her next thought, he began to massage the back of her head. It felt divine but she needed to get it all if she was going to do it.

      Wiggling to stand, he released and helped her do it. With a smile she prayed was as sexy to him as she attempted, Elle dropped to her knees, submerging herself in the gaiata. Before her, mere inches away, stood the most impressive, perfect and intimidating cock she’d ever experienced in person jutting out at her through the blue-green liquid.

      There’s no way that was fitting without some prayer and major expansion.

      As quick as the thought came, a more rational argument followed. If it wouldn’t fit, she wouldn’t have been attracted to him. That personal reminder, helped the nerves pass. Instead of staring at his cock, she’d wash her hair and then see how he like getting a little oral. Scrubbing her scalp, Bad Elle came out to play. Kissing the tip, he pulled away.

      What the hell?

      He pulled her back up, lifting her out of the water to face him. At eye level, everything about him was spectacular. His hair was loose and hanging to his shoulders. From here she could see the sprinkling of gray on his temples that mixed in with the jet black strands. Instead of the scowl of disapproval she expected from him, she was greeted with a grin.

      “We will have time for you to explore my body very soon. For now, I want you to know that you have the power to provide pleasure to yourself. Elle, you are the one who is the master of your body. I loved watching you pleasuring yourself. I also wanted you to know that your pleasure will always come before mine. Once we finish our bath, we will complete the mating.”

      Too aroused by his words and consideration, it was hard to tract all he said. The one thing she did grab from that was the completing the mating part.

      “Gordin? About that… is it true that it’s when we climax and you ejaculate into me that the mating will be completed?”

      “Yes, that is the process. I for one do not believe that the bond is as strong as it can be without first delving past the carnal desires to understand and form a bond with the other parts of a being.”

      “Very wise. Thus our talks, spending time together and you turning over last night were part of that process?”

      The rim of his ear turned red at that last part, but he put her down and started back rubbing his body with gaiata. She mirrored him, wanting to be as clean and fresh for whatever happened next.

      “That would be a very astute conclusion.”

      “So you did want me!” she said, throwing her hands up at the travesty.

      “I never said I did not want to be with you. The mating pull is very strong. I ache for you, but I am also patient enough to know the Goddess blesses those who wait.”

      “You little devil. I’ve been miserable all day, wanting to be with you.”

      “Likewise, but the Goddess is gracious and we both made it.”

      “Yeah, but not without almost biting a few folks’ heads off. And you’re still making me wait.”

      “I did notice you were a little testy, earlier and then again at the end of the evening.”

      “Mate of mine, that would be an understatement. Are you ready to get out of the bath now—please say yes?”

      His smile was the only answer she needed. Elle started making her way to the edge of the pool. Almost to the edge and a huge arm, wrapped around her waist, taking her airborne. She turned to see Gordin’s smile was wide and mischievous.

      “Oh, so you want to play then?” she asked, anticipation through the roof.

      His mouth came down on hers with a hunger, she’d never experienced with him.

      In a few strides, he was out of the bathroom and nearing the bed. Elle was certain he’d throw her onto it. Instead, he continued to hold her, as he climbed in. Once he was in the middle, Gordin deposited her onto the linens with the gentlest of care. Her eyes tracked his every move.

      “You are my mate. I know this as the truth it is and this will never change. Through everything that will happen, through the times when I am not your favorite person and when you are not mine, you are my mate. From the moment we seal this mating, we and the Goddess will stand witness that this is blessed by her. Elle, you are the person I will choose over everything. I will protect, honor and respect you. Never will I knowingly do anything to demean, belittle or take you for granted. You honor me, by agreeing to be by my side. I give you my life and all I ask is that you accept me as your mate in return.”

      Stunned, overwhelmed and happier than the best day of her life up until this point, Elle lay there looking up into her future. The breath was deep, cleansing and fortifying. On its exhale, she knew what she had to say.

      Capturing his hand and placing it on her heart, between her breasts she said, “Gordin, my mate, you are my family. You are the one I join with to the point of no separation. Our mating is my last commitment I’ll ever make on this level. With you, I’ll move forward and upward to my truest potential. As your mate, I promise to not only consider but act on what is best for the both of us. I will not confuse mating with complacency. I pledge to never take you for granted and ask you to alert me to if I ever move into that territory. As you serve the people of Olodia, I’ll serve by your side, but, my first priority is to be your support and help. You are my heart and I give you me. If we should be blessed to have children, I’ll honor you, never to speak ill or contrary to you in front of them. I will have our family honor the ways of your people, trusting in the Goddess. You have me and I have you my mate, my friend.”

      No need for more words, Gordin lowered himself to rest on her side. The limbs of her body released their tension as she concentrated on experiencing the moment. Swirls of electricity popped and snapped around them. When they were together, the atmosphere came alive. That wonder held her captive as she breathed in the masculine strength of her mate next to her.

      Gordin outlined the features of her face with a fingertip, paying special attention to her eyes and eyelids. As his fingers danced across her closed eyes, Elle’s heart sang and offered up visions of all her best prayers, wishes and petitions. For so long, she prayed to the point of begging for God to send her the perfect mate. He was here and she would show proper thanks.

      On the accent of an expelled breath, she whispered, “Thank you God and Goddess for the awesome answer to all my prayers and more. I will honor and appreciate the gift that has been given to me forever.”

      Her thanks was answered with the brush of his lips across hers. This was more than sex. This was new life and chances. Gone was the internal antsy drive to produce, accomplish and win. This man was the most dangerous she’d ever encountered. He held her heartbeat and breath in his will. Too much of her being was already connected and intertwined with his. Elle now knew what the soul could accomplish when it joined with a kindred twin. Gordin, her mate, was that for her.

      Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him over and down to rest the top half of his body on hers. Excitement tickled her skin as his hand moved down her body and pressed against her thighs. When his finger ran a tip along the seam of her folds, her pelvis flowered, knowing the one who would tend and take care of her sexual well being was taking his rightful place. Opening her legs wide to allow him free movement, Elle’s body gyrated and thrust upward to meet his seeking finger.

      When he plunged into her wet folds, Elle came off the bed with pleasure. This was too good for it to only be his finger. More, she was greedy and needed more.

      “More… please,” she said, mewing into his ear.

      Her answer was the delicious spreading of her core with another of his thick digits. Slowing he worked her, allowing her body time to accept him and produce the cream needed to finally take his cock. Again, he plunged deep into her, stilling as her body quivered around him.

      “Your body is extremely responsive to me. I can feel you deep within my heart with each thrust and withdrawal. I do not—don’t want to wait any longer. Please allow me to enter you now. Once the mating is done, I will take my time and show you the proper worship your body deserves. At the moment, I would be lying if I said I was in control. I am not dear Elle.”

      She tugged on his waist pulling him to lay on top of her. Panting and opening her legs as wide as they would go, a serene sigh left her when he was positioned between her waiting core. Elle wanted to cheer when she felt the tip of his cock run along her folds. She hiccuped when he pressed in to run himself along her inner folds. Her sex contracted in a pulsing dance as she grabbed, searching for him. She ached to be penetrated and loved by him. The tease and wait was agony and yet she wouldn’t have it any other way.

      Too long, the answer to running away from her emotional problems had been empty sex. Her remedy had been total abstinence but more out of punishment and distrust of her desires than health and healing. Here with Gordin and his patient worship of their union, he showed her sex was always part of her blessing and not a bad curse that made her hurt more. A pop from another deep emotional barrier releasing spread, leaving her lighter and freer than she’d ever been.

      Her hips rotated and swayed as the head of his cock continued to stroke and breach the outer wall of her sex. Blue eyes captured hers. Cloudy and dark as a lit night sky, they peered into her depths, found what they sought and carried her with them. With one forceful thrust propelled by powerful hips, Gordin was inside her, seated deep.

      Unable to keep still, Elle pivoted her hips to meet his thrusts. His cock filled her pussy up, stretching her in an exquisite sweet pain. Wrapping her legs around his waist, Elle encouraged him to take her the way he wanted to.

      “Fuck me anyway you want to. Mate please fuck me hard!” she said, forgoing any pleasantries. This was too good to be polite.

      Large hands cupped her ample ass, holding her firm, as he pushed into her. She clung to him receiving his deep thrusts with grunts and pleas for more. More and more she felt him go deeper, stretching and opening her up to his magnificent body. Her body welcomed him, her core milking his cock for more. Never ever had she been this stimulated in every way.

      Hope ignited as the realization that she was becoming his mate hit her. This was more than symbolic—it was real.  She had her own family. Gordin was it. There was no uncertainty, doubt or question. They’d be together for as long as their bodies continued to walk this planet.

      Higher and higher she soared, allowing the sensations to open her understanding more. From this moment onward, she would know that she was loved and understood. Every part of her that got flustered, was comforted by this man, her man. She would allow him the outlet to be him and not only the great Lion of Olodia. Within their sanctuary, they were able to be them. The rest of this life would work because they had each other.

      Pulses of energy, strength and power surged into her with each of his continued thrusts. In return, wave after wave of love, caring and tenderness rang through her, enveloping them both. Elle tightened her thighs, pulling him into her as much as physically possible. The sounds of their bodies slapping against each other answered her that they were truly and deeply in the mating ritual.

      “Harder,” she moaned in spite of not knowing where the ability to speak came from.

      Every thrust, she took and met with abandon. Delirious with arousal, Elle grabbed her ankles and pulled them closer to her body. The added access was the difference between her moans and screams. Opened to him completely, her mate surged into her unrelenting in his pounding of her pussy. Over and over again, he’d drive her up a mountain, only to meet another level. Tiny staccato squeaks of pleasure escaped her, as she continued to open up more, allowing him to take her deep, balls deep.

      Her pussy clenched tighter and tighter, clinging to his cock with each withdrawal until it was the point of no return.

      “I’m coming,” she said panting in time with his thrusts.

      “Hold on, almost there,” he said, coming down to crush her mouth with his. Their tongues danced a fierce dance as he fucked her mouth with his tongue, darting in and out, driving her closer to the edge.

      His hot seed flooded her core as his pumping became erratic and faster. Spurt after spurt coated her inner walls, sending shivers of ecstasy throughout her body.

      “You are my mate,” he said between each of his last pleasure infused thrusts.

      “Yes, yes I am!” Elle clung to him as if her body would disintegrate without as much direct contact as possible.

      Instead of collapsing on top of her, Gordin grabbed her up and pivoted to his back where she landed on top. He remained inside her. His semi-erect cock still filling her. Tremors of ecstasy continued to whip through, from her head to toe. The force of their mutual climax still radiating heat and spasms between them.

      Their breaths found a rhythmic dance to occupy, as the aftershocks of their intense lovemaking whittled down to pulses of excitement. Never had she ever had a climax at the same time as her partner. It had been mind blowing and yet as natural as the breaths they took together now.

      Not willing to break the moment of this magic with words or even thoughts of how fantastic it had been between them, Elle laid her head down on his rising chest. This time she allowed the hypnotic pull of its consistent movements to lull her to sleep.

      Maybe it was minutes or hours, but Elle woke to find herself in the same spot on top of Gordin as she’d started. Scrambling to move she murmured in a groggy and sleepy tone, “Oh mate, forgive me for smothering you.”

      Vibrations of his chuckle rocked her body. Sliding off and onto the bed, she was prepared to fall back asleep, when he said, “Oh no you don’t. I had to allow you time to recuperate. That was only the mating. Now we enjoy each other. I’m going to explore your body and make you come over and over as I spend my hunger for you. I was gentle and now I’ll show you what passion lies beneath. I want and desire you like none other. Now I take my time delighting in my mate’s body.” Her shock must have made it to her facial expression, because he added. “Remember when I told you to get some rest? I told you I had a lot of energy.”

      With that he moved like a large apex predator cat down her body to position himself at the entrance of her pussy.

      “Open up for me, my love. It’s time I taste you for myself.”

      Goddess help her but she was in for delights, treats and everything she could have ever wanted for their adult happy fun time. Giggling in spite of her best efforts, she obeyed.

      When his warm tongue plunged into her still wet core, she said, “Ooh, I like this side of you,” noticing the passion-filled drawl in her voice.

      She liked this version of them. She liked it a lot.

      “Get comfortable, I’m just getting started” he said between skilled licks of that wickedly amazing tongue of his.

      It was official, Gordin was a sex god. The rest of their first night together would go down in the annals of her memories as the stuff of legends.
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      “You mean it, seriously? They’re here in Olodia and I’m finally cleared to go meet them… today?” Elle asked as she jumped to plant a kiss on her mate’s sexy mouth.

      “Yes, but you have to promise you will not do anything without the security details. And…”

      “And what?”

