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Chapter One

 

 

 

Payton was going to die, and she knew it. That didn’t stop her from trying to escape. Her and the bird on her shoulder. Not like a pigeon, or a Robin, or anything earth-like. It was as large as an eagle with sharp talons that never seemed to pierce her skin. His feathers – she had a feeling it was a male – were an iridescent blue. They caught the light and made her think he was so much more than she could see with her eyes. This was an alien bird that decided it liked her and was going to hang out with her. Why? She didn’t know. 

What she did know was she woke up on this bucket of bolts one day and hadn’t been able to gain her freedom ever since. If the marks on the wall by her cage meant anything, she’d been here for over a year. A year of aliens testing on her, abusing her physically, and speaking a language she was just beginning to grasp. They could make sounds with their throats that she didn’t have a chance in hell of making.

A siren went off. “Oh shit, they know I’m gone. We’re gone.” She talked to the bird-like creature that was on her shoulder. She ran down a corridor looking for a place to hide. She was in space.

At first, she didn’t believe it. She thought she’d done too much coke, ecstasy, or smoked one too many joints, except she didn’t do drugs. Her friends called her straitlaced, but she was okay with it. All that was left was that someone slipped something into her drink. She went with that for the first week, but a year later, she was willing to accept the facts. She was on an alien vessel that kidnapped her from Earth. Instead of wanting to force her into the best sex of her life, they were using her as a human guinea pig. #howmarvelous.

Her hands went to her knees as she found herself bent over. Her breath hitched, and the stitch in her side demanded she stopped running. She used to be in perfect physical condition. ‘You’ll live to be a hundred,’ one of her doctors teased. That wasn’t happening now, even if she wasn’t on a ship in the middle of space.

There was a muted glare from the dull walls around her. She was trapped, nowhere else to go. The thumping of her heart slowed while she leaned, then slid against the wall until her rear hit the floor. The pain in her head made her stop hitting it against the wall. If this were a movie now would be her big scene, but this wasn’t a movie, and her life was about to be over. She was going to die, and what was worse, she was going to die fat. The desire to feel sorry for herself was riding her hard, but no, it didn’t matter even if she brought this on herself.

“Fly bird, shoo, maybe you can get away while they come after me. One of us should live.” 

The bird had been in a cage next to hers. She always thought it was weird because his cage was twice the size of hers. It didn’t matter now; they were both stuck in this dead-end hallway with nowhere to go.

“Go bird, please.” She begged the bird, not wanting the tears in her eyes to fall. Sometimes you needed to face the future like a grownup. 

She hated flies. Her hand swiped at her head. It was just her luck that she would die surrounded by flies that would probably infest her dead body. She was a ball of good thoughts! Her head shook as the sound got louder. A shiver went through her; her hands started swatting at the insects, trying to crawl on her when she saw it. 

It was a small shadow on the wall, almost like a secret door. Getting up, she ran to it. She knew it was too late, but the way her heart pounded in her chest and as fast as her brain was working through the problem told her that she didn’t care. She was going to hold on to hope until it was snatched from her dead hands.

The door slid open. The mechanism to open it had been hidden. She stumbled into the room. It looked like… well, hell, she didn’t know what it looked like. Maybe the cockpit of a plane. She looked around for something to drag in front of the door. There was nothing; everything was bolted to the floor. It made sense. She ran to the console, pushing buttons. They would all die together if she had her way. That way, her friends, hell her planet, would be safe. 

Shit! The pounding on the door said they were here. She hit and kicked on the panel doing her best to destroy it when the door finally opened. There was a pain in her throat, and darkness that flashed before her eyes. She pounded on her chest, trying to make herself breathe. They stood a good eight feet high, not that they needed the height to intimidate her. They reminded her of crocodiles with a thick leathery skin and a long snout. These managed to walk upright as well as crawl along the floor. They were also smart. Never underestimate aliens, especially ones that flew the dark skies. 

The deep alien growl that came out when the first one came in had Payton running to the other side of the room. It ran across the open space mouth open teeth gleaming; she screamed as pain tore through her leg. 

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Collision warning,” Sassy’s voice echoed over the ship, backed up by the siren going off.

“Avoid the collision,” Captain Rale said as he ran to the lift that would take him to the bridge. One day of peace was all he wanted. Was that too much to ask?

He banged into the wall of the lift when the ship came to a full and sudden stop. He’d take that over a collision. The door slid open to show a ship dead in space. It was much too close for comfort.

“Sassy, where did the ship come from?”

“It came from hyper-drive and stopped dead in front of us. There wasn’t enough time to avoid it. Either we did a cold stop, or we ran into it.”

“Rale?” Julze his second in command, and one of his mates questioned as he came onto the bridge.

“We’re dead in space. Sassy had to make a cold stop.” Rale gave him the news like it was no big deal.

Julze nodded. “Sassy, can you identify the ship?”

“It appears to be a Fulyer ship. They haven’t been spotted in this sector of the galaxy for over two hundred standard solar cycles.” The ship disappeared as a picture of the Fulyer took its place.

“Make contact,” Rale told her as he went over everything he learned about that race. To say they didn’t get along with the rest of the galaxy was putting it mildly. They believed that the other races of the galaxy were insignificant to them. They were either to be eaten as an exotic food or to be used as slaves for experimentation.

“They are ignoring all requests for contact.”

“Scan them.”

“I have been. They are dead. I can only detect two life signs on the ship. I do not know if they have advanced cloaking. Their technology was considered advanced at one point, and they were reluctant to share it.”

The Fulyer shared-nothing, not even how they planned to cook and eat the other citizens of the galaxy.

“We’re going to have to board them,” Nevaeh left the lift with Kalyr at her side. He went to the science station; she went to hug Rale. He was one-third of their triad. Julze being the other third.

Julze walked over and wrapped them both in his arms. “We also need an engineer. I can’t do this by myself.”

“We’ve already gone from three, sorry Sassy four crew members to seven. Now you want to add two more.”

“Don’t forget the chef,” Nevaeh told him.

“We need the chef,” Julze agreed.

“Both of you are thinking with your stomachs.”

“And?” Nevaeh said.

There was a time there was only Rale and Julze on the ship, and their computer didn’t have a personality. Julze was dying, and they needed the one thing that would give them both a chance to live – their third. That was Neveah with her came a computer with a personality, aka Sassy, and several cryo pods that she swears she had nothing to do with. He ignored her and continued to tease his mates that his life was this strange combination of living, loving, and frustration due to them. It was a life he would never willingly give up.

Rale gave a long dramatic sigh, one he learned from Nevaeh. “Julze, speak to our possible new engineer. Nevaeh, talk with Cassic, make sure medbay is ready for casualties. Sassy send a message to the others. Tell them to prepare and meet me at the breach hull in ten. We have a ship to secure. 

Malic rushed out of the lift that Julze and Nevaeh were entering.

“Something wrong?”

“I’m going over the scan that Sassy has been making of the alien ship. It’s trying to slip under our defenses and penetrate Sassy’s memory. I can’t find anyone directing it, which is unusual. Not that it matters, they aren’t welcome.”

“Stay here; keep Sassy safe. Sassy, I’ll need you when we breach the hull.”

“I’ll be there, Captain.”

Rale made his way to the breach hull, the eleven passengers he picked up several weeks ago on his mind. He had set out to save his mate by finding their third and ended up with more Hasian’s on his ship than he had dealt with in the past several years. He walked into the breach hull to find the seven Hasian males who weren’t assigned a duty waiting for him. He hated to take untried warriors with him, but they were all he had. Julze and Nevaeh had been training them; being taught by them increased their chances of survival.

“We are going to infiltrate a Fulyer ship. The last one seen in this part of space was over two hundred solar cycles ago. I don’t know what we will find. Do not hesitate to protect yourself and each other. The Fulyer have proven it is survival of the fittest, and they mean to be the fittest.”  He took the lead, stopping before he forced a breach with the other ship. “Don’t hide behind your weapons. They are only as good as you are.” He gave a nod of encouragement. The jewels around his eye glowed for a minute as they reached out to touch the others.

“Shields on.” Rale forced the breach before rolling onto the ship, looking to protect his crew. There was nothing but silence. “Sassy, where are those heartbeats?”

“Down two levels, captain. It looks like whoever they belong to are in the backup bridge.”

“The ship has two bridges?”

“That is what the schematic I am looking at suggests.”

That was interesting, maybe ingenious if a full manual override could be done from the second bridge. 

“Stay alert. Their technology may be more advanced than ours; it could be keeping us from seeing life forms on the ship.” He led them down the corridor and then through the access hatches, not wanting to be caught in a lift. 

“Captain?”

He saw it. The corridor was littered with parts. There was blood, bones, and gore. Unless he missed his guess, he was looking at the remains of the Fulyer. What could do that? He walked closer until he was able to see into the room with the door missing. It was a second bridge, but that’s not what caught his eyes. In the corner, there was a human with… 

“Retreat.”


Chapter Two

 

 

 

“Are you trying to tell me the Great Captain Rale is scared of a bird?” Nevaeh stared at him like she didn’t know who he was.

They were gathered in the common area with all the crew and passengers watching them as Rale puzzled out what he had seen.

“It’s not a bird.”

“Then what is it?”

“If I knew that, I’d tell you. Believe me, it’s not a bird, and it’s the only thing that can justify that amount of damage on that ship.”

“I believe you. What are we going to do? One of those heartbeats is coming from the woman on that ship. A human woman, we can’t leave her to die when we can save her.”

The Hasians let out a collective breath when they realized that Captain Rale’s female partner not only believed him but was willing to support him. They were in a cryo pod for seven years, and it was still an adjustment for them to believe a female.

“The risk—.”

“I’ll take the risk, Captain. I can’t let someone die when I can save their life.” Cassic stood up. His hand was gripped by Malic’s. They were partners, half mates, unable to truly bond unless they formed a triad with a female. The one female whose Biometric DNA matched theirs.  

“Cassic, your chances of coming back are lower than your chances of finding your second mate,” Sassy told him.

“Then, I have nothing to lose.” His eyes scanned Malic with a silent apology. “Captain?”

“Grab what you need and meet me in five. Malic, you’re coming with. No one else is coming or is to enter that ship if we don’t return. That’s an order,” he looked directly at Julze and Nevaeh.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“What are you thinking?” Malic asked when he caught up to Cassic.

“I’m thinking; I’m tired of waiting to die.” He placed his hand over his heart and thumped it. “I’m tired of putting my head down and hoping the swinging sword misses me. That’s what I’m thinking. Do I even deserve a mate if I’m too scared to live? If we are too scared to live?”

“I don’t deserve you.” Malic kissed him before taking his hand and leading him to medbay. “We live, or we die together. One last adventure?”

“You deserve someone better.” Cassic gave him a shaky smile before collecting what could travel. He was the one that didn’t deserve Malic. He knew that if Malic had bonded with someone else, he would be living his best life. Not trapped on a spaceship, albeit a nice one. He could be on their planet living a life of luxury in ignorance of what was happening around him. Cassic wasn’t that selfish; he wanted that for the male he loved.

 Life didn’t care what you wanted, and most of the time, it didn’t care what you deserved. It simply dumped on you and went on. If he had his way, he’d find a way to break the bond and allow Malic to go free.

“I’m ready.” They hurried up to meet the captain at the breach hull.

“There is nothing on that ship but those two life forms. Our priority is the female, but I won’t risk either of you to save her life.”

“Understood, Captain,” Malic told him.

Cassic nodded. Life was about risk. He’d do whatever he could to see others around him live until the day he died.

“Follow me.”

He thought the last several weeks of living on a ship were strange. This was stranger. The construction was like nothing he had ever seen before. The height of the corridors made him want to duck his head. There were barely inches between him and the ceiling. He noticed that Malic and the captain who were just a bit taller than him, were ducking.

They moved quickly until they came to a corridor littered with body parts.

“What were they?” Cassic covered his mouth before taking shallow breaths. Whatever killed them gloried in their deaths. There were body parts thrown all over.

“Sassy confirmed they were Fulyer.”

Cassic took out a scanner as he walked closer to the open doorway. He surveyed the room, noticing that unlike the corridors, the ceilings in here were high, and there were splashes of what he presumed was blood on them. In the corner was a beautiful female.  He stopped himself immediately. He was a healer, looking at the female form was against the rules of his trade. “The female’s heart is struggling. I don’t think she will survive much longer.”

He approached her, stopping when faced with a birdlike creature sitting on the female’s chest. He crouched, putting himself more on the level of the bird. “My captain says you did this.” He had a captain; this wasn’t the time to be amazed by that fact. “I can’t imagine a little fellow like you taking down that crew, but it’s hard for me to imagine that she did it. If you did do it, thanks. She looks like she needs a protector. You saved her, but unless you let me treat her, she’s going to die.”

Cassic stayed still, not moving. He felt when Malic walked up behind him on silent feet. The bird jumped down after staring at them like he could see through them.

“Thank you,” Cassic started working on her until he had her stable. “I need to get her back to my ship to help her. You’re welcome to come along.” He heard Captain Rale take a deep breath, but he didn’t counterman what Cassic said.

When no one said anything, Cassic unrolled a field battle cot. “Malic, help me put her on, and let’s get off this ship.” The bird jumped onto her stomach as they carried her off; no one making any sudden moves.

Once they had her in medbay, Cassic sprang into action. “She needs surgery. It doesn’t appear to come from what happened in the battle. She has internal bleeding. The scans seem to suggest they performed experiments on her. Sassy, were you able to find anything out?”

“They seem to have detailed records but translating them will be hard. It’s an unknown or lost language in this part of the galaxy. It may take me several days to teach it to myself.”

“Do what you can. I’m going to stop the bleeding.” He gave Malic a quick kiss. “I’ll see you later.” He was off to prepare for surgery.

 

He hummed as he opened her up. Sassy had shared the scans and what knowledge she picked up from the planet Earth. He had a better than average working knowledge of humans in the few weeks he had been aboard. There was nothing for him to do except examine and learn about a new species.  Once he stopped the bleeding, it was easy to see the different manipulations that had been done to her body. He didn’t know enough about the Fulyer to make an accurate decision, but he was pretty sure they were doing one of two things to her. Neither of which she would be happy about.

He closed her up, then, with the help of a drone, got her back onto a bed. Once done, he pulled up a chair. He would watch her until he was sure she was out of trouble.

“Cassic.” Sassy’s voice startled him into jumping. “Go get some sleep. Her life signs have rebounded, showing that she is doing better. I’ll keep an eye on her and wake you if there is a change.”

He stood and stretched before giving her another exam. “Thanks, Sassy, if there is the slightest change, wake me. If not, I’ll see you in the morning.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Different ship, still an experiment.”

“Did you say something?”

The female in the bed tried to jerk in shock before she groaned in pain.

“You don’t want to do that. Cassic operated on you to stop the internal bleeding, but with all the damage you suffered you’re going to feel it for a while.”

“Who are you? Where are you?” She was in a lot of pain, but her voice worked fine. They liked to hear her scream. Where were those crocodile looking bastards?

“My name’s Sassy, and I’m all around you.”

“Are you high on some new-fangled drug?”

“I am high, as well as low. I’m everywhere. The more I think of your question, the less sense it makes. You may be experiencing aftereffects of whatever was done to you. Do you know your name?”

“Payton… Payton Juranski.”

“Nice to meet you, Payton Juranski. You’re on Captain Rale’s ship, the Falling Water. He saved you from the ship you were on.”

“Saved me? Am I dreaming? Wait, you speak English. Oh my God, you’re speaking English. Is this a dream?”

“It’s not a dream. You have been fitted with a translator in order to understand the rest of the crew, but yes, I am speaking to you in your native tongue.”

“My native tongue. I never thought to hear those words in response to English. How do you know English, did you go to my planet?”

“I have been to your planet.”

“Stealing women?” The bitterness in her voice was tangible in the air.

“My crew and I have never stolen a female or a male from your planet.”

Payton looked around the room again, trying to find the female speaking before she carefully pulled herself up to lean against the headboard of the bed.

“Can you take me back?” It was a Hail Mary she didn’t believe would pay off, but she had to try.

“I could, but only if the captain gave the order.”

“Who is the captain? Where is he? I have money; he can have it all if he agrees to take me back.”

“Money has motivated him before. Nevaeh may want to go back, do some shopping. Pick up anything she left behind. I will inform the captain that you wish to speak with him. Cassic, the healer that operated on you, is also on his way down.”

“Thank you, whoever you are.” She laid down, for the first time, a shaft of hope took root in her heart. There was a possibility she could go home. Her parents would be so happy to see her, of course, they wouldn’t even think about what she looked like. They would roll out the red carpet for her. There was no way she could tell them the truth about what happened, but she’d come up with a plausible lie. She’d tell them that she’d been kidnapped and even used as some mad man experiments. That was close enough to the truth. If she left off in space, it would work out well.

The door opened, giving Payton the first glimpse of her new captors. He was blue. Not her favorite color… but she was willing to revisit that. He was tall and slender, reminding her more of an agile swimmer. Then there was whatever was around his eye. He looked like a six-year-old bedazzled him. She shook her head. At least, he was humanoid. 

After so long she had begun to believe that only her planet was filled with humanoids, and that’s why they were experimenting on her. 

“Hello,” the blue male walked over to her bed, smiling. “I am Cassic, the healer on this ship. How are you feeling today?”

Payton placed her hand on the back of her head, right over her brain stem. There was an echo in her head and a slight pain at the base.

“That’s the translator. Normally you wouldn’t be able to feel it. The Fulyer manipulated your brain, making it more sensitive than usual. You will get used to the sensation and then find that it doesn’t bother you at all. I could have waited, but I thought you might find being able to communicate worth a small ache that will go away without causing a problem.”

How was she supposed to answer that? Another small ache after all the other aches wasn’t a big deal, but some part of her wanted to holler at him, cuss him out. She knew, understood, he was so much nicer than her other captors that she wanted to take her frustrations out on him. That wouldn’t happen, she’d keep it pushed down all she needed was to get home, then this nightmare would be over.

“It’s nice to be able to understand what is being said to me. Can I go home?”

He blinked quickly, like he wasn’t sure how to answer that question. He raised a hand, drawing her eye to his wrists that also looked like they had been bedazzled. Not just bedazzled, but bedazzled with precious jewels. She knew a real gem when she saw one.

“That is up to the captain. I need to look you over to make sure you’re healing.”

“You rescued me?”

“We did.” He ran a scanner over her before going over to a bank of medical equipment.

“What will you do with me if I can’t go back home? Will you sell me into slavery or use me?”

“We don’t believe in slavery, and I’m not familiar with the term use you. Use you to do what?”

“Don’t play innocent.” A bit of her grip slipped on her tightly controlled anger. “Men use women for sex or punching bags or whatever they want. I will not be used like that. I am not a whore to be sold. I have money, just take me home, and we’ll pretend this never happened.”

“The captain—”

“Cassic,” Nevaeh said, walking through the door. “How is our patient doing?”

“She is healing Third-in-Command Nevaeh.”

“Glad to hear it. I don’t want to kick you out of your medbay, but I’d like to talk to her.”

“I have some work to do in my office.” He left via a different door than the one he came in through.

She watched as Nevaeh touched a spot on a chair and slid it across the room before touching a different spot and sitting.

“It works kind of like a magnet. I can touch it to reverse the strength of the magnet, to slide it across the room and then re-establish the hold. This keeps it from moving during battles or hyper speed. I’m Nevaeh, the third-in-command. What’s your name?”

“I’m Payton Juranski.” She looked down her long aristocratic nose. How had a black female come to be in space as well as have a position of authority on the ship? She was probably sleeping with the captain. The captain’s whore.

“I demand to see the captain and to be taken back to my planet. No one had the right to steal me away.” There was no need to hide her anger. The woman would know what she had to do. She would take her home like she demanded.

“There are going to be a few problems with that.”

“I don’t think you heard me.” She tried to get up in the bed, but the pain meds must be wearing off. She slid down with a sharp cry of pain.

Cassic came out to look her over. He gave her another shot before leaving them alone.

“I want to go back home,” she mumbled as the pain medicine started to take effect. 

“You can’t. Once you leave Earth, there is no going back, even if you didn’t leave willingly. Then there is the fact that your captors experimented on you. Some of what they did can’t be undone. Your changes can’t be allowed to fall into the hands of our scientists.”