      “Ladonna is going with you.”

      “That’s good. Why would that be a problem?”

      “It’s not a problem for you, but having my mate and sister going outside of the compound during times like this, is highly stressful for me.”

      “I know, but we’ll help keep each other safe.” Elle didn’t like how distraught he looked. This was really tearing him up inside. She had to make him see how this would work out. “Mate?” he looked over to where she sat. “Thank you for having Ladonna accompany me. For one, she’s not pregnant like the other ladies and she’ll be great to have around. Ladonna’s got a calming way about her, with that motherly vibe she radiates. The crew will need all the calmness they can get. From what I gather, I’ll get time to meet with some of the women who aren’t faring so well.

      Gordin still wasn’t settled. “Everything within me rebels and yet I know you are your own person and the Goddess’s blessing is on you. I understand you have to do this, but I don’t have to feel great or even good about it.”

      Just the two of them, the official meeting with his mate was in his private office at the royal residence. Elle had demanded that she get a formal meeting to discuss the progress on her request to visit the women. Gordin had obliged her, making sure to work from home the day they were scheduled to meet. She’d taken it seriously, putting it on her calendar and dressing for a meeting with the emperor.

      Thankful he was working from home today; Elle took advantage of the intimacy of being home. It was still his office, but she’d take what she could get. She moved to sit in his lap. That was her favorite seat. Sitting up straight and tilting his head down to look into her eyes, she noticed the thin line of worry, etching his forehead.

      “None of that,” she said, running a thumb over the offending crease. “You and I both know the Goddess is at work. I’m humbled that you’d agree to me going to meet with these women, especially at a time like this. And, the fact that you went against your well established rules to bring them here to Olodia, warms my heart.”

      “I will say it again, please be careful and consider what would transpire if anything were to happen to you.” Gordin placed a loving hand against the side of her face as she leaned into its warmth. “You’re going to this secret location to meet with your fellow crew members is a matter of galactic security. Anything happens to you and I will drop everything. Elle, think about how that will impact the lives of billions.”

      “I know but I promise to be careful.”

      “Be more than careful. I’ve gone along with your insistence that we not make our mating public based on your instinct, but you are still my mate. With our inner circle knowing, it is bound to get out sooner than later. Once it becomes known, you become the best way for the enemies of the crown to attack me. You are my heart and my greatest liability. Remember, no going off alone or breaking with protocol. If Devar and his males instruct you to do something, do it, without question.”

      “Yes sir!” she said, following it with a little bit of laughter. Gordin was her big teddy bear lion hybrid. He roared, stomped about and could be fearsome. But when it came down to it, he operated out of a constellation of love for others and the drive to protect them. She was leaving the compound and he was agitated by all the possibilities of what could go wrong. Elle wanted to lighten his mood. Laughter was contagious and she’d give it a good try. “You do realize this is only an outing. It’s not like it’s my first day at school or sleepover at a friend’s house. I’ll be back sooner than your normal work day will end.”

      “This is no laughing matter. I’ve only had you as my mate for a month and I don’t want to have to start a war over someone getting any crazy ideas in their head.”

      “I know you have to get back to work, but didn’t you say you’ve only moved about a third of the most trusted women? The ones your men have cleared of any wrong doing?”

      “Yes a little over four thousand, why?”

      “I believe they will be the ones I know and found to be trustworthy back on the ship. I’ll make sure to stress to them the importance of keeping their location and my living status to themselves.”

      “That is a wise plan, but at this time, all ability for them to communicate is centralized. There are no vo-links, mass tablets or Nebula platforms for them to gain access to.”

      Elle had to remember their version of the Internet was the Nebula platform. “Oh dear mate of mine, I see you have a lot to learn about human female ingenuity. I bet a hundred to one, at least a hundred of them already have at least one of those things you mentioned.”

      “But these are the good females! I won’t stand for this! You can’t go. No, I’m calling this off. I won’t put you in jeopardy, not with questioning their cunning or conniving ways. One, that is all it would take. Just one image or piece of proof that you were there and every male would know these females were here and your life would be in danger.”

      “Mate, mate… calm down.”

      “I am calm.”

      “You’re using that volume of voice we talked about. Remember, we’re inside, so your voice needs to project like it’s inside too.”

      “Humph,” he said, knowing he’d agreed to work on the volume of his voice.

      “You calm down and I’ll make sure to wear my vo-link.” Elle used this as a way to get her mate to stay calm. The man’s voice sounded like the voice of God thundering through her thoughts every time he contacted her on it. It rattled her so much, Elle had taken to only wearing it on the few test runs of her leaving the residence; once when she visited Ladonna and the other times when she went to Kyra’s for weekly ladies’ hangout.

      By the looks of it, Gordin was in no mood to play her little love games. He was in strict emperor mode. She pressed a soft kiss on his full, masculine lips and offered, “You have my word. I’ll be careful, impress on the women I meet with today, the importance of their discretion and how it could impact galactic relations, I’ll—”

      “No, it would be multi-galactic relations. I’m the emperor of this galaxy and there are many more with other rulers. Keeping these females safe is an endeavor that is using vast amounts of my son’s warrior classes. Please be my ambassador with them. Make them understand that we are doing what we can to help them integrate into our various societies, but it will take some time.”

      “I will my love,” she said sinking in to lay her head on his chest.

      Felt more than heard, Elle listened to her husband’s chest rumble as he took one of his many calls on that vo-link. She still hadn’t figured out how even with him subvocalizing to where it was hard to hear him, being right next to him, that his voice could still be so damn loud in the head. Tordin had tried to explain it to her and his wife Kyra had told her to threaten to hang up, if he kept it up. But unlike Kyra, Elle could go on talking with him for hours.

      She craved her mate’s attention and focus, but never at the detriment of what he had to do each day. So when he’d ring her, she wanted to stay on the vo-link with him for as long as he could spare. It pained her that too much time talking with him without the constant reminder to lower his voice resulted in splitting headaches. But she’d wear it and do whatever he asked of her to keep him from more worry.

      Sensing his call was finished and it was nearing time for her to leave, Elle sat back up and looked into his beautiful soul.

      “That was one of Devar’s males. They are ready for you. You are to meet them out back by the copse of trees in the eastern part of the garden. They already have Ladonna with them. And remember, you aren’t to go with them until they give you this code.”

      Gordin took a pen-like instrument, turned her arm to him to reveal the inside of her wrist, and proceeded to place an invisible tattoo. The DNA coded temporary tattoo was a set of symbols on the flesh about five centimeters above her pulse point.

      The only person who could see the tattoo once it was there, would be her. She’d have to wet her finger and run it across to reveal the tattoo. The thing would only stay revealed for a few moments. This was yet another one of these classified technologies Gordin and Tordin used to transport sensitive data. The process didn’t hurt, more like a tingle, but Gordin had insisted on it. Plus it would wear off in a few cycles.

      When he was satisfied she knew how to interpret the symbols, written in their language, she was off to meet the group. Elle didn’t look back. Gordin’s worry already blanketed her. She didn’t speak of it, but she’d felt the peppery tone of danger hovering over them for the last week as well. Elle knew something was coming. Whether it was the sex-crazed men from Goddess only knew where or another threat, she would focus on what she knew to be her assignment.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I still can’t believe you’re alive,” Izzy said looking at Elle as if seeing a ghost.

      Of all the women, she was the one Elle most wanted to visit. The team of warriors were extremely pleasant but no nonsense. If it wasn’t on their agenda or approved actions, it was a no. Where Elle had thought she’d get a chance to meet with all the four thousand plus women here at Gordin’s off-site meeting facility, she’d been in for a big disappointment. Instead, she’d been taken into a heavily guarded conference room where sets of ten women were allowed to meet with her. Of the one’s she’d seen, most were dealing with trauma, homesickness and even delusions. It hurt her heart that so many of them weren’t coping with this transition well.

      It had been a long day and by her count, Elle hadn’t even made a drop in the bucket. She’d met with maybe a hundred of the worse cases, allowed to come to Olodia. On her recommendation, they were to be seen by a temporary unit of the Healing Complex set up here. Elle had been grateful when the Healers had sought her counsel on how best to treat them. Most were perfectly healthy in body, but their minds were at war with this reality. After she’d given the Healers her usual regimen of handling the women, the Healers had developed a protocol to move the healing process along. Phoebe had been in on their consults as well.

      Once Phoebe shared how each of the Healers were also empaths, able to sense and soothe emotional trauma, Elle had fully embraced their protocols. The Healers had even brought in some of the females. They were rare and mostly working in less populated, non-threatening locales, but each had agreed to come for this historical event. And they’d managed to keep all this confidential and off the radar.

      Devar himself was there to oversee her meetings. Elle smiled, remembering how much Izzy had liked the warrior. Looking at Izzy now, and then over to Devar who stood far away next to the entrance to the meeting space, it was clear as day. They were fated to be mates! Elle leaned in to ask Izzy, “So how goes it with your young warrior over there? Any headway?”

      The look Izzy gave her was sad and tore at her heart.

      “No ma’am. If anything, he avoids me like the plague. I guess I’m not his type. I’ve tried everything to talk with him and he runs like I have a commutable disease. One time, just before coming here, I was walking up a short flight of stairs and lost my balance. When I reached out to steady myself, he was the closest. Do you know he’s so repulsed by me that instead of helping me not fall, he literally took off in the other direction? If I had a stopwatch I bet he would have broken a sprinting world record back home.”

      Elle listened, knowing he sensed or knew she was his mate. But why would he avoid Izzy. It couldn’t be because of her looks or personality. Izzy was beautiful, with a heart of gold. This woman shouldn’t have to go through this torture. Looking back over to where he stood, Elle focused on how tense he held his mouth. There was obvious tension in his strong, angular jaws. The information flooded her gut like a download. Devar knew Izzy was his mate and even wanted to be with her, but didn’t want to put her in danger or dishonor the charge he’d been given to watch over all these women. Every day he used loads of personal restraint to not go to her and start the mating process.

      As part of the honor code of these warriors, they would deny self to protect the realm of the emperor and the welfare of the people. In Devar’s eyes, he did what he could to make sure the freedoms of the people and the pleasure of the emperor were maintained—at the cost of his own happiness. Flashbacks to just before the explosion on Polonari, filled her mental theater. It had been Devar who’d grabbed Izzy and saved her.

      Elle knew they’d had skin to skin contact in the process of him getting Izzy to safety. From what Phoebe and the other ladies had told her, when it was a Goddess-blessed mating, it was that initial touch that set the mating into motion. As long as both parties were conscious and their skin touched, the mating could be ignited. Here, this poor couple was living in misery all because Devar thought his chivalrous oaths to Gordin were more important than his heart’s call. And Izzy believed, like so many women, she wasn’t attractive or interesting enough for him.

      “Well I’ll be. Chivalry, got to love it.”

      “Excuse me, Dr. Ellery, what was that you said?”

      “Oh, nothing dear. I just remembered something I have to take care of when I get home tonight.”

      Elle would take care of it all right. She’d have a talk with Gordin to allow Devar and Izzy to explore their feelings for one another, without Devar believing he was breaking some warrior code. Phoebe’s words from the party came back to her. Elle needed to look and listen. The Goddess was at work. Calling Devar over to make a request, she watched both Izzy and him, as he neared the table.

      That tell-tale spark of electricity Elle had learned to recognize whenever Goddess-blessed mates were in proximity to one another was clearly here now. Izzy’s body fidgeted involuntarily. Her fingers flexed and balled as if fighting the urge to reach out and touch him. He in return, looked like he was constipated, with all the force it took to stand here, ignore Izzy and focus on her. It was Bad Elle at her finest, but she had to test her theory. And it was spot on, at least for these two.

      “My Lady Elle?” he asked, keeping his outward demeanor intact. He was a strong one, she’d give him that.

      “Yes Devar, if you would, I’d like to speak with the following women again.” She gave him the names of some of the one who’s cases were the worst and had been referred to see the Healers.

      Before Izzy was led out of the meeting room, Elle told her, “Izzy I think I might have a way to help you. I need to make my appeal and once I know something, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Izzy’s eyes lit up. “Really? Thank you so much Dr. Ellery. I think I might go slowly crazy if I don’t get something to do soon.”

      Elle knew that sentiment far too well. Yes, the Goddess was definitely at work.

      When the set of ten she’d chosen were back, the weight of their torment was heavy, dousing the room with gloom. Gone was the perfumed fire and electricity Devar and Izzy’s combined presence had left.

      Elle sat before them and watched. Channeling her husband, she allowed herself to employ patience. The Goddess was nigh, she felt her presence.

      Open your mind’s eye so I might show you their medicine.

      Elle didn’t have the faintest clue how to do that or what it meant. Relying on her ability to cast vivid images in her mind from years of meditation and self-relaxation sessions, she slowed her brain wave activity down to consider the subtle images that fought for placement in the forefront.

      Moved to concentrate on the woman she’d known from the kitchen crew of the main ship, Elle directed all her attention and focus to seeing the medicine that would help her. Flashes of technology, strange gadgets and code ran across her mind. Shaking the crazy images away, Elle concentrated again. The face of one of the warriors who’d come to the ship emerged. In her vision of him, his face was solemn, evolving into a beautiful smile. She knew this warrior, but why was he coming up now? The woman, Elle hated that she couldn’t remember the poor dear’s name, had become despondent, refusing to even take care of her daily hygiene needs.

      Her notes. Elle grabbed the digital tablet with her notes to find the woman’s portion from what she’d managed to note about her today. There she was. The woman’s name was Cheri and she complained of recurring dreams that tormented her. This was important, because dreams were what a lot of them said kept them from adequate sleep. Cheri certainly looked sleep deprived. Even with them getting her groomed to meet with Elle, it was obvious this woman didn’t sleep and had lost the will to thrive.

      When Elle glanced over at her again, Cheri’s head was hung low, eyes completely unfocused. She’d been a vibrant young woman with a gift for cooking, when last Elle had seen her. Cheri made cherry turnovers that reminded Avery and her of back home and had made special batches of them for the two women. She’d said how grateful she was that Dr. Avery had brought fruit trees and plants on the voyage. It was her way of thanking her. Instead of the vibrant honey infused cinnamon color that had made her skin look like bottled sunlight, it was drab and gray. Elle had to help this woman.

      Palon, his name is Palon

      Elle sat up, knowing that this must be important enough for the Goddess to bring it up. But it wasn’t yet clicking. Did he have a medicine for this woman? From what Elle remembered, he’d been the one tinkering with the gears, gadgets and technology the team had used. Technology! It had something to do with technology.

      In her head, Elle dared to ask for clarity. Goddess, thank you for showing me these things, but I do not understand. How can this man help Cheri?

      Mate, mate, mate, mate

      Wow—that was direct. Elle felt like a dunce. This Palon guy was Cheri’s mate. She wondered if he knew that. As soon as the thought formed, a strong impression that he didn’t know this, settled into her gut. Time to do a little experiment.

      Looking back at Cheri, Elle asked, “Cheri, did any of your recurring dreams have a man in them?”

      A flicker of hope sparked in Cheri’s large but sad chocolate brown eyes. “Yes ma’am. He was the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen, but it was those eyes of his.”

      Elle leaned in. This was going somewhere fast. Cheri looked around, looking at the other women who showed interest in what she’d said. It resonated with them. They were having dreams to.

      This had value and couldn’t be dismissed. “Please tell me if there’s a theme to these dreams? Do you see the man close up, far away? What happens?”

      “Um ma’am, I’d like to keep that part to myself, it’s sort of personal, you know.”

      “I see,” Elle said, noting that it was probably like the dreams she’d had of Gordin.

      If so, these women were in constant torment. No wonder they’d lost so much of their mental capacity to sustain living here—what was there to live for, if part of your soul could never find rest? Elle did a quick calculation and these women had been on the surface of Polonari for over four Olodian months, in Earth time it was double. Goddess, they’d been suffering for all that time and she’d been having the time of her life with her own mate.

      Without any more time to waste, she called out, “Devar? Is Palon in the area?”

      He rushed over to her, in high alert.

      “Lady Ellery, please refrain from calling out the names of warriors in the area. It is a breach of security.”

      Not ruffled by this, Elle said, “Fine, but I need him here right now.”

      “That cannot be arranged. He is back at his normal assignment, in the capital city.”

      “Not good enough, this is a medical emergency. How fast can you get him here?”

      “I would need to get permission from Lord Tordin first and then—”

      “Hold on a second,” she said vo-linking Kyra.

      After a quick call and Kyra doing what she did best, Tordin had contacted Devar, giving him the order and Palon the clearance to come to the meeting facility. Got to love the Goddess sisters network.

      A little over an hour later, Elle was in another session when Devar let her know that Palon was here.

      “Good, please set up a smaller room for me to speak with him privately and then I’ll give you further direction.”

      Elle excused herself from the session, leaving Ladonna to do her spiel about orienting to life on Olodia, and a quick lesson on the inhabited planets of their solar system.

      Once in a smaller room with Devar and Palon, Elle launched into what she needed to know. “Palon, I have some very important questions to ask you. They will have a somewhat personal nature to them. Do you wish to answer them with or without Devar present?”

      Devar spoke up. “Lady Ellery, my orders are to be with you at all times. Palon is a warrior of great honor and I would not believe you to be in harm with him, but my orders come direct from your—I mean Emperor Gordin.”

      “I see, very well then.”

      Palon spoke up. “Lady Ellery, Devar and I are like brothers. You can ask me what you will and I’ll answer.”

      “Very good, thank you for being so accommodating Palon.” Taking in a breath and sitting down at the table, Elle waited while the two men followed suit, Palon sitting close and Devar taking a seat in the chair next to the entrance, but far enough away for them to still have some privacy. Lowering her voice, Elle asked, “Palon are you or have you had recurring dreams of a young woman?”

      His reaction was all she needed to know it to be true. Palon looked at her as if she was a unicorn.

      “How did you know? I’ve been haunted by her in and out of my dreams. I don’t know who she is and when I attempt to find answers, the dreams are just that, dreams. I had resigned myself to put them in the back of my mind.”

      “So you don’t know this woman?”

      “No, I’ve never seen her. I thought maybe I’d seen her during the brief time I was on Polonari, but that wasn’t the case. Then I thought it was because I felt drawn to the settlement and helping. But I obeyed orders and came back to my normal post.”

      “I see.” Elle was amazed how stable the man appeared to be.

      What was it with these women? Where they were falling apart, it seemed like it was a slight nuisance to Devar and Palon. Then years of studying the differences of how the genders thought sprang up. Although the debate raged on as to whether there was a male and female brain, Elle knew from years of therapy sessions and experience that men—at least Earth ones—were able to push or separate certain aspects of social interactions and relationships. Maybe this was the case here as well. Instead of guessing, she’d move on to the next part of her experiment.

      “Palon, would you be willing to meet someone for me?”

      “Most certainly. I am at your service Lady Ellery.”

      “Thank you Palon. Lady Kyra speaks so highly of you and is your biggest supporter.”

      “Thank you. I enjoy working with her. I will be happy if she decides to continue after her babe is born.”

      “We can hope!” Elle said, using the small talk to win him over and ease his defenses. It wouldn’t be good going into this next part with a spooked man.

      She’d noticed that neither of these men called her Dr. Ellery like before. Maybe they also knew about her mating to Gordin. Devar had stopped himself earlier. So if Devar knew, how many of these warriors knew as well? That would be something she’d look into when she got back home.

      Asking Devar to bring Cheri to the room, she noticed Devar hesitated and looked over at Palon with the slightest glance of envy. He knew. Somehow Devar knew what she was up to. If so, she’d get him to help her with even more, starting with his own match.

      Success.

      The moment Cheri came into the room, there was mutual recognition. But, Elle wouldn’t allow them to trigger events without knowing the full ramifications. With them sitting mere feet apart, Elle sat between them and laid out her understanding of the Goddess-blessed mating ritual. Palon was familiar with it and Cheri hung on her every word. Elle watched how even unaware both of them reached and spread fingers on the table as if attempting to inch closer to touch.

      Once Elle was convinced both were able to handle it, she invited them to touch each other.

      “Well damn!” she said when Cheri fainted and Palon attempted to hop the table to see about her.

      As a great side kick should be, Devar was there to restrain his friend while Elle got Cheri back to consciousness. They sent for Ladonna who continued to help the woman regain her composure.

      “You should have called for me earlier. When the Goddess is involved, real sparks fly. You of all people should know that.”

      “Keep your voice down,” Elle said, rolling her eyes and pulling Ladonna away from the small assembly. “I didn’t faint, just had a little stumble—head first into Gordin’s chest—but I never lost consciousness.”

      “It affects people different ways. Kyra fainted,” Ladonna said, keeping her voice low.

      “She did? I bet that battle ax, Phoebe not only didn’t faint but tried to do it again for the thrill of it.”

      They both laughed at Phoebe’s handle on life.

      “So how do you want to proceed. Do you want to do anymore matchmaking today? It’s getting late and if I know my brother, soon he’ll be sending part of Tordin’s military branch of the warriors to personally deliver you back home. Please don’t get that poor male, Devar, into any trouble with Gordin.”

      Ladonna had a point. It was getting late and she needed to put a plan together. But before she left, she wanted to put the women to work with a little assignment. She’d get Izzy to help her, by getting the women to journal about any recurring dreams they’d had. They were to put details down that they felt safe to share, but only to share them when Elle made her next visit and not before. She’d get the ball rolling. There might finally be mates for all these wonderful men and women!
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      His lips and tongue were lethal. Elle moaned as Gordin worked her breasts suckling them.

      “Inside me now,” she said, demanding he finish her with his cock.

      “Not yet.”

      “You have a meeting this morning with an envoy from Herodia,” Elle said, moaning out each word.

      “It’s just my boneheaded brother-in-law, attempting to get a sniff at Ladonna. Every now and then he makes this trip, hoping to reconcile with her.”

      “And what happens? Ooh!” Gordin’s cock had pierced her with the sweetest impalement. Not knowing when he’d breach her walls had added the extra excitement.

      Moving inside her, taking his time to hit every part of her throbbing core, he said, “She sends him back to his planet empty handed.”

      “What? I didn’t know she could be that cold. How long has this been going on?”

      “Let me think? How old is my niece, Nolanis?”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me—mmm—oh God yes!” Elle said, allowing the pleasure from his deep penetration to work her over. Gordin’s lovemaking was always fresh and exciting and he had the stamina of a bull.

      Kissing her and pulling a sigh born of a sensual blaze, Gordin swiveled his powerful hips and withdrew, only leaving the tip in. He’d been edging and ramping them both up from a slow ember. He’d stroked it for what seemed like hours this morning.

      Elle loved it when he did this. Her body pulled him back in, seducing a smile out of him every time he watched its response. He loved looking at her pussy and she loved watching him while he did it. When he entered her, sometimes Elle could feel the momentous amount of composure he held at bay. The moment before making that first stroke was the one that would shatter her every time. Then there were other times, she enjoyed watching how his eyes turned various shades of blue throughout their lovemaking.

      This morning they’d have to bring this to an end very soon. Gordin had to meet with his brother-in-law, Emperor Eldrick from Herodia, and she had to get back to the center to meet with more women. The day would be long, but she had a fire in her belly about this. She absently stroked the thick strands of her mate’s hair as he dug in to nuzzle her neck.

      Gordin was sniffing her neck.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, not knowing if this was some new way to tweak her pleasure. He already knew all her erogenous zones that she was aware of. He sniffed in an innocuous place.

      “You smell different. I love it, but your smell, it’s different,” he said, puzzlement, scoring his words.

      Elle didn’t comment. What could she say to that? Her smell was something she didn’t knowingly change. She didn’t use any enhancements like their versions of perfumes, instead sticking to a pure approach. It had been ages since she’d thought about any of that stuff, including make up.

      Gordin continued to move inside her as he took in huge breaths. Then he stopped and looked her in her eyes.

      “Elle my love, when was the last time you menstruated?”

      “You should know, I live with you and we share the same bathroom.”

      “I know and I don’t recall that having happened since we mated,” he said, slowing down to rest, still deep inside her.

      “That can’t be true, let me think. I could be starting early menopause if anything.”

      Gordin continued to look at her. “No my love, you smell different and not because of that. With a healthy daily consumption of gaiata, your child-bearing years will last exponentially.”

      “Oh great—indefinite menstrual cycles. Ooh joy,” she said in her best deadpan voice.

      “Think on this Elle, please?” he said, excitement building in his voice. “Have you had a cycle in the last four weeks?”

      “I don’t know, mate. Your Olodian days always throw me off. Avery said she’d make up a calendar for me, but I brushed it off. Everyone I know besides Ladonna is pregnant. They don’t keep up with these things. I guess it slipped my mind. Gordin…” she grabbed his face between her hands, pulled him down for a kiss and said, “I honestly don’t know when my last cycle was. But as soon as I get to the center and meet with the women, I’ll have one of the Healers there take a look at me.”

      She should have known better. Gordin’s voice exploded.

      “No center, not today, and definitely not until we know if you’re with babe or not. Elle, I love you and would do just about anything to prove my love, but you threaten to kill me dead if you leave this house without us knowing for certain your condition.”