“You’re lying.” She spit out. “You want to be in charge. You like the thought of having a white woman at your beck and call. Well, I’m not a slave, and I won’t act like one.”

“Daddy complex? I think those are worse than mommy complex’s and I have a mommy complex. What else don’t you like?”

She narrowed her eyes at Nevaeh.

“Come on, spit it out. This is your one free shot. The one where I won’t shoot you into space without the benefit of a cryo pod. Tell me what else is rolling around in your head. By the way, we found the cage you were kept in. Your scratches are correct. You were there for one year three months and nine days.” 

That was it. She couldn’t take any more. “I hate you! I hate you! I hate you! You’re black and fat! How dare you tell me! Me! I can’t go home. I followed the rules every single one of them and now look at me! I’m as ugly as you! I want to go home!”

“Sassy?”

“I’m giving her a sedative. She’ll be out for a couple of hours.”


Chapter Three

 

 

 

Payton blinked, her senses coming back online as the recent past played in front of her eyes like a video. A groan of self-hatred came from her lips. Why had she said all those foul things? Did she believe them, or was her father talking through her?

“You’re awake.”

She would answer, but it hadn’t been a question. The voice that belonged to Sassy wasn’t as nice as it had been earlier. ‘The key to survival in this world is to know when not to show everyone how much you hate them.’ Her father’s voice lectured her for the umpteenth time. She couldn’t avoid it, not even in space.

“What happened?” Maybe pretending she didn’t remember would gain her points.

“I believe you know what happened. If you don’t, I have it on vid to show you.”

A fake memory lapse wasn’t going to help. Time for bravado. “She deserved it. You don’t understand what people like her have done to our planet, our way of life. They steal your man instead of sticking to their own. Then they eat so much there is no food for anyone else. Hell, they’re so heavy that the gravitational pull from the planet is losing alignment. They steal our jobs, influence what gets put on television. They make songs that we can’t help but sing! They’re a menace, one that needs to be stomped out. Brown people are ruining the world!”

Oh, hell no! That wasn’t her. She looked up to see Cassic standing in the doorway staring at her. She couldn’t see Sassy, but she knew she was judging her. Even her bird (where did he come from) was standing at the end of the bed looking at her. Slowly she sank in the bed and pulled the covers over her head.

This wasn’t her; she didn’t feel like this. Yeah, she grew up with prejudice against anything that wasn’t what she was, but she didn’t act on it. Her husband had been stolen, but the woman was white with blonde hair and blue eyes. She, on the other hand, had inherited her father’s black hair and brown eyes, unlike her other siblings. It didn’t matter because she wasn’t loved less. Shit! Did it take coming to space for her to fall apart?

Her whole life played in front of her like a blooper wheel you see after a comedy or a bad video on Facebook. What was wrong with her?

“Payton, stop hiding.”

She was back, that arrogant woman who thought she could tell her what to do. Well, she was going to settle this right now. 

“I hate you. I despise you. You should be dead, and I’m going to make sure it happens.” She pulled herself to the edge of the bed. It was over. This woman had taken everything from her. She took her husband, her job, her friends, her everything. Now she would pay with her life. It was the only thing she had worth paying with.

“Sassy, do not let Rale or Julze in here until I handle this problem. Come on, Payton. You want me come get me.” Nevaeh moved back.

Payton fell to the floor and started crawling. “I hate you! I hate you!” She foamed at the mouth her pupils were so large there was only a sliver of brown left in her eyes. 

Neveah stood behind a chair. Payton grabbed it, forcing herself to stand on unsteady legs. Tears ran down her face as foam continued to come from her mouth. “I will kill you. I hate you. I hate myself!”

She started to shake; both hands gripped the chair in her effort to stay upright. Her head thrashed back and force. “You will die. All of you will die. I will feast on you and your children.” Deranged laughter came from her.

“Cassic,” Nevaeh said, voice low as she tried to be heard over Payton's furious sounds.

“Not yet, we need more.”

“The only feasting that will be happening is when I suck your man off tonight between my nice thick brown lips.”

“You bitch!” Payton launched herself at Nevaeh

“Now!” Cassic screamed. He launched himself across the room with a vial he stuck into her temporal lobe, while Nevaeh stuck hers into the frontal lobe.

Payton collapsed in Nevaeh’s arms. They put her back in bed, then Cassic started running tests on her.

“Do you think it worked?”

Cassic rubbed the jewels on his wrist against his leg. “We won’t know until she wakes up. The only other option is to operate on her brain. I don’t want to tamper with it after all the Fulyer did to her.”

“How did you find it?”

“When I went to put her translator, I scanned her brain for a baseline. Several parts of it lit up. According to Sassy, along with the scans I have done of you, that shouldn’t be happening. Using what Sassy was able to find before she left your planet. The segments they targeted were memory, emotions, self-control, and possibly higher intellectual thought, as well as inhabitation. That, of course, was a guess.”

“A guess, right? Sassy, let me know when she wakes. No one other than Cassic sees her before I do.” Nevaeh told her before leaving.

“Sassy, I’m going to look over the reports and scans I have on her again. Call me when she wakes up.” Cassic said before going towards his office.

“What am I? The human female whisperer.”

“Did you say something?”

“Not a thing?”

 

“Are you still bat shit crazy?”

Payton closed her eyes real tight. There was that voice again, the one haunting her dreams. She slid her hand over the bed, coming up empty. He wasn’t there anymore. He would never be there again. She was divorced. How had she forgotten that little detail? Divorced and alone. Why? She wasn’t skinny enough; it didn’t matter to him that she didn’t eat three days a week; it wasn’t enough. She wasn’t blonde. There was never a hatred of blondes until he introduced her to the woman he was leaving her for.

“Look at her, she’s not only blonde with blue eyes, but she’s a spinner.”

“A what?”

“A bitch small enough to spin on my dick.”

“Your dick? What dick? The one I couldn’t find with a magnifying glass? The one I oohed and ahhed over and pretended to reach a climax on. The one that always made me have to go to the bathroom to get myself there. That dick? You’re a dickless wonder. I loved you; I didn’t stay because you knew what to do in bed. I stayed because I promised to love you in sickness and health, good sex or bad sex, and it was definitely bad sex!”

“Look at yourself, Payton. How many times did I tell you to go on a diet? How many? You weigh nearly as much as the goodyear blimp. Who would want you?”

“If I lose any more weight, my doctor has threatened to have me committed.”

“Then you should sleep with your doctor since he likes cows.”

She weighed ninety-nine pounds when they had that conversation. If he could see her now, he would think she was a cow for real.

“Are you with me?”

Payton opened her eyes, hoping the other memorys where she called a black woman a whore, and more were nightmares. Then the memory of being in a cage came back. She breathed a sigh of relief; it was a nightmare.

“Who are you, and why are you in my room? Oh hell, did I decide to see how the other side lived? Please tell you’re not blonde. Was I any good? Were you any good? I don’t feel like I had sex. I mean, would it feel the same way?”

She opened her eyes and slowly pulled herself up in bed. Every part of her hurt.

“This isn’t my bedroom. Please tell me this is your bedroom and you have a thing for space. Like the medbay on Trek.”

“This is the medbay. I don’t know what Trek is.”

“No, please, let this be a nightmare.”

“It’s not, but I would feel the same way if I were you.” Cassic came out of his office, a look of compassion on his face.

The bird that had been with her flew to the pillow on her bed, chirping.

“Please,” her voice tore ragged and sore with the pain that flooded her. A year of pain and experiments flooded in. The realization that every day she lived minutes away from death. The vile hatred she spilled that made no sense stroked her memory. She found herself wishing for the death that had been denied her.

The door opened, and Nevaeh walked in. Payton knew who she was. She watched as she did the trick with the chair and pulled it close to her bed before sitting.

“I thought I had it bad when I came here, then I met you,” Nevaeh smiled at her. “Cassic do you want to tell our guest what she won? It’s not funny, and I’m not laughing. If I don’t try to keep it light, I’ll want to go over to that ship and kill those sons of bitches a second time.”

Cassic walked over, holding a tablet in his hand. “Payton Juranski thirty-three years old. Taken from Earth. Their date doesn’t translate to our system. You were taken by the Fulyer a race we haven’t seen in this galaxy in many solar years. Their experiments were trifold. They wanted to see if they could turn you into a weapon against your people. To do this, they manipulated your memories using a device that would take any hardship you ever suffered and magnify it, aiming it at whoever you were facing. There is only one other human on this ship. Then they played with simple things that you may take for granted, like your impulse control and your emotions. Two specific lobes in your brain were targeted. They also found a way to magnify any bias or hatred you had, it may only be slight, but they were able to blow it out of proportion.”

She dropped her head. There were so many things she had to wade through growing up. So many thoughts that she was finally able to put behind her. For them to be stirred up, for her to become something she couldn’t stomach. What was worse was that some of the evil in the world lingered in her long after she thought she killed it all.

“You said it was a three-prong attack?”

“They wanted to see if you would make a good incubator for their children. They lay eggs, and when they hatch, they need a food source to eat.”

She put her hand over her mouth, and dry heaved. All she could see was little crocodile-like things eating away at her body.

“Are there any in me?”

“No, they hadn’t gotten to that stage in the experiment.”

“What was the last attack?”

“I don’t understand this one. It may mean something to you. They changed the way your body functions. You will now carry an extra amount of weight and not be able to lose it. They made it a baseline.”

“I won’t be able to go back. If my parents see me like this, my dad, he’ll never accept me. I’ll fast, I’ll work out. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“I’m sorry; whatever you do, it won’t work. Your body has been fundamentally changed. I know you know it. Were they feeding you?” She shook her head. “Still, you were picking up weight.”

“I guess that’s it. There’s not much more to say. Can these tubes come out?”

“Yes.” Cassic took them out. “I’ll leave you alone.”

“I owe you an apology. One’s not enough, to be honest. I never thought I could be that way, have that kind of hatred in my soul. There is nothing I can say that will ever mean more than the grossness I spat out, but I’m sorry.”

“What do you mean by that?” Nevaeh asked her.

“You know they say be careful what you say because your words can never be undone. I heard once that it took one hundred, I love yous to counteract one I hate you. I won’t live long enough to undo the hatred I sent your way, but I am truly sorry and regretful.”

“We can start over. We’ll say you were under the mind control and manipulation of another species. That sounds like a good start.”

“What about that seed of hatred of bigotry that must have been in me for it to sprout?”

“Here’s the interesting thing about seeds. We spend our life picking them up. Ask any parent, and they will be able to recite a list of what their children wanted to be when they grew up. All of that is nothing but seeds. The only ones that grow are the ones we water. Now some of them will get the runoff when it comes to the watering, but we can pluck them if we choose. You don’t get to live on earth and not have to deal with the issue of prejudice unless you are that one tribe that stays away from the modern world.”

“Your forgiveness is generous. I don’t know if I can forgive myself. Do you mind if I?” She looked around the silent medbay.

“I’ll come back to see you later.”

“Third-in-Command, I won’t be needing to go back to Earth after all.”


Chapter Four

 

 

 

“How much of that did you see?” Nevaeh asked as she came onto the bridge.

“All of it,” Rale told her.

“I told you I would handle it.”

“That’s why I’m here and wasn’t there with you. I’m sure Julze was watching too.”

Nevaeh leaned over and kissed him. “Remember when it was just the three of us here. And we could do anything we wanted anywhere.” She climbed onto his lap.

“I was here, I was always here, and I’d appreciate it if ‘anything you wanted’ was kept behind the closed doors of your cabin,” Sassy said in a very schoolmarmish voice.

Nevaeh dropped her head against Rale’s neck and laughed. “Sassy, you need a boyfriend. I think the bot who cleans the floors has been thinking about you.”

“Well, I never.”

“I keep telling you I can help you with that,” she laughed as she imagined Sassy flouncing away.

“I blame it all on you,” Rale told her before he kissed her. “What other surprises do you think our guest will drop on us?”

“Cassic doesn’t know. He says the thing with her brain was relatively easy to figure out. She’s not carrying any hitchhikers, he’s sure of that, but there’s not enough information on our brain to know if they did more than what he called surface reprogramming. That seemed deep to me, but he assures me it wasn’t.”

“You left her alone.”

“Sassy is watching her. Payton has permission to go anywhere the door isn’t locked. Sassy will tell her if she isn’t allowed in, I think talking to someone in English that she can’t see will help to keep her even. What are we going to do with the Fulyer ship?”

“Destroy it.”

“As in disassembling it and sell it for parts?”

“No, we’re going to take it to the Rohan sun and drop it in.”

“What did the ship do to us?”

“First, it has the coordinates of your planet. We still want to protect it, correct?”

“We do.”

“Second, if we allow the Fulyer to think they can step back into our galaxy without consequences, we will have a full-scale war on our hands. Since we already have one enemy, I’d like to cut this one off at the knees.”

“I’m not sure they have knees, but I’m with you. Let’s make a run for the sun.”

“Sassy, you heard Third-in-Command Nevaeh; we are headed for the Rohan sun.”

“Have the two of you made the galaxy a better place for today?” Julze asked his mates.

“We have,” Nevaeh told him. She loved the fact that the three of them could communicate between them.

“Then why am I lying in bed all by myself?” He sent them a picture of his hand, slowly stroking his erect cock. 

It was a race to see who got to the lift first.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Sassy, what are you?”

Payton walked through the door that took her to the shower. It was called a soni-shower according to Sassy. She had provided her with clothes and a walking stick. The reversing of some of what the Fulyer did to her had taken its toll on her body.

“I am the ship’s computer.”

“I never met a computer like you before.”

“I’m one in a million.”

“And so modest. Am I being held prisoner here?” 

“You can go anywhere on the ship, wherever you see an orange door that means it’s a common area. If you see a purple door that is for the officers and off-limits to you.”

“So, I can just walk out of here? No one will stop me?”

“You can just walk out.”

“Is there a place I can go to think?”

“Try the observation deck. Follow me.”

Payton walked out the door, waiting for an alarm to go off. When nothing happened, she noticed a blue light on the floor. It moved when she did. A small smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. She might like Sassy even if she was a computer. She followed the light to a lift and then down a corridor until she got to a surprisingly pretty orange door. It opened when she got close.

The room was huge, with seating around the sides and a large clear area in the center of it. It reminded her of a large auditorium. All around the room were clear viewscreens with the visual of space showing. It was one thing to know she was in space; it was another to see it. This was something she couldn’t deny. It was more real in some ways than the Fulyer and their ship. Who really believed that crocodile-like people could operate a spaceship? But this, it was so simple. But she felt it in her bones.

She walked until she was in the center of it all and then fell to the floor. She cried for the woman whose life was ending. Then she cried for the woman who would never have a life out here. She wasn’t Third-in-Command Nevaeh. Yeah, there was both bitterness and envy in the thought. It didn’t matter; she didn’t deserve to live.

“Are you going to be okay?”

She rolled over, pulling her knees up to her chest to protect herself in case he decided to attack her.

“Who are you?”

“Malic. Who are you?”

“Payton. Were you waiting for me?”

“What? No. I was watching space and thinking. Then you came in.”

“I’m sorry I was just looking for a place to be alone.”

“This is the perfect place then. There’s only you and me, and the room’s enormous.”

“What planet are you from?” She rolled over and sat up. Malic was crouching, but maybe if she sat, he would sit too.

“Am I making you uncomfortable?” he asked, still crouched.

“Sort of. How can you tell?”

“The way your shoulders are hunched. Can I sit?”

“That would be nice.”

“I came from Hasian.”

“You remind me of Cassic. Are all of you blue?”

“No, have you seen the captain or the second-in-command?”

“Not yet.”

“They’re purple. It’s kind of the color everyone would like to be. A large portion of the planet is blue, but we have a rainbow of color. I don’t know why purple is desirable. Maybe because it’s rare.”

“Do you hate them for being purple?”

“No, they didn’t get to pick the color of their skin; besides, I’m partial to blue.”

“You are?”

“Yeah.”

She sat there; legs folded Indian style with Malic copying her. It didn’t seem to be a pose he was comfortable with. They watched the stars together until she was breathing without being frightened that he was waiting to hurt her. All it took was a year for her to be convinced that everyone was out to get her. Had she felt that way before? Before she was taken and used as a human pin cushion. Maybe, but her mind shied away from it. She spent the last year believing that everything human was wonderful, and her life had been a fairytale.

“Can I ask what you were thinking of?”

“I was.” He stopped to stare at her. “I was trying to figure out how I came to be here. I know how it happened, but how did it happen?”

She gave a loud laugh and watched as he flinched.

“Sorry about the laugh. It’s just that I understand every feeling you just put into words. I felt it down to my soul.”

“You too?”

“Yep, me too. I know how I got here, but for the life of me, I can’t understand how I got here. On my better days, it boils down to why me. I had a nice apartment; I wasn’t rich, but still. I had a car, and my parents were well to do. Why me? Of all the people they could have snatched, dirty homeless women or teens. Why did they take me?” It didn’t matter how many times she asked that question; there was no answer. She was in the wrong place at the wrong time. At least, that’s what she told herself repeatedly. It was the thought that kept her warm on cold nights. 

“Now I’m here,” she said softly. There was only one way out. How could she be expected to live in this foreign world of monsters? 

“Now, you get to come along on the adventure too.”

“Adventure?” She eyed up Malic, almost wishing whatever the monsters had done to her was still in effect so she could tell him off. “This isn’t an adventure! It’s a wreck. My life is over, and well, I am going to die.”

“Did Cassic tell you that?”

“What does he have to do with this?”

“He’s a healer; he won’t just let you die. He put his life on the line to save yours.”

“He what?” She jumped up and toppled over without the benefit of her walking stick. Malic lurched forward quickly to catch her, then acted like his hands were on fire after he sat her down.

She watched as he rubbed his hands on his pants and the floor as if he picked up a disease.

“I don’t bite, and your hands won’t dissolve,” she said I her snootiest voice.

“I know,” he told her while he ran his hands over his pants again. “I’m just not used to touching females. There are none on our planet.”

“Malic, say what?”

“There are no females on our planet.”

“How can that be?” she sputtered to a stop. “You need women to have children.” 

“We don’t; we engineer our children.”

They engineered their children. It was like being in the middle of some high-tech science fiction movie. A shudder went through her. That’s what this was.

“I don’t know what to say to that. It’s hard for me to imagine a planet without women. Who do you make love to?”

“Make love?”

“Yeah, you know have sex. Part A into part B.”

“Cassic is my mate.”

“You’re gay.” She flinched at the accusation in her voice. Then wondered was this her or the manipulation done on her brain. She hung her head because you couldn’t manipulate something, not there. She always thought she was the live and let others live type of person. Wasn’t it discouraging to find that somewhere buried deep inside was prejudices that were waiting to sabotage her.

“What is gay?”

“You and Cassic, your planet. That’s what gay is. Wait, I thought Third-in-Command Nevaeh was mated to the captain.” Yes, she heard the bitterness, but she was ignoring it.

“She is as well as the second-in-command.”

“That hussy has two men!” The words came out like a bomb going off. This wasn’t bitterness. Thank you very much. This was Jealousy, the plain old-fashioned kind. The kind that said what was wrong with her when she can’t even land one man, but you landed two. “She has two lovers?”

“They are mates, the three of them.”

She thought about her husband, her ex-husband, and at that moment, she was happy to know someone was living their best life even if it wasn’t her. Her shoulders slumped before she laid on the floor again.

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah, why are you here in space? Is this your job working on a starship?”

“It is now.” Malic slumped on the floor, watching her.

They both looked when the door to the observation deck opened. In flew the bird-like creature. It settled on the back of one of the chairs watching them.

Payton started swatting at her head again. Those flies were back crawling up her spine and making her want to gouge out her ears.

“I don’t know anyone on this ship. Would you like to be friends?” She jumped up with her walking stick and hurried out the door before he could answer her.


Chapter Five

 

 

 

“Would you like to be friends?” Those words swirled around in Malic’s head as he entered his cabin. Did he want to be friends with a female? Not any female, an Earth female. If she were anything like Second-In-Command Neveah, she wouldn’t be easy to get to know. 