      Adult happy fun time was over. Gordin withdrew from her, leaving her frustrated and wanton. Elle watched as he stomped about their bedroom, looking for something.

      “What are you looking for?”

      “My vo-link to get one of my personal Healers over here to check you out. If you are pregnant, I want to make sure you have everything to sustain a healthy pregnancy. Our pregnancies, can take a toll on your body. Elle, you have to trust me on this. The sooner we know and plan for it, the better chance for you to have an uneventful pregnancy.

      “Hey, are you calling my womb old? Because I’ll have you know I started working out with Ladonna last week.”

      “I’m sure you did, but my sister isn’t the one who could be pregnant.”

      “Maybe she could. You never know what she could be up to.”

      Gordin stopped searching for the vo-link that Elle had eyed on the table behind him.

      “Elle don’t jest about that. Ladonna has had her children and her mate lives in another galaxy. I would hate to kill any male who dared defile her vow to Eldrick.”

      “But didn’t you say you didn’t like him and what he did to her?”

      “Does not matter. Honor the vow. That is the honorable way.”

      “I see. So Ladonna is only supposed to have sex with Eldrick, but you don’t want that to happen. So much so that every time he comes for a visit, you throw a hate dance making Ladonna have to choose and she winds up choosing to stay here with her temperamental brother. You have a mate now, don’t you think it might be time to allow her to have a little adult fun time with her mate, if she wants to?”

      Gordin found the vo-link grumbling at that. Soon after, he scooped Elle out of the bed like she was a rag doll.

      “Hey, what are you doing?”

      “I’m taking you to get a quick bath with me. The Healer will be here shortly.”

      “You can’t be serious. You’re going to drag that man out of his bed to come here on a sniff?”

      “Yes, that is what they are for. Plus, he said that he’s almost certain you are, if the Goddess’s visions are correct.”

      “What? You mean to tell me, he discussed, no speculated with you about my personal medical information without my permission. Does medical privacy mean nothing to you?” Elle said throwing her hands up as he carted her off to the bathroom.
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* * *

      A little over an hour later and Elle wanted to crawl back into bed and hide for at least a week.

      “But I can’t be. I’ve only had one pregnancy and never conceived since then,” she said, shaking her head in disbelief.

      The Healer stood there in her room with Gordin. They’d decided to have him perform the exam in her room, away from the staff and prying eyes, lest the chance for rumors start. The Healer had been escorted to the royal suites by good old Devar. Before he left, Devar shot Elle a look that begged to know if she’d be able to return to the center today. She tried to gesture that she didn’t know, but Gordin was in full on helicopter mode.

      Once Devar had left, the Healer did a scan of her body with his hands, looked at her eyes and then soundly pronounced the she, Ellery Chambers and mate of the Emperor of Olodia was with babes.

      Gordin sat next to her just as stunned.

      “Are you sure? You didn’t use any equipment and how can you tell,” Elle still asked, unable to process the fact.

      The Healer spoke, his voice sounding like cascading water over rocks. “Lady Ellery, I am certain. You are pregnant, there are two babes and it is still too soon to know for certain, but their little souls present as female.”

      There it was—deal with it. When having sex like bunnies with a potent man, use protection. Even if it had been a remote possibility up until meeting said man. Elle wasn’t just pregnant; she was making up for lost time. She was having twins and they might be girls.

      “You appear to be ending what would be equal to your first trimester. By the feel of how strong they already are, it would be safe to let your closest family and friends know, if you were so inclined in a week or more.”

      “Ahem, thank you Hoteptu.” Gordin said, using the oldest Healer’s name. “We still have yet to make the official announcement about our mating.”

      “I see,” the Healer said. “The utmost discretion will be used in offering our Joyful One’s care going forward and until you wish to make her condition public.”

      The Healer left after promising to come back in a few cycles to check on Elle.

      Sensing that she had to make her plea fast, Elle launched a surprise attack.

      “I need to hurry and get to the center. The sooner I get there, the sooner I’ll get back. Plus, Ladonna needs to be back to have late dinner with Eldrick.”

      Gordin turned his head to look at her. It was so slow, Elle thought it reminded her of when those creepy ventriloquist dummies did it. She’d never compare her mate to a dummy, but that neck movement was sort of like that.

      “How can you still think about going to the center today?”

      “I’m sitting right next to you. Mate, you’re bellowing again.”

      “Because my mate is trying to kill me before I get a chance to meet my daughters, that’s why!”

      “I am not attempting to kill you. Didn’t we discuss using your inside voice? This is not it.”

      Gordin rose to pace. That meant he was at least thinking. “Why, hmm? Why must you go to the center today?”

      “Because I found out what the Goddess has been up to. I meant to talk with you about it last night and then again this morning. But, both times… we ended up doing other things.”

      “Humph!”

      “Mate, Phoebe the Magnificent has struck again. It appears that I am some sort of matchmaker and sorter of mates.”

      He paused to consider her before saying, “What does that entail and why must Phoebe be so magnificent? You are magnificent to me.”

      “Awe, thank you mate, that is so kind. I think you’re pretty magnificent yourself. As for Phoebe, she accurately predicted that I’d become the Goddess’s Matchmaker and soon be pregnant.”

      “So you’re telling these women who they have to mate with?”

      “Of course not. That is so not how it works.” Gordin’s pacing was irritating her. “Mate, come sit next to me. I need you holding me.” He obeyed, picking her up and depositing her on his lap. When she was settled in his lap, strength floated into her, reminding Elle all the more how strong a Goddess-blessed mating could be and why she had to continue answering the call to help. “Mate, lover of my soul and father to my children, I feel so much conviction to help these people find each other. You should see how broken some of them are. I don’t know how hard it was for you, but I almost lost my mind over my feelings about you and my life. I’m not saying that any of these matings will cure all their ills, nor am I saying that they have magic beams of destiny leading them to do extraordinary things. Instead, I’ll say that just like on Earth, Olodia still needs love. And if I can help these couples find each other, that will make me happy.”

      Gordin didn’t immediately respond, instead he rubbed circles on her back and thought. Then he said, “I believe you. I do not quite understand it all, I also do not know what my role should be in this, but I support you. I made a vow to you and I’ll not go back on it. But, this is important, you must take Ladonna with you and you must check in with me on your vo-link every hour.”

      “Every hour is a bit excessive don’t you think?”

      “If you don’t then I’ll show up and find out what is going on with you myself. The threat level of danger just went up threefold. I now have to protect my mate, our unborn babes and my sister. Do not make light of my concerns, dear one. You are my world and I do what I can and must to protect that world.”

      “Fair enough. In light of protecting our children, I wouldn’t expect anything less from you.”

      “Good, you see how everything changes once babes are involved. Yes, I know you will be an excellent mother.”

      “I sure hope so,” Elle said, more to herself that him. Gordin was right. The stakes had just gotten higher. Only knowing about them for the last hour, Elle already had a protective posture toward her children’s welfare. This was going to get real interesting real fast.

      “Mate, I promise to check in every hour via vo-link. You have my permission to come to the center and whip some major ass, if I don’t check in or come back by the expected time. Now it’s time for you to go to work and me to go to the center.” And almost forgetting, she slid in, “The Goddess has sent Devar a mate and he refuses to mate with her. He thinks it would bring dishonor on him to do so.”

      “Why would he ever think that?”

      “Because his superiors, that would be Tordin and you, put extreme pressure on him to perform. You give him these tasks where there’s no way he can fulfill them and ever have a hope at having a mate. But, she’s great and loving and I also see her becoming my assistant soon. Oh Gordin, you must let Devar know it’s okay to mate with Izzy. I don’t think he’ll do it without both, Tordin’s and your approval.” Elle had to take a big gulp of air after that.

      “Assume it is done. I want my males to have what I have. That makes my life easier. Happier males, means less fighting and less fighting means more time I am able to spend with you.”

      “Well by all means, let’s get these men mated!” Elle said, loving the sound of more time with her own mate.
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* * *

      “Thank you Lady Elle,” Devar said, as soon as she made it to the meeting room.

      “For what?” She knew Gordin had done what she’d asked of him. He was a good mate like that.

      “Both Lord Tordin and the emperor gave me a personal call to give their blessing in me pursuing my mate. I know it was you who made that happen.”

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to let you in on a huge secret.”

      “That not only are you the empress, mate of Emperor Gordin, but that you are also expecting?” he asked.

      Flabbergasted, Elle asked, “How did you know?”

      “I’ve never seen the emperor so genuinely happy. When you first came to live with him, his mood changed, like he was on edge all the time. I figured he was suffering from the mating itch to be with you. Then he was happy again but this time, it reached his eyes. And you looked happy as well. Regarding the pregnancy, I thought it was only a matter of time, and how fast the other ladies conceived. And if I didn’t know from all that, it’s your scent.”

      “I don’t understand. How can you know that? Can you smell me all the time?”

      “Only if I concentrate real hard, but now that you’re with babe, the scent is stronger and it’s very appealing.”

      “How so?”

      “You smell how I would expect the Creator Goddess to smell. Like the best sampling of the most fragrant blossoms and the sweetest Golden Sweet Buns. You know since your sister reverse engineered that superbug, the amount of pregnancies has skyrocketed. This is thanks, in part to the fertile properties of sweet wheat. If you’ve been eating it, that might have been a little help too.”

      Elle’s thoughts drifted to all the times the staff served those buns to her. So she had a whole group of folks to blame for this, besides the obvious one Gordin, she blamed Avery and that staff at the royal residence.

      Needing to get started, so she could get back home as soon as possible, Elle said, “Let’s get the first group set up. While they’re doing that, how about you find Izzy and meet me in one of the smaller meeting rooms?”

      “My lady that will have to wait. At the moment she’s helping Ladonna set up for the orientation class. She’s been working like crazy to get the women to do the assignments and be ready for when you came back. She never stops working. Do a few of your sessions and she should be ready. I’ve waited this long, I can wait for a few more hours to finally be with my mate.”

      Elle smiled at him. Devar was a good man. She wanted to see him happy. Through the tales of the other ladies, she’d learned that Devar had been behind the scenes, quietly working to help their mates thwart danger at every turn. It was time this warrior knew his own pleasure and got his mate.

      During the sessions, journal after journal revealed a pattern. All the women with the worse symptoms had recurring dreams of men they were unable to connect with in their dreams; each one different, and yet the same. Loss of sleep, inability to focus and many other troubling side effects of sleep deprivation were ravaging these women’s minds and bodies. It was like watching a vibrant plant slowly die when the water needed to survive was on the other side of the window.

      After her break and quick call to Gordin, Elle was about to start her net session when one of Devar’s men burst into the room in a panic.

      “They’re gone. Both Lady Ladonna and Izzy are gone.”

      The words didn’t register at first. That couldn’t be. Where would both of them go? It was only when Elle saw Devar run out of the room, that the surreal became real. He’d left her here by herself. That meant that his love for Izzy must be true. Elle had to find them. There was no telling what would have happened.

      “Think, where would they have gone to?”

      Gordin had to know, clicking her vo-link, Gordin was on the line in a flash.

      “What is wrong? Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine but it’s Ladonna. I just received word that she and the young woman I mentioned this morning are missing.”

      “The one you said was Devar’s mate?”

      “Yes, one and the same.”

      “Where are you and what does Devar say about this?”

      “I’m still in the meeting room. I’m safe, but Devar went to help find Ladonna and Izzy.”

      Gordin was quiet for a moment. Then his voice burst in her head. “It’s a trap! Where are you again? Look around and see if there are any ways for you to get out of that room? I feel it to my core, this is a trap. Stay put, I’m coming for you know.”

      “I’m fine. No one is here but me.”

      “Exactly.”

      Clap, clap, clap.

      The sound made Elle’s heart jump from the unexpected noise. Turning around to look at the door Devar had just abandoned, a man with a long beard and the most preposterous clothing choices strolled in.

      Unknown humanoid male, age—somewhere between Tordin and Gordin, height—six and a half to seven feet tall, weight—two hundred twenty to two hundred forty pounds, slim athletic build like that of a swimmer not an Olodian warrior, handsome, appearance—flamboyant, threat level—off the charts and very dangerous.

      Elle continued studying the man. His demeanor sent mixed signals. On the one hand, he spent meticulous time in his appearance and on the other he had a coldness that suggested any charm or kindness was an act. This man walked like at any moment, viciousness that was raw and brutal would have no issues coming out to play. Elle knew this type, she’d studied them all her life and now it was time to dance with one in real time.

      “I see all your little helpers have flown away bye—bye,” the stranger said, acting like he held all the cards.

      “Who are you and what do you want?” Elle asked, hoping Gordin was still on the link and could hear her.

      Gordin’s voice came through soft and reassuring. “My love, I am still here. Try to get whoever that is to reveal as much information as possible. Don’t let them know you are still on the link with me though.”

      Elle fought the instinct to nod her head in mid tilt. Gordin was with her and she could do this. The man continued to approach, not seeming in the least bit rushed. He acted as if he knew more than he let on—which was probable. If her suspicions were correct, he’d planned this down to the most minute of details. This confidence of his was most likely rooted in the various scenarios and plans he had in place. He’d known a lot of successes in his lifetime. She just prayed this time wouldn’t be one of them.

      Instead of attempting to command the room, Elle had to get as much information from him as possible. There would be no winning him over or appealing to his emotions. Any charm or empathy he showed was mimicry at best. No, this man’s feelings and emotions were short-circuited. He might appear to care or even feel, but that would be a fatal mistake on her part to forget that he didn’t.

      Elle’s immediate task would be to get as many details and information about him and his plan, before he made his next move. She could do this. All that training over the years had prepared her. Gordin was still on the line and aware of the situation and she was a new momma with a couple more reasons to live. Hell, she’d bet on her over any psychopath, for the win. Of all the people here, she was the best one to deal with him.

      Racing through her mind to replay what he’d said before, she asked, “how do you know that about my little helpers?” He saw her as a person in charge. That was a bit of information to know.

      He spoke, taking the bait. “I know because I’ve had my eyes on you, watching and waiting for you to leave that little cage of yours for a while.” Elle’s mind raced to understand what that meant, then it dawned on her. He most likely knew who she was and even worse, who she was to Gordin.

      Poodle shit! Got to keep him talking.

      “And what cage might that be?” she asked, trying to get little tidbits of information and build on that.

      “Come on now empress, you don’t expect me to be that stupid. I was hoping you’d be more interesting and certainly more intelligent than this. Come right out with it. Ask what you will. I’ll answer and there won’t be a thing Gordin can do about it.” He smiled but the effect sent shudders down her spine.

      Determined to keep her cool, Elle would play this his way for a little while. “You seem to have me at a great disadvantage. Who are you and what’s your endgame?”

      Coming a little closer but not too close, he answered, “I am Farok, ruler of the planet Gargis at your service. But not really at your service, because you’ll be servicing me shortly. As for my endgame… I already have it—you.”

      “How so? I have no intentions of going anywhere with you. You have to know that Gordin is on his way here by now as well.”

      “Yes I do, and I’m counting on it.”

      “If you do anything to harm any of these women, Gordin or anyone else, I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you take your last breath before I do.”

      “Feisty! I like it. And please do try to do all that nonsense you just said. I’m always up for great drama. You see, I have no plans to harm any females—not physically at least. No, my plans for you will be quite enjoyable.”

      “How do you figure that? There’s nothing you could do to make me enjoy it.”

      “We’ll have to see about that.”
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      “Stay away from me.” Elle’s voice quivered. She hated showing any sign of fear.

      This Farok character was a monster, pure and simple. She saw it in everything he said and did. To him she was nothing more than an instrument he’d use to hurt Gordin.

      Gordin! He was still on the vo-link.

      Hoping Farok was still too far away to realize what she was doing, Elle spoke, hoping Gordin could hear her.

      “Mate are you still there?”

      “Yes,” Gordin’s voice came through exploding in her head. For the first time, she was grateful for that full, too loud voice. It gave her something to hold onto. “I’m a few minutes away.” Elle wanted to scream with relief but she’d do as he asked and hold on. “Whoever this is, his moments in the land of the living are numbered. I’m coming to get you.”

      “Okay, but I need to tell you what I found out. His name is Farok, he doesn’t appear to be Olodian and has some sort of twisted grudge against you. Gordin… he’s waiting around for something. I expect it’s you. Be careful.”

      “Oh no, not that madman.”

      “Yes, that he is. Based on my assessment, he’s high on the spectrum as a psychopath, with narcissistic tendencies.”

      “Elle listen, don’t try to engage him. From what I know of him, he is a cold killer, giving no warning to his victims. Please stay as silent as you can from here on out. Tordin, Malm, and Jalek are already there and have engaged his men. It appears they were attempting to take the women and are in a standoff. A similar situation is playing out as we speak on Polonari. This Farok riled up hordes of males from various galaxies to help him. It appears his closest men are here with him and the other tribes, save a few of his top males are on Polonari. Don’t worry, our forces have the situation almost fully contained. It is sad to say, many of the males are not warriors. Instead they are lonely, looking for females to share their lives with.”

      Farok came closer.

      “Hold on mate, he’s approaching.”

      “Are you done talking with Gordin? Did you tell him who I am yet?” Despite her best effort to remain unfazed, Elle’s shock at being found out rode her face. “Ellery, don’t be so surprised. I’ve been monitoring the signals here for cycles. How do you think I knew where to locate you today? I’m tapped into your signal of that antiquated vo-link. I can’t make out what you’re saying, but I’ve been aware of every time you and that troll have communicated.” He came the closest he’d been and said, “Tell Gordin this. He is to meet me here in this room alone. He is to come sans concussive blasters, shields, and no weaponized clothing. If he does, that will go badly for you. But to make it somewhat less daunting for him, I’ll allow one warrior’s blade. We can keep this traditional.”

      Her body shook with fear for Gordin’s life. But she had to keep moving. Her family’s welfare was at stake. Pushing past the icy fear that attempted to freeze her ability to do anything, Elle prayed, asking the Goddess to help her. She had to keep moving and help her mate.

      With strength, new in its feel of power and determination, Elle spoke into her vo-link, concentrating on Gordin. When she’d relayed what cuckoo over there had said, Gordin informed her he was right outside. Opening the door to the room, her mate stepped in. Elle huffed in relief as her breath release itself from her throat.

      Elle watched as Gordin scanned the room, locating Farok first and then her. When he made eye contact, she knew everything would be okay. They were together and that was all that mattered.

      “Good, you finally made it here, old one,” Farok said, never moving or turning away from Elle to acknowledge him. “Do come in. I’ve been waiting for you to get the festivities started.”

      Gordin took long, but paced strides, covering the distance until he was feet away from Farok. When he attempted to move closer to Elle, Farok stopped him. “No, no, no. You stay right there. I’ve prepared a little presentation and it only works if you stand here,” he said pointing to a spot near where Gordin had been, “And she sits there. Got it? Go on, move over there.” White hot anger dominated his entire being, but it was the fierce look in his eyes that gave Elle pause.

      She’d never seen her mate like this. He moved to the location Farok pointed out, glaring at him with intent to kill. The differences in their appearances would be laughable, if not for the threat of death beating the air. Gordin continued to stare at Farok, his eyes almost neon blue with intensity. His frame and presence was enormous, compared to Farok’s. Looking at the two and how Farok showed not one sign of fear, trepidation or even caution; Elle concluded this man was indeed a psychopath of the highest form.

      As if sensing the twin holes of visual disgust, she had to be boring into his skull, he directed his attention back at her.

      “We’re all here, so as the host of this little party, I’ll get it started.” He gave Elle a smile that was clearly meant to fuck with Gordin. It was beyond creepy how that perfect smile on that perfect face belong to a maniac, but here they were just the same. He spoke up. “Empress Ellery, I’ve prepared a story for you. I thought you might enjoy it in light of Gordin’s and my reunion.” Clearing his throat in mockery, he began. “There once was a young man, full of hope for the future. When his parents died and left him a domain to rule, he decided it was time to find a mate. He searched all the known galaxies, to find Olodia boasted of a beauty to behold. Thinking hard work, a handsome tribute and the help of being a warrior’s son with a domain of his own would work, he set off to the land of Olodia to seek an audience with its famed Lion. That would be that dried up sourpuss over there,” he offered, pointing to Gordin. Gordin continued to seethe clearly not having the patience for this man’s games.

      Farok pressed on in spite of the audible breathing Gordin had going on. “Once there and having traveled so far, the young warrior was certain to be not only heard but treated with respect and honor. When it came time to have his audience with the lion, he presented his case, asking for the hand of the lion’s sister. The lion appeared to consider his request only to say that he wasn’t to be the one to make such decisions. That his sister would choose her own mate. He refused the young warrior’s tribute saying that it was beneath him to sell his sister.”

      “That is not true and you know it,” Gordin said, voice blasting through the space.

      “Quiet down old lion. I’m the host of this party and I get to tell the story as I remember it.” Looking at Elle, he asked, “What is it called back on your planet when the one writing the account tells it from his point of view?”

      She had no intention of telling him the word. But there was no need, the guy had started talking, yet again!

      “No need, I know, it’s called revisionist history. Yes, that’s what your mate over there has engaged in for too many years to count or care about remembering. He and that dried up sister of his tried to make me look like a fool. I am no one’s fool and I was able to bring the lion to his knees once. You see he was newly mated and thought his lovely mate could do no harm. When he denied me and that female refused me, I set out to take what was his.”

      Turning back to Gordin, Farok offered a creepy smile and said, “I seduced your mate and filled her belly with my seed.”

      Elle gasped at the treachery. Gordin remained as he was, glowering hatred toward the man.

      “Yes, Gordin. When you left to make yourself feel good by doing those little propped up campaigns of goodwill, I was there giving your mate the attention she craved. The sad part is I don’t even remember her name. Oh well, such is this life you created when you thought to make a fool out of me. But what was really great was when she went into delivery with my spawn. I got a chance to take away everything you held dear. The plan was for her and that babe of hers to die. I wanted them to be gone, you to be destroyed and to move on with my life to find a suitable mate to help me conquer and rule lands.

      “I gave her tea from the lands on the northern plains of my planet, Gargis. You might know of this tea? Empress you have a descendant of it on your planet. You call it Bella Donna or nightshade.”

      This was beyond sick. Elle didn’t want to listen to any more of it.

      Farok continued. “I told her to drink to help with the pain. By her own hand she brought about her demise. But the whore’s babe was resilient and wouldn’t die. Yes, Gordin, I am Cordin’s father and you raised my seed, lavishing him with gifts and wealth. I was content to let that be, knowing you would have to raise him. But you couldn’t be content, you had to get another mate, while I remained alone. I was the one who should have had a mate. Not you. You’d already proven you wouldn’t be able to protect or handle one. Even now you allow this one here to run around unprotected.” He directed his sadistic gaze  toward Elle, charming out a squirm from her. “It made no sense why any female would join with you. When I realized the lion of Olodia was nothing more than a carcass of hot wind. I knew you didn’t deserve another chance at having a mate.”

      “That’s enough. I won’t allow you to sully my first mate’s memory any further,” Gordin said. “I knew all along, but didn’t want to disgrace her. It was on her deathbed that she confessed to everything. She told me the babe wasn’t mine, confirming it was yours. Because you appeared to be lost and looking for something, I decided to stay quiet and raise the child as my own. I thought that maybe he would grow into a great man of honor. For years I poured everything I could into him. At times it wasn’t easy. He is the exact image of you, even down to his tastes for the flare in clothing. But, I never told him, instead hoping he would become an Olodian of great honor by nurture. So yes, Farok, your story is seen through your own eyes. And I do hold some hurt in my heart over what was done behind my back, but I never put that on my son, Cordin.”

      “Hah! You still don’t see it do you. You’re a failure. He’s in jail right now and there’s nothing you were powerful enough to do to stop it.”

      “Please stop it. Farok, you’ve had your fun. Now please move it along to do what you came to do,” Elle said, unable to hear this. This man had been the bane of Gordin’s existence for so many years and yet he thought Gordin had wronged him? Unbelievable.

      Elle itched to get up and do something. Cutting an eye over to Gordin, he returned her glance, demanding she stay put with his expressive eyes.

      Ignoring everything she said, Farok continued his mockery of them. “Awe, isn’t that adorable? You two are so sweet in your affection for one another. That ends now. Gordin, for your duplicitous ways and attempting to publicly humiliate that young warrior from long ago, I Farok, his older, wiser self, declare you must die.”

      Farok produced a weapon that reminded Elle of a blow dart syringe.

      “No!” Elle screamed.

      Pausing, he turned around slowly to consider her. What was it with these creepy slow moves? Men this large shouldn’t to that, it scared the shit out of her when it happened.

      “Tell me, fair empress, why should I spare your sorry old sack of bones over there?”

      This was it. Think now or lose her mate. Elle looked at Farok, hoping an idea would come quickly.

      You already know the answer. Look for his medicine, there you will find your hope

      Right! Elle concentrated on clearing out the acidic wash of neural toxins produced during her time spent with this lunatic.

      “I can be a gentleman like the best of them, but your silence is a vote for the ‘let’s kill him side’.”