“Would you like to be friends?” He wasn’t looking for friendship when he came to space. All he wanted to do was spare Cassic’s life until the disease took both their lives. He had been so sure it was a disease; then, he met Captain Rale, Second-in-Command Julze, and Third-in-Command Nevaeh, now he wasn’t sure. Were they being condemned to death for something they had no control over? Had the great one looked at them at birth and marked them for death? Had he planted within them this abnormality for one of the females that almost destroyed their planet? 

He kicked his boots off before stripping his clothes and walking to the mirror naked. He took in the broad expanse of blue skin and the flatness of his abdominal area. Slowly his hand slipped down until he palmed his member. It lay long and limp against his leg until he thought of Cassic. His male had an epic ass with legs that held him tight. He loved everything about him, the strength in his arms and the beat of his heart. He loved that softness in his middle that wasn’t as hard as his own middle. He loved it so much that he had made it known in a lowkey kind of way that he would be upset if Julze or his mate trained Cassic to the point that it was gone. Strangely, they seemed to understand.

Julze had taken him to the side and told him that if someone tried to steal his mate’s softness, he would kill them and hang the body from the ship as a warning. Malic shivered when he heard that because he believed the male, Julze, and the captain might have been a bit crazed after coming so close to death, but he got it.

That was the one thing that appealed to him about Payton; she was soft. It made him wonder if the perfect mate for him and Cassic would be soft too.

“You, naked in front of the mirror.” Cassic threw his shirt at a chair as he toed his boots off and came to stand in front of Malic. “Were you reading my mind?” Cassic sank to his knees in one smooth movement. 

“Please,” Malic groaned when Cassic’s tongue came out to lick him. Cassic looked up at him, grinning before he took him to the root. Damn, his mate’s mouth was beautiful. The suction was tight, and he was so hot.

Malic had his hand fisted in Cassic’s hair before he knew what he was doing. He fucked his mouth, pushing deep even as moans of pleasure fled his lips.

Cassic placed one hand on Malic’s ass and the other on his balls as he tried to suck his soul through his cock. It didn’t take long before Malic came in a deep guttural sound. His knees buckled, and he was on the floor with Cassic pulling him into his arms. He kissed him deeply, tasting his spend on his mate’s lips.

After seven years in the cryo-pods, he thought they would never get back to this place where they would feel free to love each other.

“That was…”

“It was what you deserve and more,” Cassic whispered.

Malic stiffened. His mate, the one person he loved more than life, was beginning to say things that made him wary.

“I get the feeling that you're keeping something from me.” Malic stood up before he picked Cassic up. Cassic wasn’t small. He was almost as tall as Malic and had a good bit of muscle along with his soft center. That’s why Malic worked out. He wanted to be able to carry his male whenever he was in the mood.

He flipped the covers back before setting him on the bed and stripping him. “I’m waiting.” He crawled onto the bed next to Cassic.

Cassic threw his arm over his face before letting out a soft sigh. “I need you to listen to what I have to say before getting upset.”

“That’s never a good way to start a conversation.”

“Just listen. Promise?”

“I promise.”

He snuggled up to Malic like it might be the last time. “Before we left Hasian, I heard some rumors. I didn’t give them much thought because there was no way to validate them. When we ended up here, I started to check into them.”

Malic gave a deep grunt like he was trying to keep from changing into their half state.

“They say there is a planet that has a master on it with the ability to separate mates.” Cassic held his breath, but Malic didn’t say anything. “I thought if we could find this place, this planet, then you could be free.”

“I see.” Malic stood, leaving Cassic in bed.

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to take a Soni,” he turned and moved towards the door.

“Don’t you have anything to say? Can’t you see what this will do for us?”

“Tell me Cassic,” he turned around his voice so low that Cassic had to strain to hear it. “Tell me what it will do for us.”

“You’ll be free. You’ll live past my expiration date.” He gasped, his words coming out with a slight stutter. His hands wiped at his eyes. Bits of half-formed crystal fell pinging as they hit the floor. “I had no right to take away your freedom, to put you in this type of predicament. I want you to live, to celebrate me after I’m gone. I love you, Malic. How could I want you to die?”

“You’re a damn fool,” Malic screamed at him, allowing the pressure building up in his chest to explode. “But you’re my damn fool.” He took Cassic and shook him before drawing him into his arms. He stopped to make sure that he hadn’t hurt him. When he knew he was fine, he dropped a kiss on his lips before backing away. His male made him have to be careful at times, but being careful was worth it to be with him.

“Explain something to me; you’re the healer, I’m just the male who plays with the computer. When I’m working on a computer, it can be a one-dimensional computer or an AI as advanced as Sassy; I have to get the code right. If I don’t, it won’t talk to me; I can try to make a connection all day, but if I’m using the wrong code, that’s not going to happen.”

“What does that have to do with us?”

“I’m getting there. You and I met and agreed that we wanted to be in this relationship. We didn’t agree because that’s what the elders wanted. True?”

“True. I felt pulled towards you the moment we met. My heart almost stopped when you smiled at me.”

“Then the code comes together, and the computer is talking to you. It’s just your everyday computer. It kind of reminds me of the couples on Hasian. The code came together, and they are enjoying their lives, but every so often more happens.”

“More?”

“Think Sassy; she’s more than code. You don’t just make an AI. It takes a special spark. Sometimes on Hasian, a relationship has that spark. It comes alive like ours. Tell me what happens when your mystery person separates our bond?”

“You live.”

“Is that so? Let me tell you what I see happening. You die immediately. I die slowly. Even if he can separate the bond I have with you here.” Malic took Cassic’s hand, placing it over his heart. “He’ll never be able to separate the bond I have with you here.” He took that same hand and placed it along the side of his head.

“Without you, I will die. Given a choice, I’d rather die bonded to you than alone and sad.”

Cassic moved to him until they stood toe to toe. “I want you to have a better life, but I don’t want to give you up. I feel selfish.”

“Then we are both selfish; I won’t give you up Cassic if we go down, we go down together.”

“We need our mate.”

“Do you think we have a third?” Cassic wrapped his arms around Malic, allowing his head to rest on his mate’s chest.

“I do, I don’t know if we’re ready for her.” Thoughts of Payton plagued him. She made him want to bolt out the room.

“I asked Sassy if our mate might have been on Earth.” Malic’s breath caught as he waited for the answers. “She assured me she wasn’t. She said something about long-range scanners allowed her to analyze the population for Biometrics that matched ours, and no one on earth was a match.”

Malic’s shoulders slumped when he heard. “We can’t give up. Our mate is somewhere in the universe waiting for us.”

“Do you really want to find her?”

Malic shivered. What kind of question was that? Of course, he wanted to find her, except maybe not. Why would he want a female with swinging breast and sticky moisture between her legs? He assumed it was sticky he’d never seen between a female’s legs. His stomach cramped, and he placed his hand over his mouth; he didn’t want to lose his dinner. 

“What do they look like down there?”

“I don’t know. I can’t find any mention of it in the ship’s recordings. I think Sassy is keeping it away from me, and I wasn’t going to ask the captain or Julze permission to look between their mate’s legs.”

“That was smart thinking. Let’s go, soni, then I have something to keep you busy.”

“Busy?” Cassic pulled out of his arms and started dragging him toward the soni.

“Why are you smiling?”

“I almost lost you today.” Cassic’s amber eyes glowed in his face. “I’ve never been happier to lose a confrontation with you.”


Chapter Six

 

 

 

Stop, I want to get off. Payton threw her walking stick across the room, then had to limp to get it. She was done, this was it. She was dead to her parents, to the world, then she should be dead.

“All hands on deck.” Sassy’s voice came out, startling her.

“What’s happening?”

“Don’t worry about it. You stay here and plan how to make Cassic saving your life a thing of the past.”

Sassy was gone, and Payton was looking around the medbay, wondering what happened. When the ship shook from being fired on, she fell to the floor. Her bird flew to her shoulder, trying to give her comfort.

“Am I wrong? Do you have a name? How am I supposed to live in this new world? It would be easier for everyone if I weren’t here.” She stretched out her hand until it came in contact with her walking stick. “I even need this to help me walk.” She held it up and shook it before letting a giggle came out. She felt like she was in some dramatic movie, maybe even a Disney pic.

She pulled herself off the floor, and then braced herself to deal with the next blast.

Cassic ran in, stopping as he looked at her. “I’m glad you’re here. There’s going to be wounded. I can use all the help I can get.”

“What?” Was he crazy? He expected her to help people who were hurt and bloody? People like her when she was hurt and bloody, and he came to her rescue. “I never helped anyone before.”

She felt a bit of shame, but it was the truth, and it felt good, to be honest. How long had she spent playing a role that wasn’t who she was but who she was supposed to be? There was no time for that kind of thinking.

“What can I do?”

Cassic gave the orders that had her checking on supplies as the ship still buckled with being hit.

“Grab something and hold tight, we’re moving.” Sassy’s voice came over the intercom. 

She grabbed onto the chair that Neveah had moved the first time she came into the medbay. She sat and found there was some type of suction that kept her still even when the ship rolled. When things went silent and still, she finally stood.

“Take this.” Cassic pressed a small device into her hands. “This will tell you if the patient needs surgery or just patching up.” He went over the different settings and what she should look for as they waited to see what would happen next.

She studied the device while Cassic went to prepare the operating room.

“Every available hand to the breach hull. I want those passengers off that ship now.” Captain Rale’s voice came across the intercom.

Payton couldn’t see what was happening, but she could almost feel everyone running to do what he said. She still hadn’t met him or the Second-in-Command. That might be a good thing; listening to his voice was enough for her to know he didn’t suffer fools. 

“Cassic.”

“You’re going to do fine. You can help me identify anything you think is serious and take care of small things like washing and wrapping wounds that don’t need a healer.”

She nodded as the door to medbay opened. Several Hasians were helping people into the room. Behind them came some on cots. Payton grabbed her walking stick and started pointing out where to put people while Cassic started examining those that couldn’t walk on their own. There wasn’t much time to examine the people she was helping, but she noted that their skin was onyx with pink eyes that turned red from pain. They all seemed to have neon-colored hair.

“Let me take a look at your leg.” She had no idea what she was doing, but the little device that Cassic pressed into her hands gave her a bit of confidence. It knew what it was doing.

“I don’t need any help,” the male spit out.

“That’s not what this says.” She held up her medical device before she tried to get a better look at his leg.

He knocked her down. “I said I don’t need any help.” He jumped off the bed, reaching down to place his clawed hands around her neck.

“Who asked for your help? We were doing fine without any of you.” He held her firm while looking around the room. “I want the kid.”

Payton rolled her eyes around the room, scared to move her neck. The kid in question was roughly a teenaged girl.

“Why?” She was the only one in the medbay besides the patients. Cassic was in surgery, and he had two medical drones that were also in surgeries that he was overseeing. There was no way he could help.

“Why? Don’t you recognize the next leader to the planet Casill.”

“Don’t do this.” The young girl said as she came closer. “Let her go, and you can have me. I’ve already lost the throne; I’m not worth anything.”

“You’re in no position to bargain. I will kill you and everyone on this vessel.”

Payton was about to get what she thought she deserved, and it wouldn’t be by her hand. Except. Except now that death was coming to call, she had a bucket list of things she wanted to do. Surviving was on top of it.

“Don’t come any closer,” she called out to the teen. Every one of the patients and the teen looked at her like she was crazy. Yeah, this wasn’t one of her finest moments. All she knew was she wasn’t willing to gain her life so someone else could die.

The hand around her neck squeezed tighter.

“What’s it matter to you if I kill the kid?”

When the hand eased up so she could move, she turned her head just enough to look into the eyes of a killer. The tiny bit of air she was dragging into her starved lungs left in a whoosh. She was looking into the face of a killer. No, much more. He looked like a suicide bomber. The type that would only be happy when he took everyone with him on his mad flight to hell. 

“You don’t plan just to kill her. You want us all dead.” He threw her into the side of the medbed she had been sleeping on since she first arrived.

“Maybe I’ll kill the kid and leave the rest of you alone.”

Payton pulled herself off the floor, reaching for a small device lying on her bed. She palmed it before going for her walking stick. She knew this male, not by name or personal acquaintance, but she knew him. He was the dick that liked to pull the wings off flies before he killed them. He thought dropping cats into boiling water was fun. He waited for you after school to torture or rape you. He didn’t leave anything alive, the only difference was he wasn’t planning on being alive in the end, thus the suicide bomber.

He grinned at her with interest, not sexual; he looked at her like he was looking for the sweet spots to make her yell. She limped away, trying to come up with a plan to use her walking stick to hold him off. Her eyes went around the room, landing on the patients that were cowering against the walls. Where was Sassy when she needed her? If she were an all-knowing computer, then she should be sending help. All Payton had to do was keep him occupied until it got to her.

The male turned his attention to the teen, taking a step towards her as she stood in front of several younger children protecting them.

“You’re such a big strong male. I always liked those kinds. The kind that picked on children because they didn’t have the strength to take on anyone their size. Look at me. I’m strong.” The words were low and seductive as Payton teased him while calling his maleness into question.

He took a step towards her before she could get her walking stick in her hand, knocking her against the wall.

“Again,” she cooed. “I love being knocked around by a strong male.”

He came at her. This time her walking stick managed to trip him up. He staggered, slowing down while she crawled away.

“Time for you to die.” He ran towards her. The teen he was there to kill ran at him, hitting him just hard enough to knock him in the opposite direction.

The teen squared off with Payton, who had managed to stand. Payton was in front of him and the teen behind him. He smiled as they both began to advance on him. He went for Payton. The teen went for his legs, getting tangled in them. 

When he fell, Payton took the syringe in her hand and stuck it into his arm, hitting the plunger. He threw off the teen and sat up laughing.

“What was that supposed to do? There is only one thing that can kill my kind.” He reached for her again when his eyes went wide. His body started to shake. A hand went to his throat, clutching it as he tried to breathe. His body began to shake as his bladder and rectum lost what they were holding. He was trying to speak, to accuse Payton of something, but no words made their way out. He collapsed, dying with his potential victims watching him.

“You did it,” the teen said in awe.

“We did it together.”

“What’s happening out here?” Cassic walked out.

“You missed Payton killing the Dequil,” Sassy told him.

Payton pulled herself up, swaying as she tried to lean on her walking stick for support.

“You killed a Dequil?” Cassic looked at her with a bit of fear as well as admiration.

“I killed that,” Payton pointed to the dead body. “I had help.” She smiled at the teen before she was falling.

Cassic moved, catching her in his arms.

“How did you do it?”

Payton laid her head against his chest, looking for the thump of his heart. It wasn’t where she expected it. When she found it, she pressed close, ignoring the shaking in her body.

“With that syringe,” she pointed to the one hanging from the killer’s bicep.

“What’s a syringe?” Cassic asked her.

“I don’t have time for that. I found it on my bed.” She pointed to the bed that was empty of everything except her bird. All eyes followed her, looking at the bed before turning back to her.

Cassic picked her up and sat on her on the edge of the bed before he examined her.

“You can look at me later; you have two more people that need surgery. Go.”

“Sassy, send a bot to clean that up and disinfect the room. Place the body in cold storage for me to examine later.” He walked over and took the syringe. 

“Can you manage?”

“I got this,” Payton told him, shooing him away. “Payton’s clinic of minor bruises, lacerations, and other small items is now open.” She grinned like a maniac, even as she swayed softly.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

 

 

 

Cassic snuggled into Malic’s side, laying his head against his mate’s chest. The confrontation in medbay and what it meant still had him trying to find firm ground. Malic was rocking him with a smooth, slow rhythm guaranteed to put him at ease.

“What happened today?”

“So much,” Cassic shivered, thinking about it. “I should be asking you what happened.”

“I asked first.” Malic ran his finger down Cassic’s back, making him shiver in pleasure.

“I wasn’t there for most of it, but Sassy made me watch the vid before I left. They brought in the Casillians. There were several adult males and females, but mostly children. I identified the three that needed surgery first and took them back while the human… no not the human, Payton, while Payton was trying to diagnose the others with the medi-scanner I gave her. This is where the vid picked up. There was a male she was trying to help. He threw her on the floor and demanded to kill a child, a teen. It turns out she should be the next ruler of Casill.”

“Why would a Casillian want to kill their next ruler?”

“Wait, it gets better. Payton picks herself up from the floor by using her bed as leverage. Lying on the bed is a cylinder, it glints and fades in and out like it’s not there. She palms it, and it becomes solid in her hand. The fight goes back and forth, but you can tell the male is playing with them. It’s fun, like he is a nassair baiting a tunquel.”

Malic pictured the animals one large and frightening, the other smaller but destructive.

“I was sure that she and everyone else in medbay were dead when she stuck something into his arm. He sat back and laughed. Then he died both his bladder and his bowels let loose as his systems shut down one at a time.”

“How?”

“With something, she calls a syringe.”

“A what?”

“A syringe. Its construction primitive, and it was slightly barbaric. There was a long needle at one end made to infiltrate a person’s body at the other end; there is a plunger. In the middle, it holds liquid that is forced into the body of the victim.”

“I’ve never heard of one of those.”

“The only two people who knew what it was were Payton and Second-in-Command Nevaeh.”

“That’s strange.”

“Wait, it gets better.”

“How?”

“The male trying to kill our teen was a Dequil.” The blood left Malic’s face as he tried to scramble out of bed. “Calm down, he’s dead.”

“How did they miss that they were taking a Dequil on board?”

“He had minor surgery to blend in with the Casillians. I checked all the others, and they are all Casillians.” 

“How did Payton kill him? They can only be killed by one thing or so the rumor states.”

“Inside her syringe was a trace amount of silver nitrate, essence from the pocane plant, and A-B Lumen.”

“What! There is A-B Lumen on board?”

“No, not a drop.”

“But you said.”

“I did. Nothing adds up. The pocane plant only grows on one planet in total darkness. When I asked Payton about the A-B Lumen she had no idea what I was talking about. When I asked her where the syringe came from, she said it must have been in the supplies, and one of us dropped it on her bed. That’s when I told her I’d never seen a syringe before I saw this one.”

“She’s lying; she has to be.”

Cassic shook his head. “Sassy has the confrontation from the minute they walked into the medbay on vid. She’s telling the truth. Something is happening, but I don’t know what. I do know what was inside that syringe was perfectly calibrated to bring that Dequil down.”

“That brings us back to the Fulyer ship. Do you think that she can be trusted?”

“I do. I don’t think it’s something that Payton knows she’s doing. I’m not sure she’s doing it at all. I held her.” The confession came out as a whisper.

“You what?”

“She was falling. I caught her, held her, picked her up, and placed her on her bed.”

“Do you feel defiled?” Malic ran his fingers over Cassic’s arms as if he could feel Payton in them.

“I don’t, I kind of thought I would. She was soft.” He closed his eyes, remembering the press of her body against his. It was amazing for reasons that went beyond she was the forbidden fruit. When she touched him, he felt safe for a few minutes. It felt like she was the bond he had been searching for his whole life. It was ridiculous, of course. If she were his other mate Sassy would have alerted them.

“Maybe it was her softness, but something felt right about her. I wanted to reach out and get to know her better.”

“There is something about having someone soft to come home to.”

  “That’s what you always say, but I didn’t get it before now. I was always attracted to the harder the better.”

“I spent some time with her in the observation deck the other day. I have to admit that I was intrigued by her.”

“Enough to eat a meal with her?”

Malic closed his eyes and laid back in silence. “Yes, we should ask her to the common area for a meal.”

Cassic smiled, more pleased than he should be.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Payton shifted and sat up on her medbed. They had moved it to a corner and erected a privacy barrier around it. She wasn’t worried about anyone seeing in or even hearing what went on behind the barrier. Tomorrow they would give her a room, but tonight she was close to help others if she was needed.

Needed. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt needed, even on earth. Her life had been one big downward spiral on the earth; it wasn’t the rose garden she tried to pretend it was. Her perfect marriage had shattered its shards, digging deep into her heart and her self-esteem. Her friends had picked sides. They wanted to be with the one who was coming out on top. That hadn’t been her. Her perfect job found a reason to get rid of her. 

If she was honest, she would admit that she didn’t think she would be alive this long. She wasn’t planning to do herself in, but she was sure someone out there was planning to do it for her. No wonder she had walked around here with a death wish. A death wish that was gone. That had never been her wish; she simply thought it was inevitable. She moved higher in bed and ran her finger over her bird’s head when he hopped into her lap.

“You did well.”

Payton rolled her eyes at the sound of Sassy’s voice.

“You didn’t send help.”

“You didn’t need help.”

Didn’t she? She could have died, she didn’t, but still. “What made you think I could do it?” She did it with help, but still, she did it.

“I didn’t know if you could do it or not, but didn’t you deserve the chance?”

Well, hell, the correct answer to that was no, she didn’t deserve a chance. The better answer was that she would die for a chance at a new and different life.

“I don’t know if I deserved it, but you gave me a chance, anyway. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Can you tell me why you and Nevaeh and I are the only females aboard?” The Casillians had females with them, but they didn’t count.

“You should ask Cassic or maybe Malic.”

“Are they a couple?” She knew they were a couple she had seen them kiss, but there was a pull between them and her that made no sense. She wouldn’t break them up even if she could, but that didn’t stop her from wanting to be in Cassic’s arms again. It wasn’t like she fantasized about kissing Malic, a lot. She didn’t fantasize about other people’s husbands, unlike some hussy that stole hers. Turns out, she wasn’t over what happened to her. She didn’t want the man back. Please, Lord God, never that. His new woman could have the small dick wonder. It was simply that after all her time, effort, and investment in him, he traded her in for a new model like she was a car. 

Still, without the drama in her life, she wouldn’t be here. She wouldn’t have helped to save a ship full of people. She shrugged as she thought of the color blue. Cassic had moved around the medbay with confidence as she took patients back to have surgery. He also stopped and gave her words of praise when he came for the next patient. By the end, she couldn’t stop smiling at him. 

There was a gentle knock. When she opened the door to the privacy barrier, the teen from earlier stood in front of her.

“Can I come in?”

“Yes, have a seat on the bed. It’s the newest, stylish accessory in-home décor.” The teen laughed and sat at the foot of the bed.

“I want to thank you for saving us.”

“I didn’t save us, we, you and I saved us together.”

“Maybe.”

“What’s your name?”

“Leela.”

“Leela, I’m Payton nice to meet you, work with you, and kill with you.”

“You too. Now at least, my people think I will try to save them.”

“What do they need to be saved from?”

“Our planet has been under attack from an opposing regime. They’ve been trying to overthrow us long before I was born. My parents signed a peace treaty that they hoped would benefit out people. They were killed before the parchment was dry. Anyone aligned with them put to death. I took what followers that remained stole a ship and set out for a new world.”

“Yikes. Where are you going?”

“I don’t know. We are looking for a world that will allow us to establish a colony. I have about three hundred followers with us. The new regime wants us dead. There can be nothing left of my parents to rally the people.”

“Do you want to go back?”

“No. I want a place where my small community can thrive and grow. Is that too much to ask?”

Payton shook her head. “We’re not going to let them do that to you.”

“What?” 

“This ship and the triad that runs it. They’re about freedom and justice. All we have to do is explain the problem, and they will come to your aid.”

“That’s nice of you to say, but anyone offering their help will become a target. My father didn’t think we stood a chance against them, that’s why the peace talks.”

“You said you signed a treaty.” 

“They broke it and used my parent’s blood to swear there would never be another one as long as they were in charge.”

“How long have they been in charge?” Payton’s hand fisted her small nails, breaking the skin. How many times had she heard someone oppress the underdog? A picture of her husband, the lawyer, came to mind.

“Let me talk to someone, and then we’ll see what happens. No matter what, you have a friend in me.”

“Thank you, Payton, that’s the one thing I need.”

“What’s that?”

“A friend.”


Chapter Eight

 

 

 

“You have to help me.” Cassic stared at Payton as she stood before him, hand on hip, looking like he needed to drop everything and do what she said.

“What do you need?” He slid his hand down until he could rub his wrist against his pants.

“It’s not what I need. It’s what Leela needs.”

“Leela?”

“The teen who is now in charge of her renegade group.”

“What does she need?”

“Help, the new regime on her planet wants them dead. She needs a place where she can establish a colony.”

“We are on a ship. What do you expect us to do?”

“I don’t know, but you’re the medic or the healer around here, and I expect you to do something.”

Cassic’s wrist went over his heart, rubbing it. “I can’t…” His voice trailed off as she stared at him.

“We would have to talk to the captain.”

“I knew I could count on you.” She turned around, leaving Cassic in his office, staring after her.

 

“You told her we would what?” Malic stared at Cassic like he just grew a second head.

“What was I supposed to say? She has those eyes and those lips and things.” Cassic wailed, his hands flailing.

“Are you alright, sick, did you pick up a virus?”

“I’m well. We have to talk to the captain.”

“Cassic, the captain’s not sure he wants us on his ship. Now might not be the best time to talk to him.”

“We don’t have a choice. She promised her friend help, and I promised her help.”

“This is the problem. Do you realize our lives were perfect until a female entered it? True, we were dying.” Malic waved it off as no big deal. “Then she came along with her bewitching brown eyes and trapped me in the observation deck, making me think about her at night.”

“You think about her at night?” Cassic went over to the small couch in their cabin and took a seat. “Tell me more.”

“You’re missing the point.”

“Do you think about kissing her? Have you dreamed about what her breasts look like without the shirt on? Have you wondered how they’re attached and exactly how soft they are? Does she have nipples, are they flat?”

Malic walked up to him placing his hands on both sides of Cassic caging him in.

“Have you dreamed about fucking her?” Cassic dropped his eyes, unable to meet his mates. “You have!”

Malic took Cassic’s mouth in a rough kiss. Teeth met tongues dueled until he pulled him off the couch. They rolled around each trying to get the better of the other as they tore clothes nipping at exposed skin.

“This shouldn’t be happening.” Cassic cried out when Malic slapped his ass.

“I know. I have to be in you. My mind is filled with thoughts of you and her together. I can’t seem to control the thoughts,” He palmed his erection for Cassic to see before he flipped him over on his back. 

He slid between his legs as his finger prodded his hole. He took his time fingering him until he felt the special gland that all males were born with now. It was part of them after so many years of being bio-engineered. Moisture, warm and slick covered his fingers.

“I hope you like it rough, love.” Malic lined himself up and pushed. “You’re so tight,” he growled.

Cassic gave a growl of his own. There were times when malic didn’t make love; he liked to possess him. He moved hard and deep until he was commanding his every emotion, thought, and movement.

“That’s it,” Malic’s voice was deep. “Open up for me, Cassic, let me in. That’s it, love. I need all of you.”

Cassic obeyed his legs falling further apart while his thoughts tried to roll up in his head. He palmed his cock, but Malic smacked his hand.

“That’s mine, no one touches it but me. Say it.”

“This is yours. Only you can touch it.” The words were torn from him. He wanted to spurt, to watch his essence cover his man. He knew better; Malic was in charge. 

Malic pulled on his thighs, adjusting him before he pushed in harder.

“Please, Malic,” he screamed. It felt like he was tearing him in half but showing him the heavens that were once thought to exist in the sky. “Again, I need it again.” Cassic begged. He’d do anything to feel his mate deep within him. Malic owned him, reminding him why it was always the two of them.

“I bet she would love to see me make love to you. To hear you cry out my name as I pump my cock deep inside of you. Would you like that? Do you want her to see you helpless to do anything but beg and take me deeper?”

“Yes, I want that.”

“I knew you did. You want an audience. What about her, do you want to see me spread her ass and take her as deeply as I take you?”

“Yes, I want to see you deep within her.”

“You know,” Malic whispered in his ear. “She has two holes.”

Cassic whimpered. “What if she let us touch both holes? Please, love, I have to.”

“Not yet.” Malic pushed his legs back until his ass was up in the air. He looked at his tight globes before he sank into him again. “Are you ready, Cassic?”

“Yes,” he growled and whimpered at the same time. Malic took his cock into his hand and began to tug on it.

The move was soft at first, becoming harder with more friction as he pumped into him. “Now Cassic, now!” Malic screamed, unable to help himself as he spilled into his mate.

Cassic came spilling over Malic’s hand onto his chest. A cry of pure bliss left his lips before he finally found himself floating in a sea of color.

“So beautiful,” he whispered as Malic laid on top of him. “When I get your ass, Malic, you’re going to remember me every time you sit.”

“I’m counting on it, love.”

 

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Who is it?” Nevaeh’s voice came out from her Cabin in answer to Cassic knocking on the door.

“Cassic and Malic. We were wondering if we could talk to the three of you.”

There were a few minutes of silence before Nevaeh spoke again. “Meet us in the conference room, also known as the captain's war room. We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

“Thank you,” Cassic and Malic called out before leaving. They took their time walking there, trying to calm their breathing.

“They may say no.” Malic cautioned as they sat and waited for them to show up.

“They may, but unless we ask, they will never say yes.”

“Yes, to what, I wonder.” Nevaeh walked into the room, followed by Rale and Julze.

Cassic slid his hand under the table, rubbing his wrist against his pants. Nevaeh watched but said nothing.

“Payton asked us to come and talk to you,” Malic told them.

Nevaeh raised a brow but said nothing.

“She had a conversation with Leela.”

“Leela?” Rale interrupted.

“That’s the teen who the Dequil tried to kill.”

“Aww, continue.”

“She and her people are in trouble. They need a world where they can start a colony. One of the problems is that they don’t know if someone from the old regime will be chasing them.”

“Worlds aren’t easy to come by,” Julze told them. “They don’t just drop in your lap. Most of the universe is vying for any world that is capable of sustaining life.  Why would someone want to have that ragtag group of strays on their planet?”

“They need help. We’re in the business of helping others.”

“You’re in the business of helping others, Cassic. I’m helping you; I think my obligation has been met.”

“They need us,” Malic growled. “The same way you needed us when we boarded the Fulyer ship. Is that what Second-in-Command Julze and Third-in-Command Nevaeh teach when we come together for classes? We are to see ourselves as a whole, part something, and not just some clog that can be readily replaced.”

“I love it when they listen and learn.” Nevaeh grinned.

Rale threw her a look before turning back to the others. “Even if that was true, where do you propose we place your merry band of travelers. Who is going to help them get established? We don’t have the time.”

“Malic or I could go with them.”

“We’re a team. We would go together.” Malic reached out to take his hand.

“You would give up the chance to meet your mate?” Nevaeh asked.

“There is no guarantee we will meet our mate no matter what we choose to do. All we know is that our mate is not on earth,” Cassic told her.

“How do you know this?”

“Sassy told us. She used long-range scanners to look for a life form that would be compatible with us and found nothing.”

“It seems our scanners are getting better every day,” Julze gave a sarcastic retort.

“I will have to think over your request and talk to my mates before we make a decision, you’re dismissed.” Rale watched Malic and Cassic leave, wondering briefly if his mates would still love him with white hair.

“Yes, love, we’ll love you no matter the color of your hair.”

“That’s good to know. I think it will be changing colors soon. Sassy?”

“Yes, captain.”

“Why did you tell Cassic his mate was not on earth?”

“His mate isn’t on the planet.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, captain.”

“Do you know where his mate is?”

“I do?”

Rale waited until it became apparent that she wasn’t going to offer the mate’s whereabouts.

“Sassy, where is she?”

 “Is that an order, captain?”

His eyes narrowed, but he looked at his mates before answering. They both shook their heads.

“That is not an order.”

“Then, if we have nothing else to discuss, I have work to do captain.”

“I swear,” he seethed. “I am going to take her apart bolt by bolt one day.”

His mates laughed as he closed his eyes.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Payton made her way through the ship to the observation deck. The longer she was on the ship, the more she appreciated that room. It could be anything she wanted it to be. In some ways, it had become her home away from home. It was a kind of if I had the money, I’d make my special place look like this. That’s not what she saw when she entered today. 

It looked like a horror movie. No, it looked like a segment of America’s past. It was from down south, a plantation with a white man with a whip and black men and women in a field.

“Come in; I’ve been waiting for you.”

She knew Third-in-Command Neveah hated her, but to go this far

“Third-in-command,” Payton said as she entered the room

“The command team had a visit from Malic and Cassic. I assume you remember them?”

She should have gone with them. In the end, she thought they would get further without her there as a distraction.

“I remember them.”

“Come closer, Payton. Here are black women and men slaving in a field to make your life easier. You must like this.”

She gulped and moved closer. It was so easy to say racist shit when you didn’t have a perspective to back it up. The slave owner or whoever had the whip used it on a man’s back, laying his skin open. She jumped, trying not to lose the bit of lunch she managed to get down.

“I wasn’t there,” Nevaeh said, “But I can’t imagine calling a man master or allowing one to apply a whip to my back. To each his or her own. That’s just me. I also can’t claim to be from Ethiopia or someplace where my ancestors weren’t slaves. You can, though.”

“Third—”

“Save it. I’m here for a reason. According to Cassic and Malic, you want to help Leela and her people. Would that be the same Leela with the jet-black skin, the pink eyes, and the neon hair.”

“Yes, Third-in-Command.”

“Why help a black teen. I would think you’d want to see her kind eradicated from the universe. The whiter it is, the better.”

Payton went to her knees, head bowed.

“Oh, no, Payton, you don’t get a get out of jail free card with silence. What exactly do you think you're doing? Do you plan to get them by themselves and kill them? Are you still upset that some skank hoe stole your worthless husband? That’s right, I said it, worthless husband. Do you want Leela and her people to pay because you think your pussy wasn’t good enough to hold him? Maybe you just want them to pay because they’re black. Is that it? You can’t get to me, but you can hurt them?”

“No!” She jumped up and screamed, hands going to her hair. She pulled and screamed and fought with herself until she finally calmed down. “You don’t get it, and to be honest, I’m not surprised. I never helped anyone, ever. I wasn’t brought up to help. I was better than that. My parents were better than that. You helped us, and maybe we paid you, perhaps we didn’t because we were white, royalty. Between my dad’s business and whatever the heck my mom did, I knew that to offer help was a sin, taboo, like sleeping with your brother. Some things just weren’t done. 

“Then everything changed. The friends I thought were mine were laughing at me. Then I was abducted and experimented on. My life meant nothing, less than nothing. I was okay with that. Or at least I was before Cassic placed a medi scanner in my hands and taught me the basics of reading it. Now, I have this horrifying choice. Will I help? And I did. I helped, then I stood up for what was right, even when I thought I was going to die. Leela, she came to me like I was a friend. I’m older than her and let’s face it; I’m not as pretty as she is. She’s willowy and thin. Her complexion is flawless. None of that can be said about me. But she didn’t seem to care about the outside. For the first time in my life, I wanted to be the friend I wanted to have. And if I’m honest, I wanted Cassic and Malic to be my friends too. That’s why I went to them. Now you can laugh at the poor pitiful creature that I am.”

Nevaeh walked over and sat with her. She pulled Payton into her arms and allowed her to cry.

“They say tears cleanse the soul. I had to be sure Payton and the only way I could do that was to push you past your safety zone. No one knows what else the Fulyer have done to you.”

“I could be a ticking bomb,” she sniffled, then sobbed again.

“You could be, but I think we are all some kind of ticking bomb.”

Payton stayed still for a long time. She watched as the scene around her slowly changed, as if history was playing itself out again for their benefit. There was a stretch of the underground railroad and the war. She watched as famous people from history were showcased, but the ones that fascinated her were the everyday people. The ones that kept going on despite what was said or done to them.

She watched when a little dark-haired, brown-eyed baby girl was born. She didn’t know how, but she knew it was her. Watching her history and realizing just how bitter it was hurt, but it also cleaned a spot out within her. There was no need to pretend when it was playing out in color in front of her.

As the pain of having lived that life tortured her, the image changed. It was of Neveah held in a cage that she couldn’t stand in.

“Just in case you thought you won the parent of the year award.”

It made no sense, but her tears dried up, and she laughed. Nevaeh laughed with her. Suddenly, she didn’t feel alone. 

“You know you could send Cassic and Malic to take care of the Cassillians.”

“Hush your mouth. There is no way I’m sending two males who aren’t even sure they like females to take care of a group of people with a female leader. You will be there to keep them in line, and they will be there to keep you in line. I hate to say this, but your bird kind of freaks me out.”

Payton followed her gaze to find the bird sitting on the same seat; it always sat on when she was in here. It was staring at Nevaeh as if it could see right through her.

“He’s nice.”

“So says the women the bird isn’t staring at. Remember the movie The Birds?” They both shivered at the thought. “We have a planet. It is empty except for wildlife. Rale and Julze agree there is a perfect spot to start a colony. We’ll take all of you there. Like with any other colony, you’ll be on your own to make it. If I were you, I’d get together with Cassic and Malic and plan what you need to bring with you.”

“Will the ship be okay without them aboard?”

Neveah laughed until she cried. “You’re not going to believe this, but there was a time that ship ran with no one except Rale and Julze. I think we’ll survive. Off you go and take your bird with you.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

“They said yes.” Payton couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this excited. This was better than going off to summer camp with her best friend.

“Who said what?” Cassic teased her. He and Malic were sitting in his office in medbay when she came in.

“Those in command, all three of them. They said yes. I mean Third-in-Command put me through the wringer, but I understood why. They have a planet, a whole planet. Who gets a whole planet? Anyway, they said that Leela and her people could start a colony on their planet. Isn’t that marvelous?”

She should be standing still waiting for their joyous answer. Instead, she threw herself onto Malic’s lap, hugging him close. Then she was up, and in Cassic’s lap, hugging him. When she finally stood up, it was to see them staring at her. They were probably upset that she sat on them. How could she forget she was fat? No one wants a fat woman, she could hear her husband's voice tell her. Maybe they were scared that she hugged them. She didn’t have any diseases besides fatness, and that wasn’t catchy.

“It is because I’m fat or because you think I carry a disease?”

“What?” Cassic asked. His eyes narrowed as he tried to understand what she was talking about.

She moved her hand around her body to showcase her weight.

“Just because you are nice and soft is no reason to tease us with it,” Malic told her.

She was going to laugh, but they weren’t teasing. Note to self–Hasian males are strange and different. It will take time to get to know them.

“Are you guys hungry? I tried to eat earlier but got like three bites down. Since we’ll be spending time together, I thought maybe we could eat a meal together.”

 


Chapter Ten

 

 

 

Payton stood on the observation deck, watching as a planet came into view. Leela was standing in front of her. Her slight body not enough to keep Payton from seeing. Cassic stood on one side of her while Malic stood on the other. They were all staring at the planet coming into view. Sassy was giving them a voice-over of what they were seeing.

It had taken them a month to get here. A month of stops for supplies. A month of making and remaking lists, of checking and rechecking to make sure they had everything they needed. Malic lived on the computer researching other colonies and what they needed to survive as well as their survival rates on the planet they chose. During that time they also lost almost one hundred an fifty of Leela’s followers. They decided to make a life on different planets along the way.

Cassic packed his supplies and upped them so many times Payton was beginning to wonder if there would be room for things like food and materials to build shelters. Not that she had to worry about food. Their cook Attan was going with them, much to Nevaeh’s displeasure. He wanted to be useful. She wanted to do a jig when she found out but decided not to put any strain on her and Nevaeh’s new and tentative friendship. That didn’t stop Neveah from throwing her dirty looks.

“There is usually cloud cover over this portion of the planet,” Sassy’s voice droned on, bringing Payton back as they made orbit. “The planet does not have seasons like earth or Casill. The weather is usually pleasant. There will be rain, but no snow. The growing season is roughly nine months out of the year.”

Payton nodded, trying to remember everything Sassy was saying. Malic had it all down on the computer he was bringing, but Sassy wouldn’t be with them to answer questions. That was a set back as far as she was concerned.

“This may be one of the most beautiful planets you have ever seen,” Sassy told them.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Kaylr, why is that bird on your shoulder?” Nevaeh asked as the planet Falling Water came into view. 

“He’s no trouble at all.”

“Just remember he’ll be going with Payton when they leave the ship.”

“Calm down,” Rale took her hand. “They are prepared for this. It’s not like we’re sending them into hostile territory.”

“I’m just talking about the bird, not hundreds of people being on our planet when we’re not there.” Did it sound like she was freaking out? She wasn’t. Payton, could take care of herself, and so could Cassic and Malic. No, if she was concerned, it was for Attan, her chef. She nodded her head to back herself up. When she turned to look, that darn bird was staring at her.

“It’s looking at me.” Julze turned to look, but of course, the bird was looking in the other direction.

Julze bit his lip and said nothing. She turned to look back at the bird. It turned its head without moving its neck.