      “No, I need you to listen to me…” she stalled, trying to push through all the erratic thoughts of insane moves she could use. Most of them might insure Gordin’s death though. “But first, what do you have in that syringe? I’m curious. You know Gordin may be old but he’s a tough one. That little thing might not do the trick.”

      She had to hope her assessment of his level of narcissism was correct. Elle wanted him to have to prove to her that he was the smartest in the room. Boy, this was cutting too close to home for her tastes. This was her, many, many, many, degrees less potent, but it was her. She’d had to always be winning, be the smartest, and coldest bitch in the joint.

      Now, she could see what others must have had to deal with all the time with her. She’d been a narcissistic bitch too, but instead of being born a psychopath, she’d given herself an emotional lobotomy. In essence, before Gordin and his love breaking down her wards, she’d been a functioning low-level sociopath. That was the only way she’d been able to observe, learn and manipulate emotions the way she did in her practice. Like sociopaths, her rage was volatile. Not like that of this one. He was classic. So oblivious to what it meant to feel from the start, the fucker was capable of killing Gordin and in the next moment asking her to tea. What could she do to turn this around? The answer was already here somewhere.

      Farok didn’t disappoint. He answered her, giving her all the little details and time to figure out what in the hell the Goddess was talking about.

      “This little beauty is the evolution of that tea I gave Gordin’s mate all those years ago. One dose of this and he’ll go down, never to rise again.”

      “How can you be so sure?” she asked, catching Gordin’s glare as he shook his in the negative to stop egging this one on.

      She needed more time and it would be a risk she had to take.

      “I’m sure, my dear, because it’s field tested on some of the greatest warriors. Ones far greater than your pitiful mate over there. I like to call it Warrior’s Whip because it whips all the fight out of them, slowly until they die.”

      “That’s horrible.”

      “It’s necessary. Who has time to go about all that messy fighting with knives and guns when I can send this little projectile and that’s it.”

      “Why are you telling me all this? You have to know I’ll try to do whatever I can to stop you.”

      “Because, my dear, you have more to live for than just this miserable excuse for a leader. Yes, I know. The moment I came close, I smelled you. You carry his spawn and I know how weak females, especially the Terrans, can be about their unborn babes.”

      Defeat walloped her, sending the last hopes of turning this around out of the picture. Picture… image… that’s it. It might be a long shot, but Elle had to test out this theory.

      “You’ve been good about answering all my questions. For that I thank you. I have just a few more.”

      “Only a few?”

      “We’ll see. It’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind, so you never know.”

      “Ask away then, my dear.”

      Ooh with the my dears! He had to know that term grated on her nerves like nails on a chalkboard.

      “Thank you. Tell me, do you have recurring dreams of someone? Dreams so vivid, they torment you?”

      She phrased it with the word someone, instead of woman or female. With him and the confusion of signals he constantly projected, she would make any assumptions. It might be a man or a woman of his dreams.

      For the first time in the horror show, she saw it, in his eyes. A flicker of connection and maybe even feeling. Elle waited for him to respond, hoping she was onto something with him.

      “How do you know that? I’ve not told anyone. She’s beautiful, but haunts me in my dreams.”

      Flashes of Vanessa Lucas’ image bombarded Elle’s mental eye. It couldn’t be. Oh Goddess no, not that. Of all people Vanessa was the last person someone like Farok needed to be mated to. This could turn into another Bonnie and Clyde, intergalactic addition. Nothing good could come of a high spectrum psychopath mating a high spectrum borderline personality. All the things that could go wrong, were too numerous to consider. Not to mention Vanessa was in prison, sentenced to a boatload of years.

      “Goddess, give me a break here,” Elle said out loud, not caring who heard her.

      Some come here whole, while others need to find their other pieces to become whole. It is so. Gordin has the power to bring them together and you have the gift to teach them how to love and be together. Trust that is so and it will work.

      “Okay, here goes.” Elle sat up in her seat, not believing she was about to do this and put Gordin on the spot as well. “Farok, I know about your dreams because Gordin knows where she is. He knows where your mate is. And it is only him who can help you reach her.”

      “Lies, all lies. There is no such female, just a figment of my imagination, tormenting me after all these years of being without the warmth of a mate.”

      She had to play this out to the end. Chancing a look over at Gordin, her fears were confirmed when he gave her a “what the hell are you thinking?” look. Elle was no punk. The Goddess had said it, she had a mate and babies to think about. This nut could have that other nut, Vanessa, if that’s what got their rocks off. All she wanted to do was make sure they couldn’t cause any more harm.

      “Yes there is and the Goddess has shown me who she is.”

      “Hah! Now I know you to be a liar, just like him. There is no Goddess. That is the problem with you all. You promise, act and even seduce others with your schemes. When all else fails you bring in the heavy weapons attributing everything on this imaginary Goddess to make others obey your will.”

      Okay, she hadn’t seen that one coming. Had to circle back around on him and launch again.

      “Farok, I’m telling the truth. I can even describe her for you.”

      He reengaged his attention. “I will allow it. You had better describe her without vague description or your mate dies now.”

      No pressure, huh? Elle conjured up the image and memories of Vanessa. It was hard to keep the desire to describe her by how she looked on the inside out of the description, but she managed to pull it off. She gave him a rundown much like her mental assessment of people when she’d meet them. Just the facts and observations. Farok listened, his face unreadable. Once Elle finished describing the woman from her crew known as Vanessa Lucas, she slumped back in the chair, feeling the fatigue of sustaining this amount of emotion for so long.

      Moments dragged on as Farok looked down at his chest, as if in extreme meditation. Elle could only spare him a quick glance. Her every thought was on Gordin now. He continued to stand there, sending her waves of support and love. Gone was the scowl for the man Farok. Her mate was back. That loving and gentle giant of a soul. His eyes made promises of love and protection. She knew without a second’s hesitation that Gordin would do everything in his power to protect her, even down to his last breath.

      “I never thought I’d find her. She was a ghost, a witch even, riding the mist of my dreams and eroding my hope.” Farok looked up and over to Elle, ignoring Gordin yet again. “Is this truth or some sort of sorcery yet unknown to me? If she really lives and is within his power to reach, tell me about her?”

      Elle had to play this right or it could blow up in her face. What would an empress, who didn’t want to get in trouble with the emperor for promising stuff he couldn’t do, say? And it had to be stuff that wouldn’t end up turning into an inter, multi, or whatever kind of galactic war, if she screwed this up? To be on the safe side, what would Gordin do? He’d protect life and honor the power of love.

      Elle went for it.

      “Her name is Vanessa. She was a part of the Earthian crew, but younger than me. She isn’t on Polonari or here at the complex. Gordin has the power to reach where she is though.” His eyes brightened. That was a first. Maybe he did have the power to feel for someone other than himself? Most likely not, but if she could help him feel good about himself and vice versa, this might work.

      “I want to see her now.”

      The nerve of this one.

      Gordin spoke up, “I would have to meet with some of my advisors in the IGA—”

      “Enough from you troll, shut it. I am speaking with the empress. Your words mean nothing. She is the only one who has proven her truth,” Farok said, raising his voice for the first time.

      Okay then. She was to be the negotiator. This would be fun—so not going to be fun.

      Elle took in a deep cleansing breath and prepared to use all the wisdom, skill and help from Gordin and the Goddess she could get.

      Remembering that Gordin would protect life. She said, “I’m aware of your quest to kidnap the Earthian women, who are housed both here and on Polonari. To see Vanessa, you must release these women immediately. None of them should have been molested or the deal is off the table and the offenders will face the penalty for their crimes.”

      “I can’t be held responsible for what those barbarians do. If any of the females were harmed, the offending male should pay for his own crime.”

      “But you were the one to incite and lead them here into our galaxy in the first place. You don’t get to get off without any rebuke.” Looking over at Gordin, she asked, “Mate, are there any monetary agreements in place with Gargis that you know of?”

      Gordin was quick with his reply. “Yes, our gem-rich planet Nenndi supplies them with minerals, gems and power-producing crystals to help sustain and power their economy.

      “Awesome! Thank you mate. Farok, for every incident of a woman being harmed, your planet Gargis will suffer an infraction resulting in sanctions on your amount of imports from Nenndi.”

      Instead of grumbling like she’d expected him to, Farok eyed her with appreciation and a new level of respect. “I like how you negotiate. I agree. Proceed.”

      “As for the time for meeting Vanessa, you will give my mate, Gordin, two Olodian cycles to produce her.”

      “That is too long. One cycle and Ladonna stays in my custody until Vanessa is produced.”

      Gordin spoke, “I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Eldrick is here and looking for her as we speak. Do you really want to face both him and me over his mate and my sister?”

      This time, Farok hadn’t told Gordin to shut it. It looked like having to deal with both Gordin and Eldrick might be a little too much, even with his Warrior’s Whip.

      “Fine then, she will be released but I demand an apology from her for how she treated and spoke to me back then.”

      “Let it go Farok, it was eons ago and you know as well as I do how stubborn Ladonna is. She’d never agree to that. Do you want to meet your mate or not. My mate, the empress here, is giving you the opportunity to do that. Stop looking for ways to try to humiliate or one-up anyone and do the right thing for yourself and her,” Gordin said.

      “Stop talking you imbecile! I already know all that.”

      “Then why did you propose it? Are you trying to miss out on finally seeing if this woman is your true mate?”

      “You are such an ass, always have been. You know nothing, you stupid troll.”

      “Stop it! Men… I still have the floor and we need to finish this up. I hear Gordin’s men on the other side of the door. If I hear them, then I know you hear them too. I would hate for this to turn into a battle instead of a diplomatic opportunity.”

      “Proceed,” Farok said, ignoring the fact that Elle had just called him on his shit.

      “Thank you. Now, I have something that would greatly benefit you, go a long way to help your reputation and ensure you do not have any retaliation for not delivering on whatever you promised by way of women.”

      “You do?”

      “And this is why she’s my mate. Isn’t she magnificent?” Gordin asked, clearly appreciating watching his mate at work.

      Farok said, “Empress, tell me how you can deliver on this. If it is so, I will agree to the terms you put forth that are mutually beneficial.” And to Gordin he said, “For the last time, shut it Gordin,”

      Now it was just comical, but Elle wouldn’t break face to laugh.

      “Okay. I have a gift or calling if you will. You don’t have to believe me, but it is what it is. I can tell who is supposed to be mated to whom, if that mate is within the vicinity. I’m a matchmaker and my accuracy is pretty spot on, thanks to the Goddess”

      “You mean to tell me there is such a thing?”

      “Told you she’s amazing and she’s my mate. Do you have one? Do you want one?”

      “Didn’t I tell you to—”

      “Gordin, stop antagonizing Farok. Farok, stop falling for it and pay attention. We don’t have all day. It sounds like they’re still scuffling with each other outside and I don’t want more injuries or casualties on my hands.” To Gordin she said, “Mate, please vo-link who you need to. Let them know we’re in negotiations and to cease fire, fists, knives or whatever else they have going on out there. That ruckus is loud.” She saw Gordin smile at Farok as if continuing to taunt him.

      Elle had to retrace her thoughts to remember what she’d been saying. It was like wrangling children, the way these two interacted. Only difference, they had armies, weapons, and deadly poisons.

      Sort the mates

      Oh yeah! Now she remembered. Thanking the Goddess for keeping her on track, Elle would finish this and hope that she’d averted a war.

      “Farok, once we finish this negotiation and you and Gordin agree to the terms, you’ll release the women. Tomorrow, I will start with the women located here and begin to sort for mates. If there be any among the women who are fated to mate with any of your men or allies, you must get your men to agree to respect her decision if she decides to decline the mating.”

      He nodded. The surprises just kept coming with this one.

      “Once we are done with the women here, a council consisting of representatives of your choosing, those of Gordin’s and the IGA’s choosing will accompany me to Polonari, where we’ll sort through those women as well. There are quite a few women at both locations and this will not be a short task. You understand that I am committing a huge chunk of my time to do this for you. In light of my condition, you will also understand and convey to your men that if the need arises and I have to take a break due to my pregnancy or any other security issues, that will not constitute a breach in this negotiation agreement.”

      “Duly noted.”

      Elle sensed that like her, Farok must be petering out. Managing high emotions for a long period of time was taxing like strenuous exercise. With him not used to acknowledging feelings or emotions, this had to be out of his depth of expertise. But, she had to give it to him, he was still engaged and willing to negotiate.

      Time to wrap this up.