“It's possessed look!” She was pointing at the bird who was acting like it hadn’t done anything. “I am not crazy; it’s the bird.”

“Love as soon as we drop them off; we’ll go to the pleasure planet for a well-deserved break.” Rale gathered her into his arms.

“It’s the bird, I’m telling you. Kaylr don’t get attached to that bird.” Maybe Rale was right; she needed a break. First, there was dealing with Payton and looking for additional triggers. Then there was a group of refugees that she had been taking care of and better not forget Kaylr, who thought she was the mother he never had. Which was nice, but would have been easier if he wasn’t somewhere between teen and grown. He was in his twenties, just old enough to think he was grown and young enough to still be a child. Is this what she left earth for?

A huge smile slid in place. She would have left earth for ten percent of the happiness she now had. 

“You still with us?” Rale asked.

“Yeah, I was just thinking of children.”

“Speaking of which, Cassic has some interesting ideas on how Hasians impregnated their female counterparts.”

“Let’s talk about it after we are sure the Fulyer are not after us.” They still had the Fulyer ship. The next step will be to destroy it.

“This is your captain. We have entered a stable orbit around the planet. You have your assignments and when to report to the shuttle for transfer to the surface of the planet. Retrieve any personal belongings and begin making your way to the shuttle bay. Captain Rale out.”

“We’re doing this?” Julze looked at them.

“We’ve established a world,” Rale told them.

“We’ve only just begun,” Nevaeh sang softly.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“What do we do now?” Cassic asked as he looked over the people and the supplies that were spread out over a large area.

Malic was on a handheld. It was the first thing they set up, a small computer system that would allow them to call for help and get the information they needed. That was only possible because captain Rale and Second-in-Command Julze already had the interior for a strong computer network set up. 

“What is shelter!” Malic’s voice rang out much too loud.

Payton laughed, thinking he’d make a good jeopardy contestant.

“Shelter sounds good,” Leela told them. She had started with about three hundred Casillians. Over the last month, that number had dwindled to around one fifty. They were going to put up barracks and then take their time establishing individual homes.

“Attan, start with the male barracks, Silvan start with the female barracks. Everyone else break into groups and start to help. We’ll get Leela’s temporary shelter set up and then our own.” Malic had them moving away to get started.

He turned to find that the command team was sitting against a tree watching them work.

“We’ll be taking off soon, but I want to make sure your temporary shelter is up before we do. Remember, you have thirty days before the rain begins. You will need as many accommodations built as possible. There will be no building during the rainy season.

“I’ll make sure it happens.”

“I believe you will, Malic. It surprised me that Hasian would throw someone like you away. We’ll leave you two shuttles, and you know how to get in touch with us as needed. May the blessing of the one reside on your colony,” Rale said.

“May the one with all share with you the bounties of his blessing.”

“We will try to be back in three months, but it may not happen for six.”

“We’ll be ready when you come back.”

“Captain?” Leela walked over to him. She bowed to him, Julze, and Nevaeh. “I never thought that someone would give my people and me a chance. You have all come through for us when we have nothing to give in return. We will take care of your planet like it is ours.”

“It is yours. That is why we have asked you to settle beside us. One day this planet will be flowing with people from different places. If you don’t think so, talk to Kalyr when we get back. Keep your people safe and watch after mine.”

“They’re different,” Payton came to stand by Leela as they watched Captain Rale, Second-in-Command Julze, and Third-in-Command Nevaeh enter their shuttle.

“I don’t believe I have met anyone like them.”

“Neither have I,” Payton told her. “Let’s go, young lady, you can help build your temporary shelter.

“I’m going,” Leela skipped a couple of steps in front of her while Payton leaned on her walking stick and followed.

“I thought this was supposed to be easy?” Payton moaned, trying to stretch her back out. It was supposed to be insert tab A into tab B easy. That wasn’t what was happening. No, it was complicated in the way only builders can make things. What? You’re not going to pay our exorbitant price to put this up? Well, okay, here take this one. She couldn’t imagine what would happen if they had houses with a second or third floor.

“Breaks over. We need this done before nightfall unless you want to spend the night under the stars with roving animals taking a taste out of you.” Malic called out in a voice that was too cheerful.

It did the trick. There were complaints, but they were all up and working.

Malic walked into their temporary shelter and fell on the bed. It was three hours after sunset, but they had done it. The shelters were up. They had lights, water, working soni, as well as a place to do their business, more than one place. The infrastructure on this planet was amazing. How long had they had the planet and been working on it? When you landed, there was no way to tell what had been done. Not just done, but done in a way that it glorified nature instead of destroying it. 

“Everyone okay?” Malic asked when Cassic came through the door.

“They are fine. There were some sprains and bruises, and I needed to do some checkups for patients that I am still treating.”  He came and flopped down next to Malic.


Payton walked in, dragging a cooler behind her. Then she left before coming back with another.

“I figured two would do since there are only three of us.”

“May blessings fall on your head and cover your shoulders,” Malic told her.

She laughed. “You’ve been full of blessings all day.”

“We learn them when we’re young.” He stood and then reached a hand for Cassic. “And a part of our lives is spent saying them. When we’re older, they seem to go away naturally. I can’t remember that last thing I had something to be blessed about until now. Today was a blessing I didn’t see coming.”

They set about putting up whatever they brought with them and then taking the food out of the cooler and placing it in a cold storage unit they had.

Cassic took some food, heated it and placed it on the makeshift table for them.

“Now, we’re at the hard part.” Payton took a seat, blowing on a bite of food before eating. Damn, she was hungry, and it was good.

“Hard part?” Cassic asked.

“We have one bed, and there are three of us.”

Cassic turned to look at the bed before going back to his food. “It’s big enough.”

“Big enough?” Payton scratched her head. He couldn’t be saying… naw, why would he say that?

“For all of us. You’re not planning on sleeping on the floor, are you?”

“Why would you do that?” Malic asked.

“Why would you want me to sleep with you? You don’t even like females.”

“We like you,” Malic told her.

“Somewhere, there is an insult in those words,” she grumbled. “It’s just to sleep, right? It’s not like it’s a big deal.” It’s not like you’re me, can I get my blue in warm sexy skin. Make sure it’s over two of the hottest alpha alien shifters I’ve ever seen. Thanks, keep the change. Lord, God. Now she was invoking a deity.  

“All three of us are going to sleep in the same bed?”

“Yes,” Cassic and Malic told her.

Alrighty then. “Do we have assigned sleeping spaces?”

They looked at her like she was crazy, and she might just be. “I call the soni shower first. We’re going to talk about this until there are no more words to be said tomorrow.” She was too tired to talk about it any longer tonight.

What she wouldn’t give for a tub of hot water and a bath bomb. A moan left her lips at the thought of just lying back and being surrounded by pleasantly smelling hot water. She had taken the luxury of a bath for granted when she lived on earth. Hell, she had taken the luxury of her life, the privilege of her life for granted when she lived on earth. She should want it all back. Instead, she would take working in the hot sun surrounded by aliens while her muscles expanded and contracted. The sight of their temporary lodging going up and knowing she had helped to build it. Yes, the earth was nice but being needed by the people around her was more than nice, it was a life she never thought to live.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

Payton wrapped a towel around her and looked into the reflective surface. She hesitated to call it a mirror because it wasn’t glass. She sighed; she was putting off the inevitable. Her fingers throbbed before she allowed the towel to drop. A body that would not make a model jealous reflected in the mirror. Her breasts were larger than they were before bringing them in at a solid b cup. 

Her body, the one she spent so much time on, wasn’t the same anymore. She was heavier, and nothing she could do at this point would make a difference, but she was also in good shape. Well, she was in good shape if you didn’t remember that her leg had been chomped on by a crocodile creature. That meant she had to use a walking stick, but she could still walk. Then there was whatever they did to her, but Cassic thinks they stopped the worse of it. 

Her hand spread over her middle. When she was much thinner and looked like she needed to dive head-first into a bar-b-cue pit, according to friends, she hadn’t liked herself. Turns out, being thin didn’t make you like yourself. In the last weeks, she had more things thrown at her and confronted more dirt that lay deep within her core; she also liked herself more. Each time she dealt with prejudiced buried deep within her, she liked herself.

With her eyes closed, every jeer she could remember replayed. She had gone out of her way to make others miserable. It didn’t matter that she was miserable, or that she was passing along what she was getting, just in a different form. She allowed the pain she gave and the pain she received to pass over her. It settled in her bones, reminding her of the monster she had been in her life. Then she did the unthinkable. She forgave herself for her past actions. There was no one to come clean to or say I’m sorry too. No one except Neveah and their relationship was a daily project they worked on. The person who forgiveness she needed was her. Once she did that, she was able to start forgiving others like her father, who hurt her.

None of this was easy, but she could breathe easier. Now she needed to figure out how she was supposed to lie in bed with two smoking hot males. 

No clue, with another shake of her head, she grabbed a pair of shorts and a tee that she picked up on one of the planets she visited. They wouldn’t pass as shorts or a cami on earth, but this was as close as she could get, and she liked them.

Cassic and Malic were sitting on the low bench; they dragged into the room. They stood when she came in and flashed her a smile before the two of them headed toward the soni. She took a deep breath and moved toward the bed. This is where she decided if there was a part of her that was utterly different; it was everything she went through. It was her thoughts; all she could do was try to blend in until she could getaway.

Her hand trembled as she placed it on her middle. A nauseous feeling made her want to run outside and lose everything she ate earlier. Her palms ran over her shorts, leaving a wet streak. Her tongue licked her dry lips as her eyes went over the bed more than once, trying to picture her lying there with two males. She didn’t know if she liked the idea or loathed it. There were so many reasons; this was a bad decision.

Then she thought of Cassic and how he treated her when she was in medbay. His eyes caressed her when he thought she wasn’t looking. Not once had he looked at or treated her with disgust. Not even after hearing the foul words that came from her mouth or the actions that at one point, she couldn’t control. Malic talked to her like she was an equal, even as he got used to the fact that all women weren’t bad. He liked to caress her with his eyes too.

This might not be the best decision, but it wasn’t the worse. This time, it wasn’t a requirement that she sell her soul to go with the company policy. Now that she had her pitiful soul back, she was beginning to realize she liked having one. She crawled onto the mattress and decided she would start by lying against the wall. Her breath slowed as she waited for them to come from the soni. The hard work of the day snuck up on her, stealing consciousness from her long before they walked into the room.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“She’s asleep.” Malic looked her over.

“How is it that she’s so beautiful?”

“I think it must be a power that women have or maybe just one that earth women possess. I can still remember seeing her lying on the floor of that ship. Part of me thought she was dead while you were running your scanner over her. She’s beautiful, wasn’t my first thought. I’m not proud of my first thought.”

“That’s both of us, I think. We were taught the same thing about females. The need to distrust them and to eradicate them from the universe is ingrained deep within us.” Cassic moved closer to the bed; his hand reached out before he drew it back. The desire to touch her was there, but there was still a fear deep within him. To touch her would mean that he had indeed parted ways with his people.

“If we crawl in that bed with her,” Malic shook his head but didn’t continue.

“There is no going back for us. Malic,” Cassic turned to look at him. “There is no going back for me either way. You can still get out of this. We’ll find someone to break the bond, and you can go back home.”

“Listen to yourself. My home is in your arms. Without you, there is nothing to go back to.” Malic walked over and took his mate into his arms. “We live or die together. We are a unit, mates, and no one will tear us apart.”

Cassic blinked rapidly before he buried his head into Malic’s chest. “I don’t know who she is to us. If she were our other mate, Sassy would have told us.”

Malic nodded, but he didn’t care what Sassy had to say about Payton. “I want to get closer to her, and I don’t care if Sassy said she’s not ours.”

They looked at each other, and the words weren’t necessary. They had been together long enough to read each other. Cassic climbed onto the bed, first moving toward Payton but leaving an inch or two between them. Malic climbed on behind him. He molded his front to Cassic’s back. Cassic reached out a hand, and with several fingers, he placed them against Payton’s arm, creating the first real connection between the three of them. Exhaustion took over, and they joined Payton in the rest that all richly deserved.

 

“I should be freaking out right now,” Payton said when Cassic opened his eyes to look at her.

“How long have you been awake?”

“Five maybe ten minutes, not that long.”

“You could have crawled out the bed and left us here sleeping.”

“I could have, but I didn’t want to.”

“Is that good?”

“There’s a time when I would have said no, this isn’t good at all. Now, I think it’s good. I wanted you and Malic to wake up with me still in the bed. I haven’t wanted much in quite some time.”

Cassic smiled at her. His teeth were the blunt human teeth, and still, his smile did something to her heart. The jewels around his eye were flashing along with the ones on his wrist. She didn’t know what that meant, but it didn’t scare her. It felt strange to her, but she felt safe around them. It wasn’t because they were the ones that found her or helped her; it was more. There was something fundamentally profound within her that said as long as they were close, she would be protected. If the feeling stopped there, maybe she could have shrugged it off, but it was more. She knew that she was willing to fight for them.

She hadn’t been willing to fight for the husband she was supposed to love. In the end, he had never really been worth the effort she put into him. Cassic had taken his time to show her how to help people, and Malic had given her quick lessons on the computer system here and how to work a hammer. A smile quirked her lips as she thought of the hammer-like instrument she used yesterday when helping to build their shelter. Neither of them had told her she was useless or too big to help. She had felt like she belonged. How many nights had she cried out for that elusive feeling?

She shivered when Malic propped himself up to look over Cassic’s shoulder. All he did was smile at her, but there was so much promise in that smile. She felt butterflies, those mythological things that women felt when they saw a male who turned them on and made their knees weak like jelly. She never believed they existed. There was a first time for everything.

“We should probably check on the camp.”

“They can do without us for a couple more minutes.”

Cassic leaned closer to her, and her tongue came out, moistening her lips, in case she was reading his move correctly. Those butterflies had multiplied, and she wanted to be kissed more than a thirteen-year-old.

“Can I?” It was a whispered question.

“Yes,” she had to reply, he asked for consent as if she was worth listening to.

His lips touched hers, softly at first. Her eyes slid closed, not because she didn’t want to see him. There was pleasure and heat, and she needed to savor it, to commit it to memory, in case it never happened again. Then his tongue licked along the seam of her mouth, and she opened on a moan. 

Different, alien, there wasn’t toothpaste or even a morning breath taste. She wasn’t sure how to classify it. The thought didn’t last long. His tongue moving over s was making her nerves come alive. Her very dry pussy was opening like a flower that was suddenly being blessed by both the rain and the sun.

Cassic pulled back, leaving her panting, wanting more. Her eyes drifted over to Malic. Her mind screamed, no, this is not what you want. She ignored her mind; it needed to catch up. She wanted, maybe needed, to kiss Malic as much as she had kissed Cassic. How was she going to tell them that?

“May I?” Malic’s eyes were bright as he watched her for an answer.

“Yes, please.”

Cassic moved around until he was in the small space between her and the wall. Payton found herself in the middle and for once wasn’t nervous about being surrounded by males.

She leaned over, meeting Malic’s lips. The pressure made the butterflies in her stomach sigh with pleasure before her mouth opened, inviting him inside. Once, the alieness of his kiss swamped her. He was different from Cassic; they didn’t taste the same. She loved that she knew who was kissing her by the touch of their hands and the tastes of their mouths. Not that she was planning to kiss them again. Of course, she wasn’t going to kiss or sleep with two men. She knew right from wrong.

Did she know right from wrong? Malic wrapped his tongue around hers, probably sensing he was losing her. She lost herself in the kiss. Later, she’d worry about everything else. Right now, she was going to let two beautiful blue aliens kiss her like tomorrow wasn’t coming.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

Payton sat back as she watched Leela pull herself up to address her people. There wasn’t a lot of them, but they chose to follow the teen. Now she was stepping into the role that she learned to play from the cradle. A smile hovered over Payton’s lips watching Leela take control made her feel good. There was the female power that she believed didn’t exist. Now she knew better. It was on earth; it was part of the stars, and finally she was partaking in that power.

When the assignments were given, she realized there was nothing for her to do. In the past, she might have felt left out. That wasn’t what was happening now. They were working on a farm and their homes. There were three months to get it all done before the rainy season. Having nothing to do, she went for a walk.

The beauty of the planet astounded her. When she walked past the house that she knew belonged to Captain Rale and his mates, she stopped. It fit in so well; it was like a natural part of the scenery. A house like that would make her happy. She wanted to work with her surroundings. It felt like she wandered for hours, but she made sure not to go too far away. When she came to a lovely plot of land, she stopped sinking to the earth. Her bird whom she hadn’t seen all day picked that time to show up.

“This planet is beautiful,” she told him when he flew to her shoulder. “This plot of land feels mystical. I think I’ve lost it. Old Payton is finally off her rocker. I bet I’m in a white jacket somewhere, and all this is happening in my head. That should scare me, but it doesn’t. If this is my fantasy world, I prefer it over the real thing. Maybe one day you and I could build a house here. What do you say? I swear I think you can talk, but you’re just holding back.”

“Maybe the four of us can build a house here?”

She turned around to find Cassic coming out of the tree line.

“I didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but you were talking loud.”

A charming blush lit her cheeks. “I thought everyone was busy.”

“It seems that they would rather I doctor than swing a swis-al.”

Ahh, that was the hammer-like thing she was using yesterday. “That’s probably a good idea. If I remember correctly, and I do, you were worse with that thing than I was.”

His hand moved from the top of his head to his feet. “I was built for beauty, not practicality.”

Payton’s eyes grew so large she was scared they were going to fall out. Then there was a rumble in her stomach and some unfamiliar sound coming from her lips. Then there was wetness on her cheeks. My Lord, she was laughing so hard she was crying. Cassic sat across from her, his rumble of laughter joining in with hers.

She gasped until she could finally moderate her breathing. The big smile on her face went nowhere as she looked at him.

“It has been… too many years since I laughed like that. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” The warmth in his eyes made the day a little brighter, and she wanted to sit closer to make sure she could absorb it all. If there were a way to catch it and store it, she would have.

“This is a beautiful spot.” She nodded to drive her point home before she laid back. “This is close enough to the town they are developing as well as to Captain Rale and his mates, but far enough away for privacy.”

“Will it be too far away in the rainy season? We would have to be able to get supplies, and neither of us will want to have to be indoor all day. I’ll have to be able to treat anyone who is ill.”

She listened as Cassic walked the area and then went to the tree line and back. 

“If it rains so hard that we can’t get to the others, it won’t matter if we are here or next door to them. There’s also room to plant some vegetables here.”

“I wish I had seeds for potatoes, tomatoes, and greens.”

“Those are vegetables from your planet?”

“They are. The potatoes are kind of tubular vegetables. You can peel it or eat the skin. The vitamins are in the skin. The tomatoes you don’t peel, just wash and eat or cut and cook. We put them on sandwiches too. I could go for a steak sandwich or a corn beef or no more talk about sandwiches; I’m hungry. The greens are different. They are a large leafy vegetable, and there are several kinds that can be cooked. I never thought I would miss the food, but I do.”

“We can get most Hasian food from other planets, but not nolfalory. You can only get that on Hasian. It’s a type of vegetable that is hard to grow, but when you eat it, it is cold and crisp. It’s refreshing, like jumping into a natural spring. It also helps to keep our organs working well. It’s the one food that we tell all our patients to eat. Not only does it taste good, but it also prolongs life.”

“If you got seeds, could you grow it here?”

“The conditions aren’t right.”

“What about a greenhouse?”

“A what?”

“You know a place you set up, especially for growing plants, and you keep the temperature and everything else tightly controlled.”

“It’s worth a try. I would have never thought of something like that.”

She lifted half her lip in a smile. This felt good, being able to give helpful thoughts that didn’t have to be high and mighty. No, a greenhouse wouldn’t solve a court case, but it might help to grow plants they needed for their bodies. 

“I think we could build a house here?”

She flipped over to her stomach, then raised her head to look at him. “You think so?”

“Yeah, I’m betting this would be a great spot for Malic to play with his computers.” They both laughed.

She looked around again, seeing a house and plants and animals. It would be like earth before technology, or maybe just like the earth with technology on a farm. The city girl in her wanted a grocery store for meat, but the adventurer she didn’t know existed before this was ready to take it all on.

“We should get Malic’s opinion. If he agrees, then maybe we can get it up before the rainy season.”

Payton cocked her head, then nodded. It sounded like a plan to her. She stood, and Cassic took her hand. How amazing. When was the last time someone held her hand? Had her ex ever held her hand? She didn’t think so.

“Do I still scare you?” Good going, Payton. Everything was good, and you had to ruin it.

He gave her hand a brief squeeze before leading her back to the village.

“You terrify me, but not because you’re female. You can only fear half the inhabitants in the universe for so long until you need to get over it. The Casillians coming helped. Dealing with Leela as their leader and watching one so young take on the duties of an adult has helped how I think about females.”

“Then why do I scare you?”

“I think this is the kind of stuff you’re supposed to keep to yourself. If I say the wrong thing, try to forget it. Please.”

She glanced over at him. The look on his face made her think he might be scared, or he might need to go to the bathroom. Either way, she now needed to know what was going on behind those eyes.

“I’ll do my best. Tell me.”

“You smell good, and you have this little sigh that comes out when everything is going right. Then you smile, and your eyes light up. Let’s not forget you're beautiful. Until I met you, I thought beauty could only be found in long, lean muscles and an ass that could crack a rock. Then I saw you. You’re soft and round with beautiful pillows up top.” He pointed to her breasts. “Your eyes remind me of the sunset, fierce and passionate. It is no wonder you scare me. I am in awe of you.”

Her stomach dropped. Should she do the secret dance of joy, or run for the hills? When everyone was looking at you, and they were expecting you to mess up, life was easier to live. To know that Cassic saw someone he thought was worthwhile was throwing off her equilibrium. Not because he wanted her to be someone special. No, that would have been too easy. She longed to be the female he saw when he looked at her. The old Payton was buried. True, but the past haunted her more than once. Who was to say that the Payton she now hated didn’t have a little life left in her? 

“I.” What could she say?

“I know what I see. I won’t go back on how I feel. Why don’t we find Malic and see if we can entice him to take a break?”

Her stomach growled, lending its support to the plan. They walked back to the encampment in silence. Cassic’s arm would rub against hers, making her feel like she was on an old fashion date. Then she would look at him through her lashes to find him looking back.

The strange part was that it was okay. Before she came here, it never occurred to her that she lived with a group of people that hated aliens. It was so casual, at times she wondered if they understood their own prejudices. If asked, she would have said that’s just how the world was. Now she knew better. Why did it take being stolen from her planet, experimented on, and used as a weapon for her to open her eyes to the world around her? Was it possible to be as out of touch as she was?

The laughter that greeted them caused her lips to curl. She loved her translator. It was one of the best things that ever happened to her. When they came around the corner, Leela was teasing one of the young boys who was chasing her. The adults were laughing as they watched them play together. Watching the scene made her happy.

Leela spent hours pouring over plans with them on the ship. To see her happy and carefree for a moment made her heart want to play.

“Interference,” Payton yelled as another child aimed for Leela’s legs. She dropped her cane and caught the child-like she was a little football. Then she stood in the end zone doing her football dance while the child giggled in her arms.

Malic turned and watched her. The jewels around his eyes were lighting up. The light jumped to his wrist until he looked like a kaleidoscope of color. Cassic moved to stand by him. His jewels were now dancing with color too. Payton’s mouth dropped open as she watched them.

It was official. All her girl parts dropped and were now kneeling in front of them in some pagan worship to entice the hottest two males alive to want her. She wasn’t sure what to do with them once she got them, but she’d figure it out.

“Ride them,” her pussy called out. “Ride them like they were stallions having sex for the first time.”

“Forget the stallions,” another part of herself called out. “They are bucking bulls. Make sure they buck until you come all over yourself several times.”

“I’m willing to be black and blue for part of that action,” a different part said.

“What if they are like the dickless wonder?” She had to ask all her hungry parts.

“Baby girl, you never knew where to train those eyes. Take a good look at the juncture off those legs. That ain’t padding. Padding don’t get hard like that.”

“Shit, hell, and damnation,” she cursed to herself. Her pussy was right. That wasn’t padding, and now she was hot and slick. Did he need a place to store that bat she’d help? Hell, she’d help them both.


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

It was a long day. Payton pitched in by playing field hand. She moved whatever she could carry or drag to wherever it needed to go. Now her muscles were sore, and once again, she was afraid to slide into the bed. This time because she knew what she wanted. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she fidgeted until they came from the soni. 

“Payton,” Cassic said her name like it was a blessing.

She loved how he said her name as if he were waiting to see her just to say it. Her hand made some small wave motion that had her groaning.

“Is something wrong?” Malic asked her.

“Yeah, not really. I just wondered, I mean, why, oh, umm…” She was going to get the most prolific award.

“This is the talk we didn’t have last night.” He nodded, if someone invited him to their bed without an explanation, he wouldn’t be able to sleep. He pulled on Cassic until they were both seated in chairs looking at Payton.

“I’m not going to lie.” She jumped to her feet, pacing the room. “I’m tempted to lie. My old life was filled with them; I refuse to be that person again.” Easier said than done, along with a whole field of ass-backward in it.

“For reasons I don’t understand and aren’t looking at too hard, I find myself attracted to both of you.” A deep sigh came from her. Her shoulders dropped. They might stare or even laugh, but it was off her plate.

“The attraction is mutual,” Malic told her.

She nodded. It wasn’t just her, and that was enough for right now. She dragged herself back to the bed and fell into a slouch.

“Where do we go from here?” What came next? It had been a while since the last time she did anything with her husband. After him, there was no one. There was one thing that always worked. Duh, a blow job. Not stopping to think, she sank onto her knees in front of them.

They both moved back, but she was determined. This is what you did if you wanted a male to like you. She knew the routine. It was her life with her husband. Her fingers went to work until she had their pants undone. ‘What are you doing?’ The words rattled around her head as her hands stopped. She really was a whore. Her head bowed as she waited for Malic and Cassic to pass judgment on her.

Malic stood before pulling Cassic to his feet. They crossed the room to the bed. Once Cassic was lying down, he turned to face Payton, who was still on her knees.

“You can leave.” He told her then turned his back to her.

“Malic.” She lifted her head but controlled her tears.

“No. Do you see that male shivering on the bed? He’s dying.”

She almost fell over she turned so fast.

“That’s right, Cassic is dying. He keeps giving himself shots to keep his strength up. How can I say no? We won’t make it much past the rainy season. When he goes, I won’t be far behind him. Neither of us needs your pity, and we’re not looking for it. If you don’t want to touch us for whatever reason, just say so. I have never forced myself on a male or a female and won’t be starting now.”

“I don’t understand.” She stood, moving a few steps closer to them before stopping.

“You know that there are no females on my planet. The reason no longer matters. It simply is. There is no stigma between two males being together or three males. There are a few males born every generation that must bond with both a male and a female partner. One of those males is Cassic. If he doesn’t find both his mates, he becomes unstable both physically as well as the bond he has. When he dies, that means that I will follow closely behind him.”

“Why aren’t you searching for your other mate?” Her face was red. The more she thought over his words, the angrier she got.

“Where should we look? The first female mate ever found was on your planet. Sassy assured us that our mate wasn’t there. We could have gotten off on any of the stops we made to get here, but we chose not to. Why? Why would we stay and not go hunting the elusive female? You, Payton. You’re here, you may not be our mate, but that doesn’t stop you from calling to us. I thought we thought there was something there. You know where the door is.”

Damn male! She wanted to pull her hair out while kicking and screaming. It’s not fair, but when had she expected her life to be fair? She walked to the door. He had a right to kick her out.

“I met my husband when I was a teenager. It was my last year of high school. My friends were so jealous. He came from this well-to-do family, and he was hot. Just looking at him made me melt.” A small smile tilted her lips as she leaned onto the door.

“What happened next?” Cassic asked.

She turned around, hoping it was the right move. “He told me I was beautiful and treated me like gold. My friends were all in love with him. We dated all through college, and then he got into law school. I planned to go on to school to become a teacher, but he wanted to get married. So, I gave it up to marry him. I thought life was fine. He went on to become a highly sought-after criminal lawyer. Life was perfect.

“Then I woke up in the hospital. The kind nurse said I lost the baby.” Her hand went to her stomach. “The baby I didn’t know I was carrying. My husband explained that I lost my temper, struck out at him. Then I lost my balance and fell down the stairs.” Her breath was ragged, the pain she felt too real to try to hide.

“I hated myself, from that minute on, I was willing to do anything, become anything to make it up to my husband. It took years before I realized that he shoved me down those stairs. By then, I was nothing. I felt lower than the scum on the bottom of my shoes. I’ll leave now.” She walked back to the door before stopping. “Every negative thing I ever felt about myself was there. It had nothing to do with either of you.”

“Perfect,” Cassic’s voice said, coming close to her. “I’ve been waiting for the next shoe to drop. Wondering what they did to you.”

“What?” She turned to face him; her voice as shaky as the hand trying to open the door.

“The Fulyer. I’ve been waiting to see what else they did to you. It seems they went for humiliation combined with some sort of defense mechanism.” Both their eyes went back to her shaking hand that curled in a fist. 

“I want to strike out and hurt you for hurting me. I can’t. I won’t. I refuse to be that woman any longer. There is no way I would hurt either of you.”

“For tonight, I think that’s enough. Why don’t we all get some sleep?”

“Sleep sounds good.” She placed her hand on the door the shaking was subsiding.

“Where are you going, Payton?” Cassic’s large, warm hand was on her shoulder.

“I thought I’d bunk with the other females.”

“Or you could sleep in the bed we made for you.”

That invitation hovered in the air. She thought about it in the wake of all she had learned about herself and them. The realization that soon they wouldn’t be here tore her to shreds. It was the fact that it didn’t matter because there wasn’t a thing she’d do differently about tonight that made up her mind. Come hell or high water, she was going to spend every minute she could with them.

“There’s no place I’d rather be.” She stripped to her bra and panties before making her way across the room and onto the bed. Cassic and Malic joined her. 

Her back was against the wall with her front wrapped around Cassic. She could hear the beat of his heart under her ear. Malic wrapped around Cassic from behind. How was she going to fall asleep? The beat of his heart calmed her. She was asleep before she could fret about it.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Payton woke up, wondering why her pillow was so hard and warm. She couldn’t ignore how warm it was. She snuggled into it while a breath of air come from her mouth against it. A chuckle came, and her pillow moved. A pair of beautiful blue eyes met hers.

“Hi,” her voice was soft. It was hard to be on guard with the way Cassic was holding her.

“Hi.” His finger traced along her chin. “Good morning.”

She flashed him a smile. “It is a good morning.”

“We should have a morning ritual.”

“We should?”

“Definitely.” He moved closer to her until his lips were on her.

“Aww,” she whispered. “Ritual.” She finished the move, placing her lips against his. Her tongue slid over his lips while her fingers caressed him.

His tongue licked against hers, encouraging her mouth to open. When it did, he stroked at her gently. It was such a smooth move that she groaned her defenses were coming down as her body settled on him.

He lapped at her mouth as a slow hum left him, allowing her to feel his pleasure. He rolled her enough to be on her back. His weight was over her, caught on his arms. Her breathing came fast. Cassic stopped. Her mind went wild; it had been long too long since she felt a male hovering over her. The need to scream tugged at the back of her throat. It was his hand on her cheek, his eyes tangling with hers that eased her fears. This wasn’t her ex trying to prove that she was nothing by holding her down. 

She reached out, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. He allowed a little more of his weight to settle on her. At first, it was strange, and then it was right. She was finding peace in the comfort of his power. It was a strength that called to her. It was building her up, making her whole without taking anything away from her. She never knew anything this great could be felt in the arms of another.

He eased back from her. She looked at him with wide eyes.

“Morning,” he whispered as he moved behind her, allowing her room to watch Malic.

She was watching Malic to see what he wanted to do. “I like having a ritual in the morning.” It came out husky, but she wanted to taste him.

He reached out, placing his hands on her arms before drawing her close to him.

“Morning rituals are important between triads.”

“Are we a triad?” Her breath left her body in a whoosh. Was she part of them? Were they part of her?

“We are if you want to be.”

“I want.” She turned her head to look at Cassic.

“I want to be part of you two.”

She nodded and turned back to Malic. “Yes, and again yes.”

He leaned close and plastered his lips against hers. Payton lost herself in his kiss. If this were the end of the world, it would all be good for her.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

“What’s wrong?” Payton was standing on a hill that allowed her to look over the site they picked to build their community. Leela was by her side.

“Nothing.”

“You’re a horrible liar. I don’t know if it’s your youth or something that will follow you into adulthood.”

“Thanks, I love you too.”

“Hey, when did your ability to lie have anything to do with my love for you?”

“We’ve been here for a month, but lately, I feel like someone is watching me. I expect at any moment for someone to drop out of the sky with a weapon to kill me.”

“Why would they come after you? You're gone, not a threat to them.”

“It doesn’t work like that.” She sat down, watching the build site. “As long as I’m alive, I have the right, the blood right, the birthright, to rule the planet.”

“Aww, no democratic government for you.”

“What?”

“Nothing, a dream that went along with my old life. I understand why they might want you dead. I don’t get why they would want to follow one teen across the galaxy on the laughable chance that she may raise an army.”

“That’s what the galaxy all about. How many nights did you go to sleep with your parents telling you about the last great battle to be fought for the right to rule a land?”

“Never, but I get it. My parents told me about the blonde hair blue eyed princess meeting her prince charming. I would have rather they told me about the battles and how to be a kick-ass princess no matter what color my hair or eyes.”

“Or the color of her skin.”

“I’ve been an asshole, Leela. I have no defense. Who I was and who I am are too different people.”

“I know, Payton, I trust you.”

“I trust you to teen leader.”

“Ugh!” She picked up a pebble and threw it at Payton before she hopped up and danced out of the way of any incoming pebbles.

“When you least expect it, I’m going to have my bird peck at you!”

“Oh no, not the dreaded bird who doesn’t have a name. Save me from the bird of wrath.” She laughed as she started back down the hill, leaving Payton to watch over her.

“You know all you have to do is tell me your name. Then I could tell everyone else, and they would stop laughing at you.” 

The bird lifted his head and gave her a ‘like I care’ look. She sighed; that was her bird. He didn’t give a damn, but he was always there when she needed him.

“You’ll tell us your name when you're ready. I’m just a bit off today. Do you think someone is looking for Leela? What has my life come to? I’m talking to a bird.” She threw her hands in the air before taking a seat. The hill reminded her of the earth for some strange reason. The grass up here was almost green, and if she squinted her eyes just right, the bark on the trees was brown.

It wasn’t earth, and it honestly didn’t matter. This ball of land in this remote part of space was her new home, and she would protect it with her blood. She loved the earth, but never once had she ever thought the planet was worth dying for or, more importantly, these people are worth dying for. Her ragtag group of friends was worth fighting and dying for. Yeah, she’d rather live than die.

That buzzing started up again. She was beginning to associate it with the Fulyer. There were still questions about what happened to her, but whatever it was must have something to do with the insane buzzing that happened sometimes.

“How would you follow a teen leader? Yeah, that’s what I would do too.” She grabbed her walking stick to help her stand before she limped her way off the top of the hill. “Look, I’m running.” She laughed so hard she had to stop moving to catch her breath. It was more of a limp run. Still, it made her happy.

When she got close to the medical facility, she slowed down. Cassic would have a fit if he saw her winded like something was wrong. Mmm, Cassic. The past month had all three of them kissing and touching. It was a slow progressive thing, but it made her feel like she was worth more than the royal jewels. Eat your heart out queen Elizabeth or whoever was queen now.

“Payton,” Cassic tossed her a smile when she walked in. He was working with one of the children that followed Leela.

“Hey, Branny.”

“Hi, signy Payton. I hurt my leg, see.” He stuck out his dark leg. The pink line highlighted against the darkness of his skin.

“How did you do that?”

“I was running.”

“Someone has to slow down until his feet catch up with his long legs.” Cassic tossed his pink hair before washing his hands and patching him up. “No running, walk. Go ahead, go back, and play.”

“Thank you.” The boy placed one foot in front of the other carefully until he was out of sight.

“Nothing can keep these kids down.”

“I think that’s the nature of kids. Are you getting old?” She crossed the room and kissed him before moving away.

“I feel younger when you're close.” Cassic started cleaning up his station. 

The new medbay as he continued to call it reminded her a lot of what was on the ship, but this was better. He was setting up a special place for whoever came after him.

“What brings you here? Whatever it is, can it bring you here tomorrow too?” The gems around his eye lit up, telling her he was teasing, but he meant it also.

“I was up on the hill with Leela.”

“Aww, you escaped this place to visit earth for a few minutes.” She glared at him for a minute before shaking her head. They called that hill earth. It was kind of nice.

“We were looking at the building site from a different point of view. It looks good. I think another month, and it will be small things left. When the rainy season comes, we should all be snug as a bug in a rug.” She looked up at the look on his face and wondered what his translator said. She’d ask, maybe after she stopped laughing at him.

“Why would you want to be an insect stuck in a rug?”

“On earth, if you’re a bug in a rug, your life is easy.”

“I feel sorry for your people. Do you all walk around wishing to be bugs with multiple legs rolled in a rug?” He shivered and then shrugged, letting it go.

She snorted. “Aww, you don’t know what you’re missing.”

He reached out, pulling her close. “I have you. The rest of your world can keep their secret affliction with bugs.”

She laughed into his shoulder, secretly agreeing with him. “I came with a question.” Reluctantly she moved back to give herself a chance to breathe.

“What’s on your mind?” He took her into his office so they could sit at his desk.

“Leela feels like someone is watching her. Which makes no sense. Who can watch her way out here? Heck, how do they even know where we are?”

“Think of your planet. Was there any place that was hard to monitor?”

“There were a couple of countries that made it hard for us to know what was happening inside their borders.”

“Did those in charge give up or find a way?”

“There is always a way.”

He picked her hand up and rubbed the glowing jewels at his wrist against her.

“There is always a way,” Payton repeated to herself. “If she feels like she’s being watched?”

“She’s probably being watched.”

“Which brings me to my next question. What’s the possibility that she has a tracking device on her. Hear me out before you say anything. I’m preparing for a takeover of the world. The one thing I need to do is get rid of the ruling family, but the queen is pregnant. How do I get rid of the child?” She got up and leaned over the desk until he was staring at him eye to eye. “Take it from me if a child dies the whole world mourns. Killing the child won’t help me. I’m not ready to make my move, anyway. I need a backup plan, so I chip the child. All I have to do is get someone sympathetic to my cause in the delivery room.

“This way, I can assure them I would never hurt a small defenseless child. I gain points, and I can keep my eye on a new enemy.” She held her breath as she waited for his input.

“Is that what would have happened on your planet?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. It always depends on who is in power or who wants power.”

“I think you may have a good idea. She wasn’t hurt and didn’t need me to do much of an examination. If she agrees, I can give her a physical looking for anything that might be activated and giving her presence away.”

“I’ll go talk to her. Thanks, Cassic.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

“What are you doing?” Leela asked when Payton sat next to her.

“When I was a kid, I used to look up at the stars and wonder what was out there. I concluded early in life that there was nothing outside of the stars. It made sense in a sort of quiet way. It also left me on edge. If there was nothing out there but stars that used to be planets like mine, why were they there? On my planet, we have these things called movies. Every movie has a certain sequence of events, a kind of cause, and effect. It doesn’t matter what movie or genre; there is always cause and effect. That’s a basic principle of human life. If I use that as a blueprint, then I was missing either the cause or effect of the stars. Low and behold, I was wrong. Here you are a different sentient being.”

Leela placed her finger in front of her mouth and whispered, shh. “You keep talking like that, and my people are going to hire you to teach me philosophy. I’m not sure I’d pass that class.”

“Smarty-pants. I thought about what we were talking about early. Do you feel like you’re still being watched?”

“It feels like I have a mark between my shoulder blades.”

“I talked to Cassic, and he is willing to give you an exam with the caveat of looking for any hitchhiker you could have picked up along the way.”

“Do you think someone is tracking me?”

“I don’t know, but it’s possible. Did you have searches looking for trackers?”

“No, my parents believed in taking people for their word. If you gave it, then they considered it binding.”

“Do you believe the same?”

“No, and yes. I believe your word. I would not believe a stranger who landed on this planet who gave his or her word.”