      “Farok, you are a criminal, no way around it. I believe in justice and you have been unjust admitting to killing Gordin’s first wife, the attempted murder of your own son, Cordin, and numerous counts of attempted kidnapping and false imprisonment. That last part would be for holding me and Gordin against our will, just in case you didn’t catch that. Okay! I am not a judge and I won’t judge you. I will say that as part of your ability to meet Vanessa, you will go before the IGA and face your punishment, once you’ve met her. That is the only way in good conscience I can ask my mate, Emperor Gordin to help you. Do you agree.”

      Farok looked at her with eyes glistening. “If this means I finally get the chance to see if I could be loved and regarded as a mate, I would agree to just about anything. I’ve been lonely for a long time. I know you think I’m cold and unfeeling. But, I know with the right mate I can change.”

      “I don’t know about that, only you can decide. I can say that Vanessa is more than a handful and may be more the witch from your dreams than you imagined. Be careful what you wish for and all that jazz.” Elle stood allowing the circulation to return to her ass and legs. When the tingling had left her legs from being prone for so long, she said to him. “Do we have a deal?”

      “Yes, of course we do.”

      “Good, then you two take my tablet, write and sign an agreement agreeing to as much. While you do that, I have to pee!”
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      “Three cheers for Empress Ellery,” Phoebe said raising a glass of gaiata. “Who almost single-handedly stopped an intergalactic war and has helped thousands of couples find each other.”

      Elle blushed, not sure how to absorb all the affection and attention. She sat on Gordin’s lap, more of a grounding than for lack of seating, as family and friends celebrated her installment as empress.

      The last few weeks had been hell and that was after the meet up with Farok. As promised, Elle had made it through all the women at the center who’d agreed to participate in the mate sorting ceremonies. The response was more than she’d expected. Over three thousand had participated. Farok was the hero of his people with close to a thousand of the women actually being true mates with his men and those who’d joined forces with him. Of the other couple of thousand a few hundred had true mates back on Polonari from the detained men. The rest were now mated to Olodian males.

      As a stroke of genius on the part of the Goddess, Elle had offered to help the others who’d refused to participate, find peace on Olodia. What a joy it was to find that many of them did have mates, just not men. When she facilitated the introductions, so much hurt and pain healed. Next, she’d start the process for those on Polonari.

      Instead of a delegation and her going to the planet, larger groups would come in sections to her. Sort of like the mountain coming to her. The Healers had 86’d the plan for her to do that much traveling and successfully carry two Olodian babies to term. No arguments here, she was barely showing and in full on pregnancy cravings and other hormonal crap. She and Phoebe still fought like cats too. But in the end, they were fast becoming great friends. Thinking of Phoebe, it was time to give her grief.

      Elle yelled, “When are you going to drop that load? It’s huge and you’ve been pregnant like forever!”

      “Watch it, I can still get up and come over there,” Phoebe said, enjoying the harmless verbal sparring. “I know I look a little like you, but I’m full-term, you’re not and folks still get us confused, you Amazonian heifer.”

      Elle couldn’t argue with her. That was a good one. She towered over Phoebe’s five foot five.

      After a few more jabs and comebacks, Kyra came into the fray, not liking it when the two women took shots at each other. Kyra was all peace, love and pretty technical geeky things.

      She asked Elle, “How’d you get the IGA to come up with such a creative solution with Farok’s situation?”

      That was an easy one she could answer. And it would ease Kyra’s tension of the way she and Phoebe played.

      Elle said, “Even psychopaths need love.” Everyone within earshot laughed. “But seriously, in exchange for incarceration coming off the table for both Vanessa and him, Farok agreed to mandatory therapy sessions with me for six sessions—we just finished number three. He agreed to pay both Olodia and the IGA a crapton of money for all the trouble he caused. To be with Vanessa and not join her in jail—yes, I’m still trying to wrap my head around that one, but Goddess only knows—he reimbursed Olodia the cost of the trial, the time spent investigating, jailing and imprisoning her. Since he’s ruler of a planet, and it happens to be far away, the IGA agreed to release her into his custody. But, and I need to stress this, my mate was on it when it came to that. Gordin insisted that both of them agree to DNA coded nanobots to be imbedded in their bodies. These are the bots that you can’t take out. Once they get in, they fuse with your insides becoming a harmless part of your makeup, regenerating and everything. The bots send monitoring information back so Gordin and the IGA are always aware of where both of them are.”

      Kyra’s mouth poked out. “I wanted in on that project but they kicked me off and told me no. All because I tinkered with the base code and figured out how to make them send isolated pain impulses from long distances.” Tordin gave her a hug. Then she added, “Elle could you help me get back on the team? I asked Papa Gordin and he hasn’t been able to get them to convene to review my petition.”

      “And, we’re done with that topic,” Tordin said, giving his mate a stern look and moving her to the food table.

      Elle felt Gordin grumble beneath her. When she turned and leaned in for a kiss, he whispered, “I love her but all her projects end up becoming weapons. I don’t have the heart to tell her, she’s been banned from all projects until further notice. Poor dear thinks she’s only on maternity leave.”

      “You know you and or Tordin are going to have to have a truthful talk with her right? That’s just wrong otherwise.”

      “What can we do? She the sweetest technology genius we know. Who also happens to be able to weaponize anything she gets her hands on.”

      “I see; we’ll think of something or it might be you she comes after. I’m not in it, so fix it.”

      Elle had fallen into the momma bear role easily enough. Thinking of mommas, she asked Gordin, “When’s Ladonna coming home?”

      “Oh yes, her vo-link is obsolete on Herodia. She says they have now some new technology that she’s going to send back, so she can communicate with us while she’s there. But to answer your question, she plans to be back in time for Phoebe’s delivery next month. Once Phoebe, the other ladies and their babes are settled, she’ll go back to Herodia for a little visit. And she’s already blocked off time to be back in time for your delivery as well.”

      “Thank you, that helps me plan too. I still miss her though.”

      “Weren’t you the one rooting for her and Eldrick to reconcile?”

      “Yes, but it would have been nice if they’d moved here. How was I supposed to know that her getting kidnapped by Farok’s men would be the wakeup call they both needed to get back together?”

      “I for one am pleased. Eldrick is much more tolerable now and I have to admit, Ladonna is happy. Not to mention Malm and Nolanis are rebuilding their relationships with him as well.”

      “That’s so wonderful. I’m still learning new things that the Goddess is up to.” Following Gordin’s line of view, Elle saw him watching Tordin in the distance. She saw the hurt in his eyes. “Mate, have you spoken with him again?”

      “Yes, and he says he’s fine with everything but needs some time to process it all.”

      “I know it’s hard and I was the one who encouraged you to tell him about Cordin, but you have to give him the time he needs.”

      “He’s my son and I usually work with him every cycle. If he hadn’t been so adamant about me going to see Cordin in jail, I would have waited to tell him… after everything settled down.”

      “You did what a parent has to, you told him the truth and didn’t try to manipulate how he reacted to it.”

      “I guess, but I would have never thought he’d be so upset about me keeping this from him for so long. Instead he blames me for allowing ‘that criminal’ as he now calls him to almost destroy Olodia.”

      Elle knew this was thin ice she was on, but her mate did have a glaring fault when it came to people. “I know you wanted to help Cordin, but in some ways Tordin is right. You have to know when it’s time to give people the space to make their own way. I love you mate and I love how hard and strong you love your people. From what I gathered, Cordin almost got you, Tordin, Kyra, Ladonna and a lot of other members of the family killed. That’s not something you brush off. I stand by your decisions but I’ll also be sure to let you know my feelings about things in private. Especially when they differ from yours.”

      Gordin wrapped her up in his arms a little tighter as they watched everyone enjoy the party. She watched as Avery and Rilic attempted to do a dip as they danced. The fail was beyond funny. Elle loved watching her sister with her own mate and baby on the way. To think they’d both be pregnant and have found their mates around the same time had to have been Goddess-blessed.

      More hilarity ensued when Simona and Jalek started a concussive gun assembly and disassembly race. Those two were made for each other and the trash talking was always epic. Elle wasn’t sure or not if Jalek gave it his all or not, because time after time, Simona won. But Elle could see that it was him who won in the end.

      Simona, as pregnant as she was, would do any and everything in her power to protect him and anyone in this room. Like Gordin, she loved people, in a deep way. She was a defender of those who couldn’t defend themselves and there was no one here or in all Olodia who would challenge her. The Goddess’s warrior was fierce. So much so, a few songs about her exploits had been written and were currently popular on Olodia and some of the other planets.

      “Hi there, Empress Elle!” Izzy said, in her signature peppy way.

      The young woman and her mate, Devar, had come to pay respect to Elle. It warmed her heart seeing these two. They’d been through so much to get to the point, but it looked it had been worth the wait. Devar now oversaw a scout division, where instead of being in the field all the time, he trained others and could pick and choose his assignments. The young couple had just come back from their joint honeymoon with Palon and his mate, Cheri. Elle wanted to know all about it. She asked a few questions about the highlights of their trip. Devar looked refreshed and relaxed that Elle didn’t realize the warrior had such a fun personality.

      “Where are Palon and Cheri?” Elle asked looking for the other woman, she’d continue to think of as the first case of her Goddess calling.

      “Oh, Cheri vo-linked me to say they’d be a little late. And she also made me promise I would let you know that she’s bringing some turnovers, both savory and fruit-filled.

      “Ooh, thank the Goddess, I love Cheri’s baking. Have you had her turnovers yet? They’re so good,” Elle said, closing her eyes in anticipation.

      “No Empress, we didn’t get a chance to see much of them on our honeymoon, and they are sort of always… indisposed,” Devar said, color infusing his cheeks.

      Gordin chimed in. “That is expected. There is nothing to be ashamed of in finding the delights of your mate to be pleasing—especially when it is new, like their mating is.”

      Elle laughed at how uncomfortable the young couple was, hearing Gordin talk about sex so casually. If she had her way, they’d blow this joint and do a lot of what Palon and Cheri were currently up to. But, duty called, especially when it was a party thrown in her honor.

      Gordin massaged her back and whispered funny little things in her ears between the various guests who came to congratulate them and meet Elle.

      Laying here, on her mate’s lap with his daughters growing inside her every day, Elle was so glad she’d been granted another chance. Everything about her life looked new and fresh and it all centered on Gordin. Yes, thinking about how far she’d come, Elle knew she’d been restored to life by Gordin.

      Somewhere in the distance she heard a commotion. Both she and Gordin were on their feet in an instant. It was Tordin who made it through the crowd to them.

      “Come quick to your office, we have an emergency.” Before they took a step, Tordin was weaving back through the crowd in the direction of Gordin’s private offices.

      In the background, she heard Simona and Jalek thanking everyone for coming, but that the event was ending and the Emperor and Empress had to leave to make it to another appointment. Those two were great at crowd control, she’d give them that. In the office, Tordin fired up an illuminated conference table, showing what looked like outer space.

      Elle was directed to sit at the head of the table, next to Gordin, as others from Tordin and Gordin’s team of advisors and a few trusted members of the IGA, headed by Rilic, took other seats. Unlike a possible similar scenario back on earth, each of the women had their own designated seats, next to their mates. Recognized as part of the governing counsel and being called of the Goddess, Kyra, Phoebe, Simona, Avery and Elle were all present. Once Jalek and Devar were in the room, Tordin started to speak.

      “Approximately twenty-three Olodian minutes ago, a small to mid-sized fleet of ships with Earthian markings sent a signal of distress that we intercepted.”

      An older member of the IGA that Elle didn’t know spoke up, “Excuse my interruption Lord Tordin, but if it did not come through the IGA standard frequency, we cannot offer assistance. You agreed to honor that mandate after the last time you rescued your mate and our lovey Lady Phoebe.”

      Looking a little perturbed at the interruption, Tordin said, “I remember the incident and my agreement. And that is why we’re here. The distress signal came through the IGA frequency.”

      The room exploded into voices asking questions, offering opinions and some just talking as not to feel left out. Tordin knew this crowd, because he allowed them to get it out for a few moments and then he brought it back in.

      Raising his voice and allowing it to boom into the room, more like his father than Elle could have ever imagined, he said, “Please hold your comments until we look at what we know so far.” Looking over to Gordin and then to her, Tordin continued, “The fleet has been confirmed as Earthian and their message request for safe landing on any planet we will allow, is what is up for consideration.” He paused for a moment, before speaking again, as if composing himself and said, “The captain of the fleet has requested to enter our galaxy under refugee status and has asked for the protection of Emperor Gordin of Olodia.”

      This time, Elle felt Gordin’s surprise at hearing this when he grabbed her hand and covered it with his own, yet he remained calm to anyone looking. She sent a silent prayer to the Goddess for help and to be able to lend support to her mate.

      The low roar of murmurs filled the room, as people looked around at each other, trying to figure out what this was about.