“There are very few people who I believe. Most people have to prove themselves, and several will never be able to pass that test.” Payton stood, “Let’s go see if I am worrying for nothing.”


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 

The lights on the bridge were on low. The silence reminded her of the eerie part of a horror film before the murderer makes his last attempt to drag you to hell. Neveah shivered. She didn’t need to be here. Her mates were in bed, probably doing interesting things to each other, all without her. That was where she wanted to be. Too bad this feeling that was hounding her wouldn’t go away. She raised her wrist, looking at the jewel that sat at her pulse point. She had one on both wrists. 

At first, she believed that it was just symbolic. Her mates said it would help her some, like making her faster and harder to kill. Both of those were things she could get behind. Now she knew it was more than that. These new feelings she had were attached to the jewels. She found herself being grateful to anything that made it easier for her to protect her mates.

“Second-in-Command Neveah, I have incoming. They are requesting to talk to Captain Rale.”

Hell no, she wanted to scream it out loud because it felt so good to think it.

“Put them through.” She didn’t ask who it was, and Sassy didn’t volunteer a name. They both knew they were working on plausible deniability.

“Captain Rale,” the distinctive voice said. He stopped when his eyes settled on Third-in-command Neveah. “Where is he?”

“Gen Jaymor, what a pleasure it is to see you. It’s been a while.”

“Neveah,” he sneered her name. “You could make Captains Rale’s life easier. Take off with the abomination and give us back our captain.”

“Do you think he would come to you with his dick tucked between his legs? I see him mounting a challenge across the universe to reunite with his mates. If he didn’t, I would. I leave you and your planet alone because that is where my mates come from, and they are safe with me. If you hurt them, took them, then you would feel the wrath of a human female. When we have nothing left to lose, we are at our most dangerous. Don’t forget it. What can I do for you?”

“Nothing. Have Captain Rale contact me about an incursion into our galaxy.” He cut the transmission.

Neveah held up a finger, knowing that Sassy could see her. She moved it slowly over her head. They waited.

“Connection cut Third-in-Command Neveah. Gen Jaymor tried to access a back door. Malic secured all the doors; he couldn’t infiltrate. He is looking for the Fulyer ship. That was all I was able to get before he realized I was in their system.”

“You did a great job, Sassy. Get me three different routes to our destination. Monitor where we are now taking evasive maneuvers and then fall back to the secondary route Julze programmed in.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Neveah gave her a wink before leaving the bridge.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“How was your day?” Payton asked Malic when he walked through their door. His tired smile was enough to make her heart beat faster.

“A little harder than I thought. Anyone who thinks just sitting in front of a computer is harder than a day of physical labor needs to change places with me.”

Malic had been acting as their foreman on the construction site. It was amazing what he was able to do with a set of diagrams.

“You’re doing a great job.”

“You say that every night.” He wrapped his arms around her, holding her still for a deep kiss.

“Are you too tired for dessert?”

“I’d have to be dead to be too tired for that.”

“The soni is calling your name,” she laughed and shoved at him. He stumbled like he couldn’t stand her mighty push. “I’m getting dinner since both you and Cassic came home late.”

Malic passed Cassic as he came from the soni. They stopped to share a deep kiss that Payton took her time admiring. There was something about seeing her males kiss that did something inside her stomach. Those butterflies flapped their wings, but seeing their love for each other calmed her down. She felt included even when she wasn’t on the receiving end of a kiss.

Tonight, hopefully, things were going to change. She was aware of the time passing. Cassic was getting weaker even though he hid it well. According to him, he was doing better than he had for a long time. She knew it was because of her, but it didn’t make her feel better. Her males were going to die because she couldn’t be what they needed. She was what they wanted, and sometimes it was all that mattered.

There were no candles. That meant the lights get turned down low.

“Are you trying to kill me?” Cassic groused when he walked into a piece of furniture.

“I’m setting the mood, making it sexy.”

“Setting the mood?” He slid behind her with no problems, wrapping her in his embrace. “Tell me about this sexy mood.”

Her cheeks flushed. She ignored them and decided to act like he couldn’t see the flush.

“On earth, I might have bought some sexy panties or a teddy.”

“A stuffed bear?” She leaned back against him and laughed.

“I love how the translator works at times. We call stuffed bears teddy bears, but this teddy is a sexy night garment meant to be worn by a sexy person when enticing her or his male.”

“I like what you wear.”

“Maybe one day we’ll swing past earth, or we’ll have a chance to go shopping on one of the planets, and I’ll show you what you’re missing.” Her heart missed a beat when she remembered they wouldn’t be around that long.

“It’s a date.” His husky voice was in her ear. “We’ll go when the falling water comes back. That will be their punishment for leaving us all alone to do the hard work.”

She turned around to kiss him. She would live in this moment with him. It was better than dwelling on a future without him.

“Have a seat.” She led him to the table. By the time Malic came out, she had the table set, and they were waiting for him. She listened to them trade stories as she watched them.

“Payton, what’s wrong?” Malic was watching her.

“Nothing. I was thinking about being a child. I thought my life would be like this growing up. I’d find the perfect person who loved me, and I’d sit at the dinner table and listen while he talked, and then he would listen to me. My life would be like a throwback to one of those black and white shows on television. It didn’t happen that way. Then I stumbled upon you, both of you. It’s like a dream come true.”

“I couldn’t have dreamed you with all the time in the world,” Cassic told her. “At some point, I bowed my head and gave in to the realization that death was my future. Then I met you, stubborn and beautiful.” He walked over to her before bending down to kiss her. “Do you want?”

“Yes, yes, with both of you. Yes, to both of you. I’ve waited for a lifetime, and I don’t want to miss what will be the happiest days of my life.”

Cassic picked her up, carrying her to bed. “We’ll worry about cleaning up later.”

“Much later,” she nibbled on his jaw. When her back hit the bed, she sat up and scrambled out her clothes. They weren’t any sexier than her body was, and she didn’t want them in her way later. She laid back to find both Malic and Cassic were staring at her. For a minute she had forgotten her stomach and how her breast sagged. She wasn’t that skinny, half-starved woman she used to be.

“I could start eating only once a day.” The woman who was insecure spoke. She wanted to hide since her abs weren’t tight, and you couldn’t bounce a quarter off her ass. There was no running a marathon for her or wearing the latest size zero dress to come off the designer rack. Those days were long gone and would never come back.

“Why?” Malic asked.

“He means, why would you ruin perfection?” Cassic’s hand came out, wanting to touch before he drew it back.

“You mean that?” It was hard for her to wrap her head around the fact that when they looked at her, they saw a desirable woman.

“I want to touch you,” Cassic voice rang out. It was deeper as if the need was winding its way through him.

“I’m all yours, touch me.”

He made short work of getting out of his clothes before joining her. She looked over to find Malic doing the same. Damn, she knew they were gorgeous, but this was without words. The long lines of their muscles covered with their blue flesh were something she could look at and drool over every day for the rest of her life and not get enough. She wanted to lick their abs while her finger traced over every defined muscle they had.

“I can’t believe that two males so beautiful on the inside and outside want me.”

“I thought the same when Malic wanted me.” Cassic took his hand to his stomach. “I’m not as hard as he is. I’m softer and honestly. I thought no one would want me. I never realized the appeal of soft until I met you.” He placed his hand on her stomach, caressing her. I love your softness and how it compares with Malic’s hardness. 

Malic’s hand joined Cassic’s. They both moved slowly over her body, getting to know her. Cassic stopped when he got close to her breasts. A smile tugged at her lips. He always stopped there. Not tonight. She took his hand, walking it over to her breasts until he was touching the top of one.

“I bet your hand is big enough to hold my whole breast if you wanted to. I can’t imagine how it would feel for you to caress it or use your fingers to play with my nipple. That would be marvelous. Yes, I know it would.”

His breath came out ragged as his eyes got wide. The feel of his warm palm cupping her breast was enough to undo her. She caught her breath as she waited to see what came next. He explored her breast, caressing it with his fingers. The look of awe on his face made her feel like a million dollars. Then there was a second sensation as Malic touched her other breast.

Dear Lord in heaven, what had she done to deserve this? She trailed her fingers down their arms as they made her want to have her nipples played with. They were half-hard and begging to be touched. When he caressed her nipple, her hips came off the mattress. 

“Again,” her voice was broken with pent up need. 

Cassic took her nipple between his fingers and pulled gently.

“Yes, that. That feels so good.”

Malic was right behind him, pulling on her other nipple. “I wonder if Payton likes some same things you do.”

With his eyes trained on Cassic, he stuck his tongue out to Payton’s nipple with a warm lick.

“Yes, she likes it. Do it again.” Malic laughed at her authoritative voice.

“I think I heard a quiet, small voice say she liked it. It was so faint I barely heard it.”

She rolled her eyes at his joke until he took her whole nipple into his mouth and began to suck.

“Yes, this. Don’t stop.”

Cassic took her other nipple into his mouth. They had contests who could make her the hardest or make her cry out the most. Then they would vary the sucking, so she only had to concentrate on one nipple at a time. Her hands lifted as she caressed their arms before she managed to slide one around each other, touching whatever skin she could find.

“If you keep that up.” Her hips were wiggling in the air. It had been forever since her body felt like this. She was about to go up like a Roman candle. A feeling of wetness took over between her legs as her voice started to beg along with little mewling sounds.

“Please, I need it.” They pulled at her nipples, taking her higher, then Malic looked at Cassic, and both heads bobbed in agreement.

Together they twisted her nipples. She screamed as her body went up in smoke. The last thing she saw was smiles of pleasure on their faces as her eyes slid shut.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 

The feeling of a caress over her mid-section encouraged her eyes to open. Payton opened her eyes slowly, a smile still lingering on her lips. 

“Hi, guys.” They rocked her world. She wanted round two. Was that being greedy? Her pussy was contracting at the thought of being filled by them. 

“How do you feel?” Cassic asked her.

“Good. Better than good. I feel like I was flying and then wow.”

“You came apart so beautifully,” Malic leaned over to kiss her.

“It’s what the two of you do to me.” She reached out, wanting to stroke them both. Her hands itched to touch them.

“Touch me, Payton,” Cassic whispered in her ear, taking her hand, and placing it over his heart.

She licked her lips; she wanted to touch him, to touch them. There was still that small part that was telling her to stop, not to put herself out there like that. She got it; it made perfect sense to her. Placing her hand flat on Cassic’s chest, she pushed him backward until he was lying on the bed.

“Let me make love to you.” She kissed him, taking over his mouth. His tongue dueled with hers in the best way. When he licked her tongue twining his around her, she felt like she was in heaven.

Malic’s hand caressed down her spine, causing her to shiver with the pleasure of it. She kissed her way down to Cassic’s neck while Malic did the same to hers. It was a feedback system that she never experienced before. Whatever she did to Cassic, Malic did to her. If it had just stopped there, she could have enjoyed it and maybe walked away.

It was more than feedback. There was a feeling reaching down into her soul to an empty place she didn’t know existed. She could feel Malic touching her there, like he was claiming a piece of her for himself. Then there was Cassic. His touch was so different. With the precision of a surgeon, he carved a place out for himself, burrowing in deep, making that part of her home. She never experienced anything like this before, didn’t know it could exist. Hands moved, lips moved on the outside. On the inside, they became the triad; they asked her to join. She blinked fast, knowing that when she lost her males, she’d be lost too.

“Payton?” 

“I see both of you. You shine so brightly. I want to be with you, one with you.”

“We want you, love. I think we wanted you from the moment that bird of yours looked up at us with defiance as he protected you.”

She giggled. “He is something else. I’ll be sad when he leaves. Now, fewer words and more.” She spun her hand around the three of them.

Malic picked her up while Cassic turned over. It was easy to see that they were on one accord as far as who was going to make love to Payton first. He placed her on Cassic, spreading her legs over him.

“I never thought I’d get to ride this ride.”

“Oh, the ride is so much better when it's in progress,” Malic growled into her ear.

Together they took her apart bit by bit. They kissed and licked her while she did the same to Cassic. She sucked on a nipple and couldn’t get enough. He growled at her, encouraging her to do it harder.

“Somebody likes this.” She nibbled on his nipples before pulling them. His hips moved his cock swung rubbing against her ass. Malic placed his hand over his cock, using it to rub between the crack. She struggled to breathe as sensations she never felt before flooded her. “Oh! That feels good.”

They gave a deep-throated rumble as she worked her way down Cassic’s body. She would take her time to reach around and pull Malic in for a deep kiss before she started caressing or licking and teasing Cassic again.

When her pussy was finally over his thick cock, she took a minute to rub herself against him. Her eyes closed in bliss. “I want to feel you deep inside of me.”

She moved down just enough so she could get a good look at his cock. It was thick and blue. She giggled as she thought of an eggplant. If it were green, she would have to laugh, loudly. She loved the shape of the head as if it were meant to be sucked on. Her tongue licked her lips. One day she’d suck them both. Right now, watching pre-cum slid from the tip was enough to make her cum again. This time she wanted to feel his cum inside of her.

Malic’s hand went between her legs, rubbing against her slit.

“Do that again.” She dropped against his body as her pussy tried to take him in. He got closer to her, whispering what he was going to do to her as she took Cassic’s cock deep into her body. “Yes, please,” she whimpered.

He placed his hand on Cassic’s cock and began to move it against her folds. Cassic’s eyes closed in ecstasy.

“How am I supposed to hold on, with the heat of your pussy searing me and the tightness of Malic’s grip has on me?” He was in heaven as his dick struggled to get closer to Payton.

Cassic surged upward as Payton came down. A primal scream left them as he opened her up to a brave new blue world. 

“Oh, hell, you’re big. You are not a dickless wonder.”

“You’re already a step ahead of the ex.” Malic teased as his fingers teased over her crack. They wandered back and forth, keeping her on edge as she tried to get her rhythm with Cassic.

“Ignore me,” Malic sank one finger deep to caress her rosette. 

Righty, like she could ignore… “What did you do?” It felt like Cassic got even bigger inside of her. He was touching her everywhere. There was such a wicked look on his face that all she could do was close his eyes and ride him. Malic was so right. There was no way to understand the pleasure of the ride until you took it.

“Yes, please. Again.” She whimpered as he took her higher. Malic’s finger caressing her rosette that way he was doing added another layer of pleasure. “I need, I want.”

“What do you want, Payton?” Malic’s growl in her ear almost made her lose it.

“You, both of you.” She reached out and took his cock into her hand while she rode Cassic harder, wilder. She could feel the kick of their cocks getting ready to shoot even as her own body was gearing up to off.

Cassic grabbed her hips and surged up, changing his angle to hit her a little deeper. She screamed as her body came apart in his hands. A shot of pure magic shot up her spine, telling her that the first time was not a fluke. Fireworks, the kind she dreamed of as a teen went off inside of her. There were flashes of color in front of her eyes that she couldn’t explain and didn’t want to try. 

She lost herself in a sea of fireworks before she collapsed on Cassic.

 

*~*~*~*

 

Payton opened her eyes to find herself the meat in a Payton sandwich. She stretched, enjoying the pleasant tiredness in her body and the jump in her heart as she watched her males sleeping. Their ink-black lashes against the blue of their skin fascinated her. Everything about them fascinated her.

“Are you awake?” 

She turned to look at Cassic, who was smiling at her. “I am. I didn’t want to wake either of you.”

“I’m good. Malic is tired. He did a lot yesterday.” She rolled over and kissed him.

“We should take a shower and let him sleep in.”

“He’ll miss the soni.”

“There will be another time. He needs to sleep now.” They crept out of bed and went to get clean. Payton made breakfast, and they took it outside to enjoy.

“About last night.” She looked at him. His cheeks were turning a dark blue.

“I never realized that you could blush like me. I love it. I also loved last night. I’m hoping that there are a lot more nights like that.”

“I remember feeling this way the first time with Malic.”

“You did?”

They were sitting outside in what she dubbed deck chairs. They were still at the temporary shelter they put up on the first day. The house she envisioned was almost ready. The closer it got to being done, the more she hated it. It represented one day closer to them leaving. He reached over and caught her chair, drawing it closer. When she was close enough, he lifted her legs and placed them across his.

“I was young when I first met Malic. I was on a medical career path, and he was always working with a computer. Supposedly I was the one worth pursuing due to my career path. You’ve seen Malic. I would have gone after him if he worked in the garbage disposal unit.”

“Hot is hot.”

“I knew I didn’t have a chance. I would watch him as he walked around the school. Then one day, he casually asked me to lunch. Who me? I remember looking around for who he was talking too. I think I walked on air that whole day. Others looked at us when we started to date. They were sure that he was using me. Then he became part of the elite group of Hasians that worked on the new AI system that kept our world running seamlessly. Eventually, they paired as a couple; I didn’t believe it. I kept waiting for it to blow up or for him to sleep with me and get bored. He never did.”

“I know what you mean. It’s kind of how I feel now. You can’t see yourself, and Malic can’t see himself, but I see both of you perfectly. You’re drool-worthy, and any female worth her salt would be willing to be part of your union.”

“How many of them would be willing to help people they didn’t know after a brief five-minute tutorial? How many of them would come to care for a bird wanting it to live even if she couldn’t?”

“How did you… who told you that?”

“I know people or animals.” He tilted his head before taking off her shoes and messaging her feet.

“It was like you were handing me a lifeline when you pressed me into service. You gave me a second chance I didn’t ask for and wasn’t sure I wanted. Thank you, I’ve wanted to say that for a while now.”

“No thanks necessary. You ended up saving all our lives.”

“What now?” She wiggled her feet in pleasure. “Your hands are magic.”

“Now, we go on.”

It felt like the easiest and the hardest thing to do. Time wasn’t their friend, and once again, she wouldn’t get her happy ever after. Maybe, if she were lucky or blessed, they would leave a reminder of who they were behind for her to love.

                                                                                                                                                                                                                               


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 

Payton paced the small area inside of Cassic’s medbay before throwing herself into a chair. Several minutes passed before she jumped up and started pacing again.

“Payton,” Malic took her into his arms. “You know Cassic will do everything in his power to make sure Leela comes through.”

When Cassic examined Leela, he found a tracker surgically implanted. To neutralize it, he needed to perform surgery on her. They kept it quiet and set up the procedure. That’s why only Payton and Malic were keeping vigil.

“She’ll make it, and then we’ll all laugh about it,” Malic told her, rubbing her back.

She dropped her head onto his chest but didn’t say anything. It was all coming to ahead. The rainy season was close. Leela’s people were tracking her. Was it too late to destroy the tracker, or would Leela die like Malic and Cassic? Her life was coming apart, and there was nothing she could do. Once again, she was in the passenger seat watching as the car went over the cliff. It didn’t matter how many times she tried applied the brakes.

“They’re going to come for her, aren’t they?”

“it’s a possibility.” He led her over to a chair and sat. Then he pulled her, so she was straddling his lap. “When the Dequil died, we thought that would be the end of it.”

“You thought?”

“I was in a few meetings with the command team. They wanted to access the potential of being attacked a second time. The Dequil you defeated was prepared to go down with the ship. If he didn’t report back in, we assumed Leela would be forgotten.”

“That would have happened if not for the tracker.”

“Someone wanted to make sure she was good and dead.”

“Now they find us on this planet. There aren’t enough if us to put up a fight.”

“Will that stop you from fighting?”

“No,” she shook her head. She was in this to the very end. 

“Then we’ll find a way.” 

She dropped her head on Malic’s shoulder and allowed him to rock her as she hummed the battle hymn of the republic. It oddly seemed to fit.

Cassic walking through the door startled them. “The two of you look good like that.”

“You look like hell.” Payton went to him, wrapping her arms around him.

“The Cassillians buried that tracker deep, and it had barbed ends that melded to her flesh like it was part of her. She’ll be in pain when she wakes.” He looked around with a blank expression on his face. “Is the control of a rock worth it?”

“It is to some males,” Malic told them. They both thought about their planet and what happened to keep the truth from being known.

“I’ll stay with her.”

Cassic shook his head. “Go home. I don’t know how long it will be until she wakes up. When she does, I’ll go over everything that happened with her and then have Malic send you over. It’ll be easier this way.”

“Are you sure?” She fussed this over his clothes, reluctant to leave him.

“I’ll get some sleep while I’m babysitting her.” Payton pulled him down to kiss him. 

“When you get home, I want you to take a nap. I don’t like seeing you like this.”