      Once again, Tordin spoke, “It is my suggestion that we grant their request.”

      “On what grounds?” another one of the members of the IGA asked.

      “On the grounds of religious and gender persecution. The captain has sent a digital manifest of all inhabitants of the fleet, which as been verified through our various systems. Based on both the testimony of the captain and the corroborating information on the manifest, that consists of females only ranging from Earth ages of fourteen to a few in their advanced years. The majority are of child-bearing age, un-married and say they are followers of the Goddess, who led them to this galaxy and my father’s protection.”

      The entire room was stunned. But if her mate was to be responsible for even more women, she had to know what he was getting into before the allowed it.

      Elle spoke. “Tordin, I understand that this is the law of Olodia. I also have first-hand experience of what happens when that many women come to this galaxy. Before we make any decisions whether or not this is wise or even safe, please help me understand the scope of this request. How many women are on-board this small to medium-sized fleet?”

      Tordin looked at her and she could see the difficulty of his position. This couldn’t be good. Elle watched as Kyra grabbed his hand and held it, while he appeared to continue to look for a way to answer her.

      With a resolve that reminded Elle of his father, Tordin said, “The number of females is roughly seventy-two thousand and they have another request as well.” Tordin looked around the room and then down at his own mate before saying, “They were instructed by the Goddess to come before the council of elders called the Goddess sisterhood for direction and help.”

      “Who is this council?” someone sitting too far away for Elle to catch asked.

      “I’ve never heard of them before,” another voice chimed in.

      Holding up his hands to stop the outbursts and maintain order, Tordin calmly said, “They are here, gathered in this room. The elders are Kyra—my mate, Phoebe—Malm’s mate, Simona—Jalek’s mate, Avery—Rilic’s mate and Ellery—my father’s mate.”

      Finally, Gordin spoke. “On this matter, it seems the Goddess has dealt us a hand of cards that must be played. Since I am no longer the sole person, able to offer protection, I will need to consult with my mate, the Empress, who carries the weight of this responsibility with me, my trusted son, Tordin, my IGA representative, Lord Rilic and most importantly the Goddess’s council of elders. Once these groups have been consulted and a general consensus has been reached, we will meet to discuss ways to move forward. Lord Rilic, I would appeal to you to enact any standard emergency protocols of the IGA once Tordin has had time to finish debriefing us and meeting with you, if he so desires.”

      Elle didn’t like how strained Gordin’s voice was. Taking the responsibility for twelve thousand women had been taxing. They were just getting started. Now the number threatened to bloom into seventy-two thousand more who would be like newborn babies in this galaxy. It was too much. The weight of responsibility would crush them, not to mention they were expecting babies of their own. Overwhelm swam to the shores of her inner peace and appeared to bang against the walls.

      I have sent support and help. Every Goddess-blessed mating forms another link in the chain and community of support. Make use of the resources before you and it will be well.

      Phoebe spoke, loud and clear into the room.

      “It has always been the will of the Goddess to protect and bless her creation. This is her time and she will not be denied. The blessings bestowed on Olodia come from the abundance of her womb for the care of her children. Do not turn your back on her children, for if her children are denied, she is denied and will go back to her rest. Newness and creation teams all around us. That is the evidence and mark of her presence. Do not mourn when the womb expands. Instead, be joyful, knowing that the time is near to enjoy the fruit that will come from this imminent labor. Labor is nigh to you, wise council of Olodia. The Goddess will always protect and provide through her creation. This pain is born of joy and never sorrow. Prepare for the birth of a new era of prosperity, wisdom and mystical wonders. Do not turn your back on this manifestation of your blessing. You have prayed for this for years, now that it is upon you, do not despise the answered prayer.”

      Elle knew this was the word of the Goddess. As empress, she had a responsibility to uphold this will. She didn’t know how, but she knew the way would be made for everything to work out. Elle just had to take baby steps, one step at a time.

      Squeezing Gordin’s hand for support and strength, she stood. Tordin nodded to her, giving her the floor.

      “Esteemed council, I will make this short. This is the time of the Goddess. You heard her. Do not mess with her and you’ll stay blessed. Choose door number two and not be blessed. From what I know of your history, Olodia is experiencing a revival of growth and creation. I stand before you carrying not one, but two baby girls in my womb. The Goddess is awesome and I, for one, am on her side. Everything she’s done and continues to do amazes me. My mate, Gordin loves the people of Olodia and I do too. I know he is going to continue to honor his personal credo that I’ve seen daily. That credo is to protect lives and honor love. I don’t know how it will happen, but we’ll make it through this temporary pain. And I’m certain that once we do, the Goddess will give us an eternal gain. So, time is of the essence. There’s a small city of women out there hovering in space, waiting for our help. Let’s get our butts in gear and figure out how to help them, shall we?”

      As if it was rehearsed, the four other women rose in support.

      Phoebe said, “As for us Goddess sisters, we’re going to take this conversation to our meeting area. All the pregnant ladies in the room, are you with me? If so, let’s go!”

      Chairs collided, bodies scrambled and voices whispered as all five of the women left the room. Elle knew they were off to Kyra’s house to hang out in their special sister room. But this wouldn’t be any other day, this was the day they made history, changed a galaxy and made a future for their mates and babies.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That night in bed with Gordin, Elle lay on her side, allowing him to massage her body after they’d had a particularly exciting bath time. Funny how much Tordin and Kyra loved their bath time too. It had to be a family thing. Phoebe hated it when she and Kyra would talk about the wonders of bathing together with their mates. Teasing Phoebe about it gave Elle another way to torture the woman. Now that she knew what the ladies wanted, she could relax and be with her mate fully.

      “Are you going to tell me about your meeting tonight?” Gordin asked, rolling her onto her back to start his massage of that part of her body. It was always the best part, like dessert.

      “It’s simple. We’re with whatever the Goddess is for.”

      “That settles it then. First thing in the morning, Tordin, Rilic, Malm, and Jalek will be here to get the process started. Since the settlement is already there on Polonari, Rilic will have them use it as a temporary docking area. Tordin already has a list of things we learned and changed due to our previous encounter with Earthians. Just because they are females, does not mean we won’t use the new protocols for intake. Once they are cleared, an IGA communication will go out to all participating galaxies, letting them know of our new arrivals. Where we go from there, it would appear the council of the Goddess sisters will have to inform us.”

      Elle let that sink in for a while. She was now the Empress of an entire galaxy, and elder member of a Goddess council, and a soon to be mother. How awesome was that?

      “As soon as the Goddess informs us, we’ll be sure to let you know. Now time to everyone and everything to exit and our adult fun time come forward.”

      “I do love how you set your priorities, my dear.”

      “Likewise mate.”

      Elle pulled Gordin down for a kiss. When their lips touched, every worry, concern and issue melted.

      Gordin took over, gently nudging her onto her back to face him. Still and waiting, she watched as he took his time placing kisses of fire along her neck. Onward, the kisses marched, moving down with a slight pause to pay homage to her aroused nipples. He lavished her with the worship of his hot mouth and skillful tongue.

      Unable to help herself, Elle wiggled in delight, allowing excitement to build within. She loved when he kissed her like this. One of his large hands corralled both of her arms, pinning them above her head. Restrained and too turned on to control anything, her body gyrated against the weight of his chest.

      “Be still my love. I wish to explore and enjoy what the Goddess has blessed us with.” He returned to his sensual attention of her belly.

      Circles of the tip of his tongue lightly grazed her flesh, igniting tiny explosions of arousal in their wake. The arch of her back high off the bed was the answer he must have demanded. As if he accepted it as correct, he pressed her thighs open wide to receive his body.

      Exquisite torture marched a slow path down her stomach to Elle’s throbbing sex.

      “Fuck me now,” she said, breathing heavy and deep.

      “Not yet.”

      “You would torture the mother of your children like this?” she asked, knowing it was low, even at a time like this. But her body yearned for his. “I have to have you deep inside me. I’m on fire… please now mate.”

      Rising like the mountain of the man he was, Gordin positioned himself between her folds and thrust in sure and deep.

      The moan of satisfaction that filled the space between them pulled a devilish grin from him.

      “You are beyond compare. I could never deny you.”

      In and out, his body pulled and pushed her into a rhythm of insanely exotic ecstasy. Sensing what she needed, he pushed her harder, carrying Elle to the edge of sanity, only to drag her back down with his teasing withdrawals.

      He edged her so well that the pain of being denied the orgasm hurt so damn good. Over and over, he brought her to the point of release only to pull out and resume the exploration of her slightly swollen belly with little kisses.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” She almost wheezed with a confusion of pain and pleasure. “It’s cruel.” She whined and Elle knew it, but he was torturing her.

      “You love and need it. This is my temple to worship as I see fit. I take you to where you need to go,” he said.

      “And I need to climax with you, now. Please? Mate? You hear me?” she asked, hating how bad she had it for him and the way he made everything about her awaken to new possibilities at every turn.

      Soft kisses that created a trail of fire along the beginning of a rounded belly were the only answers she received. He loved her and took her like the emperor he was.

      Gordin restored her to sanity and life with everything he did. Gone was all the incessant mind chatter that had filled her head. With the love of this man, she’d been able to finally know and experience peace.

      Unwilling to lay here and act like the good and dutiful mate, Bad Elle came out. She pushed him over to his side, giving her the time he needed to get onto her knees. Elle sensed rather than saw his smile of approval. Before he could glide into her gently, as was his manner when he took her in this position, Ell backed up and into him, forcing her body to impale itself on his thick, ramrod stick cock. She set a fast pace, pushing into his throbbing cock hard and fast.

      Strong hands grabbed her hips as he immobilized her movements and began to rotate his own hips. The movement threatened to make her scream with joy. Gordin’s cock knew her body, as he made sure to hit every part of her core. Once satisfied that he’d regained control, he concentrated on creating friction against that bundle of nerves hidden behind her entrance, where only he’d been able to access.

      It was too late, the moan-scream gurgled out of her in ragged gasps of pants. It sounded more like a cat giving birth than anything else, but Elle was too far gone to care. That’s when the blinding orgasms began to rip through her. Her poor body couldn’t decide whether to spasm or lock up with an overload of sensations. Instead her core vibrated and pulsed, milking his cock in a strangle-hold of climaxing convulsions.

      The roar he released in response clenched her heart in love, giving her the strength she needed to hold on and ride out the tsunami that was their shared orgasm. He did this to her. Only Gordin was able to make everything they shared better with each passing moment.

      When the sensations died down enough, they both collapsed onto the bed, clinging to each other for life. Could she ever live life without him, now that she knew what it was like to be with such a great man? No. There was no hesitation. She wouldn’t and she knew it.

      After they’d floated back down from the zenith of ecstasy, Elle’s mind wandered back to their earlier conversation. She turned over the new information and responsibility they now faced.

      “You know mate, seventy-two thousand females is a huge number to digest.”

      “Aye, that it is, but I am certain, you and the other ladies will prevail.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You won’t be the one having to sort mates and figure out what it means to be an elder of the Goddess council. There’s so much work ahead, I wonder if we’ll ever get through it. It’s only five of us.” Elle knew he understood her apprehension. Gordin knew her like no other.

      He kissed her softly. “You are more than you’ll ever know. The Goddess has her way and her plans. I have no doubt she’s already figured it out. She was the one to direct those females here. She is always more than able to provide answers and produce results. Give her time and everything will make itself known. Until then, we rest and enjoy each other.” Bending down to kiss her belly again, he added, “The time is short between when we have each other anytime we wish and when the babes arrive. Don’t trouble yourself with worries that have no place in now or tomorrow. Be with me and love me as I am with you and love you.”

      Gordin made it safe for her to voice her shortcomings. Elle had doubts about her abilities. The other ladies were strong and confident in their calling. She was still trying to figure it all out.

      He pulled her, bringing her body against his warm one. It felt good getting it out and off her heart. Gordin knew her secrets and she was safe.

      As if knowing the perfect thing to say to calm her, he said, “True, and know that I will be very tight-fisted with your time. The Goddess understands you and will show you more about her calling on you in the time to come. She also knows my needs as well. Understand this, you are first and foremost my mate and  I am yours. Let us never forget that. You will have harmony and peace or all this sorting and what have you will not be done,” he said, rubbing her belly.

      “Thank you. The emperor has spoken and it shall be so,” she said. Her giggle began to turn into marvel at how much she needed him and his strength in her life.

      Gordin continued to rub her tummy as a sigh escaped him. He’d become obsessed with kissing and rubbing it. She smiled, understanding his need to stay connected with her and their babes, as he liked to call them.

      This was her family and they were happy, peaceful and about to change an entire galaxy. It was them against the galaxy and together they’d be… awesome.
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