“I’ll get some sleep, I promise.” He gave her one more kiss before falling into Malic’s arm, kissing him.

 

“I don’t like seeing him like that,” Payton said after they made it back to their house.

“He wants to do as much as possible for you while he still can.”

“I,” she rubbed at the tear falling down her cheek. 

“Cassic and I accepted this a long time ago. You’re still new to it.”

“It doesn’t make it right, and it sure as hell is not fair. I never could understand why when I saw people die young.”

“I have no answers. I do know that sometimes we lose.”

She nodded. That’s what it felt like, losing when someone close to you died for no reason at all. Payton took his hands, her fingers fitting perfectly between him.

“Take me to bed, Malic.” He scooped her up like she was his princess and carried her to their bedroom.

“There was a time I couldn’t imagine anyone except Cassic in my bed. Even when I knew we were both going to die, I couldn’t see a third. Then I met you. It took a while, but the more I saw you, the more I wondered what you would look like splayed out on my bed with your hair in a glorious cascade.”

“Glorious cascade?” She whispered as he placed his knee on the bed. Then he crawled to her.

Her stomach twisted with need. The way he kneeled over her made her feel like she was prey. The urge to run was hitting the barrier of her skin while a part of her wanted to surrender.

“My body doesn’t know what to do.” She made a move to roll off the bed. He caught her, caging her in with his arms.

“Mine,” It was rough. Her pussy fluttered as wetness came from her.

“Maybe I don’t belong to anyone but myself.” Her chin jutted out. She met his eyes defiantly.

“It’s so cute that you believe that.” She had to laugh. He was throwing her words back into her face.

“It’s amazing the things I believe.”

“I’ve noticed that.” He leaned down and nibbled on her bottom lip until she opened it with a gasp. His tongue swept in nice and smooth as he devoured her mouth, claiming her for the world to know who she belonged to.

“Malic,” she moaned out.

“Mine.”

“Yours.”

“And Cassic’s.” She was theirs, and with two little words, he made everything okay.

“I belong to both of you.”

He chuckled and began kissing her neck. She loved it when he kissed her there. It was this erogenous zone that she never realized she had until they came along to uncover it for her.

“I love the way you move when I touch you.” He moved down to her pouting breasts. “Look at your perk nipples.”

Funny to think that she was proud of her size b cup. There was a time when she was an A and she had been mighty proud of it. Now she liked her body. She wasn’t the skinny chick willing to starve herself for a pet of affection like she was a dog panting to be acknowledged. The more she accepted herself, the more she loved her curves. The wider her male’s eyes got with lust, the more she felt like a goddess. A quick move had her thrusting out one thigh.

Malic’s eyes followed her thigh until his hand rested there. “How can your skin be so pale and beautiful at the same time?”

The fact that he loved her for who she was and not because her skin was supposed to be some creamy expression of perfection made her heart skip beats. He sucked a bit of skin on her hip as his fingers dived between her legs. He stroked her slit, teasing her. The moisture on his hands made her want to thrust up, but she knew he liked to play. When she was sure she couldn’t take any more, his fingers went to her clit. 

She was so sensitive, just a flick of his fingers made her want to swear in several languages. With her translator, she could accomplish that.

She whined. Later she’d think about that. Now she was thrusting her hips up as she tried to capture his head to force it between her legs.

“You’re so greedy.” His head lowered, taking her clit into his mouth. She might feel bad if his words hadn’t been spoken with need and possession. He sucked on her while his fingers opened her up slowly. It didn’t matter how many times they made love to her or which one it was. They treated her like she was a precious mate to be made love to tenderly.

“I need you deep inside of me.” She was trying to ride his finger. She needed more than one. He was teasing her, driving her higher but never giving her the pleasure she sought. When he added a second one, she could have cried in relief, but it wasn’t enough. She needed bigger, thicker, longer. She needed his cock buried deep within her.

“Malic,” She groaned. There was nothing else to say. He pushed her back onto the mattress before he rose over her. He was like aqua man rising from the depths of the ocean or the god of space becoming mortal enough to step foot on the planet they inhabited. He was everything she ever wanted and so much more.

Her legs went to the side even as he found a place for his marvelous hips between them. His fingers cupped her jaw before he thrust.

“Hell, yeah,” came out in gurgled sounds as she slid deep inside of her. She felt it again. That place inside of her that she didn’t know existed. It reached out and welcomed Malic home. This time was different. She could see a lock that started with her and led to him. Then there was one come back. But that wasn’t it. There was another one from her to Cassic and back. There was one from Malic to Cassic. They were a triangle, a triad.

“What were you expecting?”

This couldn’t be real. It was her imagination, but she felt compelled to answer.

“Sex. I thought to be a real triad, we all had to join, to become one.”

“Do you believe it is the joining of the physical body that makes a couple?”

“Yeah, to some degree.”

“Then what about those who are incapable of sex? Are their marriages null and void?”

She never thought about it. “I don’t know.”

“Sex and love don’t go hand in hand. Not even in a triad relationship. It’s not the sex that joins you; it’s the love. Remember that. Enjoy.”

Malic thrust deep, bringing her back to herself. She screamed out when he twisted inside of her. How did he do that? She didn’t care. Her fingers latched onto his shoulders, riding the waves that he started inside of her.

“Want you… need you.” Her words came out broken as he pulled her hips off the bed and began to drill into her. She wrapped her legs around him, holding on as her pussy convulsed around his cock. 

“Deeper, harder.” She loved it when he lost control and took her to the edge. Right where pain and pleasure battled each other for her attention. He always managed to make… her pants were louder as a high keening sound came from her. 

Lightning zinged up her spine, touching every place in her body before exploding around her. She was a live wire burning everything close. Malic’s deep growl of pleasure came next. The sound of it made her stomach convulse with more need as a second-round went off. He flooded the inside of her with his come as she shouted. When she finally came down, she looked around for the marching band. She was sure she heard a band as well as a sports commentator telling the crowd how well she had done.

When she could manage it, she opened one eye to find Malic as exhausted-looking as she felt. There was a gold thread tying them together. All was right in her world for a little while.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 

“How are you feeling?” Cassic watched as Leela blinked her eyelids and slowly came back online.

“I made it?”

“You made it with flying colors.” He held out the tracking device to show her.

“You did it.” The smile that came over her face made his heart wrench, but he kept his emotions from showing.

“I did what I told you I would.”

“Doesn’t matter, does it? They have my coordinates. They will still come.”

“Tomorrow’s a mystery. All we have to go on is today.”

“Yeah, still, it sucks.”

“Payton is rubbing off on you.”

She gave a shaky laugh. “I thought she would be here.”

“I sent her home and told her I’d let Malic know when you woke.”

“Thank you. Is there anything else?”

Cassic held her gaze with a calculating gleam. “Do you trust me?”

“What?”

“Do you trust me?”

The little bit of strength that she had seemed to desert her, making her look like the teenager she was.

“Payton asked me about trust. My parents were the kind that if you gave your word, they believed you. They didn’t believe a person would go back on their word. I know better. I’m here because people say one thing when doing another.”

He settled back into the chair and waited for her to go on.

“The answer is no. I’m not very trusting. I don’t think I’ll grow out of it. There’s no telling what tomorrow will bring.” She held up the tracker that still had traces of her blood on it. “Are you trustworthy?”

“I am.”

“Yeah, that didn’t help.”

He gave her a brilliant smile. “I didn’t think it would.”

“What each person considers trustworthy is just a bit different from the other. I trust Payton, I told her so. You should be a no brainer. You saved my people, then operated on me to take out the tracker. Those things should move me towards believing in you. They don’t.” She looked up at him, but nothing had changed. He was still sitting there watching her with a brilliant smile.

“When I said I trust Payton. I meant I trust her one hundred percent. I’d follow her into a blazing ship based on the strength of my trust. Interesting what trust will do to you. Do I trust you? Yes, but not because of who you are. I trust you because Payton trusts you one hundred percent. Whatever you do, don’t throw away her love.”

“I can live with trust that comes through my mate. Hang on; she’ll be here in a few.” He leaned over and pulled the cover around her shoulders. There was a part of him that wished he could see a leader. All he saw was a teen who needed a family. His mate needed a family too.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Do you think Cassic would be upset if he knew what we were up too?”

“Do you get upset when you think of Cassic and me together?”

She was shaking her head even as her eyes got wide. “That’s so hot.”

“You answered your question. I also sent him a few mental images. He plans to get you alone as soon as possible.”

“Mmm, I like that idea alone or the three of us. Do you feel strange sometimes?” 

“Are you feeling sick?”

“No, but there are times when I feel, I swear, I feel something. It moves inside of me. At times I think it’s making a home in me or making room for others.”

He picked her hand up and placed it on his chest. “There are times I ache here. I know that I have a partial bond with Cassic. It’s the other part of the bond that’s calling me, but I don’t want anyone other than you.”

“I feel the same about you and Cassic.” She tilted her head. “Did you hear a whisper?”

“Cassic was speaking to me. He says that you can see Leela. She’s asking about you. Did you hear that?”

“No, it felt like a whisper over my skin.” She kissed him before getting up. “I’ll send Cassic home. I already know he needs to take a soni, eat, and get some sleep.”

“Are you going to spend the night there?”

“Not if I don’t have to. I hate not sleeping with my males.” She changed clothes and was out the door.

The walk wasn’t that long, but it gave her a chance to think about what was coming up in her life. She wanted to hold on tight and refuse to let go. That would cause more trouble than any of them needed. All she could do was fight for what was hers and accept what happens. 

“Anyone miss me?” Payton walked in with a light voice, refusing to show how much she hurt when she thought of her pseudo-family.

“Right on time.” Cassic met her at the door with a tight hug and a kiss. “Leela is lying down.”

“Does she have to stay here?”

“Yes. I have the monitors on her. If anything happens, I’ll be alerted immediately.”

“That means she can’t go home?”

“There’s no one there to watch over her.”

“So, as long as she has someone with her, she’s okay to leave.”

“Payton.”

She threw her hands up. “I’m just asking.”

“Yes, if she had someone who lived with her full time, then she could go home. I don’t want her alone.”

“I wish every male in the universe was like you or Malic. Eat and get some rest. I’ll see you soon.” She watched him leave before going into the room where Leela was waiting for her.

“How do you feel?”

“Like I just had surgery?”

“I’d hate for you to miss that ‘someone beat me up all over’ feeling that only surgery can bring.”

Leela choked as she tried to laugh. “Don’t make me laugh; it hurts more.”

“Sorry, baby girl.”

“Baby girl?”

“Yeah, about right now, you look like you’re three. Your dark skin is flushed with pink, and you look like you just went through the wringer. I want to crawl in bed with you and place you on my lap so I can rock you and take away all your pain.”

“You should be a mom.”

“We don’t always get what we want.”

Leela held up the tracker she had clutched in her hand. “Did you see this?”

“I did, it's still putting out a signal.”

“It doesn’t matter if it’s inside or out. It’s determined to end my life.”

“We could destroy it.”

“Let’s do it.”

Payton searched until she found the hammer. They placed the tracker on the floor, then Payton beat it to a pulp. 

“Well, I feel good.”

Leela tried to cover her mouth as she giggled at Payton.

“Now, is this your idea of a great place to stay, or do you think we should move you to a better bed?”

“Cassic said.”

“Leela, are you blushing?”

“No, besides, he’s old!”

Payton walked up to her hands on her hips. Then she bent down until she was in her ear and whispered, “some of the best ones are.” They laughed together until tears came. “You keep those hands to yourself, missy, he is mine.”

Leela went to protest, but the sparkle of life and love in Payton’s eyes said it all.

“Now, are you ready to go home?”

“I wish I could, but I live alone.” The heaviness of being the leader of her small group settled on her shoulders.

“How about you let me carry that burden, and I’ll help you get dressed?” Silently they got her clothes on.

“You know they’re coming for me.”

“Maybe they won’t have noticed the tracker.”

“I wish I could believe that one. You don’t even believe it.”

“Doesn’t stop me from praying for it.”

“One day, you will have to tell me about your gods.”

“One day.”

“When they come, I’m going to go with them as long as they will leave everyone else in peace.”

“What did we say about believing in people?” Payton helped her stand, and they started the walk back to her house.

“Aren’t we going in the wrong direction?”

“Nope, I’m taking you home.” They walked in the door to find Malic and Cassic setting the table.

“Told you she’d be here before it was time to eat.” Malic went to open the door to Leela’s room.

“You can decorate the room however you want.” They were standing on the threshold. Leela was staring in the room. Her mouth lightly dropped in shock.

“You did this for me? How did you know?” The room was done with a bright lavender and accents of black. “It beautiful.”

The room reminded Payton of something she had seen on a teenager’s post once. She hadn’t been sure, but when Leela’s friends told her Leela’s favorite colors, she couldn’t resist.

“I’m glad you like it. You may be the leader of your people, but until you get a little older, you have a house and a family right here.”

“How old,” Leela asked, trying to keep her voice from shaking.

“How old do you have to be until you can leave?”

“Something like that.” She walked into the room, placing her hand along the black strip in the room.

“Let me put it this way if you’re still living here when you're fifty, I won’t complain.

Leela wrinkled her nose before throwing herself into Payton’s arms. Neither said anything as they held each other.

“Thank you,” Leela whispered, trying to hide her face.

“No, baby girl, thank you. I put some clothes in there for you. Fluffy pajamas. Humor me. Come out when you’re ready to eat.”

Payton took a deep breath and turned around to face the fire.

“You should put on your own fuzzy pajama’s,” Malic kissed her before going back to the kitchen.

“You do look a little uncomfortable.” Cassic shot her a look as he slipped a tee over his head.

Why was she surprised? They got her long before they set up house together. This was her family. No, they didn’t look alike, but that was okay. When she was on the earth sticking with her own, she had nothing and no one. Here she was out in space doing things she never believed possible, and she had this family that if she were on earth would be looked down on. If she had known that her life of pain would lead her here to this time and space where love meant something, she would have volunteered.

A quick change later, she was in the kitchen with Malic and Cassic, who were grumbling over which one made the best dinner. Leela curled up in a chair they brought in for her. Everyone was laughing and throwing in comments. It was the family she always wanted. It was made up of two blue males, one black teen, and herself. The only thing they were missing was a baby.

“Payton,” Leela called her over.

“Don’t try to get out of dinner.”

“I’m not. I want you to do something for me?” She picked at the cover that was tucked around her shoulders and waist. Cassic didn’t think she was warm enough without it.

“Do I want to hear this?”

“No more than I want to say it. Protect my people if I don’t make it. They are the last, the few, the faithful.”

“Leela.”

Leela raised her hand, stopping Payton. “Please, this is important. They are coming; I can feel them drawing closer. We, the casillians are prized for our planet. It produces the neon light that most of the galaxy has come to rely on. As times have gotten harder for our people, its production has decreased. That’s what the ones who took over my planet want. In order for the planet to open to them, they must kill me and then convince the planet they are worthy of its sacrifice. They will never be worthy, and the planet will never produce a large quantity of neon again.

“I have always wondered why the citizens never asked why the light looked so much like us.” She placed her hand on her chest and closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was holding a brightly colored lavender stone in her hand that was veined with black.

“That came from you.”

“It did.” The stone matched her hair and skin color perfectly. “How could others on your planet not know?”

“In order to know, you had to be one of the few who loved what the planet stood for. You had to remember whence we came from. Each one of my people is a descendant of the faithful and carry within them the ability to produce the stones needed to keep our economy our world prosperous. Take care of them for me.”


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 

“Life is messy.” Payton turned and watched as Cassic walked into the room. “Is she alright?”

“I did another exam and gave her a muscle relaxer to help her sleep. You’re right life is messy. That doesn’t mean we give up on it. Malic and I would be dead if we hadn’t fought back.”

“How do we fight for Leela? Her people are not warriors. By my count, we have one hundred fifty with us. Fifty of them are under the age of eighteen. Roughly thirty of them seem to be over the age of sixty-five. That leaves us seventy able bodies that know nothing about fighting. We have eight Hasians that includes the two of you. They’re not warriors either, although they have an advantage being trained by both the second and the third in command. I figure even if we employ guerilla warfare were dead in the water.”

“Guerilla warfare?”

“I’m not an expert, but in the movies, all the able body people get together and hide in the trees. They fight the intruders off when they come.”

“It could work.” Malic grabbed a tablet by the bed.

“Are you kidding me? Seventy people to possibly hundreds from a ship.”

“We can give her up when they come looking for her.”

Payton huffed and turned over in bed. After a few minutes, she rolled over again. “If that’s all we can do.”

“We have two choices, love, we either fight for her or give her up. How about you choose?”

“You know the answer.”

“Tomorrow, we start making a plan. We’ll get everyone who can fight to help us and find a place for everyone else to stay.”

“I’ll be fighting.” She folded her arms over her chest, waiting for them to protest.

“We can’t do this without you,” Cassic told her.

She stared at him, looking for the catch. After a while, she nodded her head. He was serious, and that’s all she needed to know.

“How many days do you think?”

“Two,” Malic told her.

“What?” She sat up in bed between them. “How do you know?”

“When you asked to have Leela examined, I started looking for possible ships coming our way. When Cassic was able to not only see the device but help me find the frequency, I increased the broadcast signal to find the receiver. They’ll be here in two days.”

“You’ll still be here.” She hated the whine that was in her voice, but she didn’t want to do this without them. 

“We’re not leaving you.” Malic pulled her close. Cassic snuggled up behind her as their hands started to roam over her. 

They began to kiss and caress her. Her eyes went half-mast as she touched them. She loved the way they felt under her hands. How long and lean their muscles were. What she loved more was the feelings inside of her. There was an acceptance of who she was. Neither of them tried to change her, even when she was trying to change herself. They found happiness with the earth reject. A strangled chuckle came out.

“You’re laughing?” Malic nipped at her ear.

“I thought if you heard me call myself an earth reject, you wouldn’t like it.”

Cassic growled at her. “That ball of blue lost the best thing it ever had.”

“I agree, make love to me.”

They came together fast. Cassic sank deep within her. Her mouth opened; she worked to swallow her cries of pleasure. Cassic’s eyes flew open as Malic sank into him.

This was heaven. Payton held on tight, trying to enjoy every thrust and groan. She loved the feeling of Cassic deep within her and then Malic driving him just a bit deeper when he slammed into his ass. She quivered as Cassic hit her spot. The one that made her see colors as sound and sound as flavors that she’d never tasted before. A ragged plea for more left her lips as she worked on moving her hips just enough for the thick head of Cassic cock to pound into her. Her nerves fired as small little quakes went through her body. She clung onto sanity, wanting to enjoy the feeling and the combined presence of her males loving her. 

Malic adjusted himself until her hand was between her legs, playing with her pussy as well as Cassic’s cock. She wasn’t going to last. When Cassic gave her that look, the one he perfected when making love to her, she knew. His hips picked up speed like he was a drill going for the gold. The imaginary chain she saw holding them together flashed colors before she lost all sense of anything except the pleasure swamping her. She screamed her release, not caring who heard her. Two male voices followed her over the edge of the waterfall into the rushing waters below. Tossed and thrown onto the shoreline, but nothing touched her except the pleasure of making love to her males.

She sighed, contentedly, when someone washed her so she wouldn’t stick to the bed in the morning. With more contentment than she believed one person could have, she went to sleep. 

 

Leela gingerly made her way into the kitchen the next morning. Payton's head was down as a flush worked its way from her neck to her forehead.

“I’m hoping this is the source of the food I smell.” She sat in her chair from last night, trying to turn to keep from hurting too much.

“It will be done soon. How was your night?” Malic asked her.

“At first, it was a little loud. Then I discovered there was a program built into the room that recreated the sounds of different planets. There was one in there for Casillian. It was like being home again.” Her voice was soft when she said it.

Payton turned to look at Malic. The jewels around his eyes glowed. She sent him a silent thank you. He always thought about her. They thought about her and what they could do on any given day to make her life better. This was part of love that she didn’t know existed before they came into her life.

“What are we going to do if my enemies come?” Leela’s words broke the happy bubble Payton was floating in.

“We fight,” Malic told her.

She nodded her head. “The stones are important.”

“No, they aren’t. You’re important. We fight for you and your people who are now our people,” Cassic told her.

A tear slid down her face. Payton moved around her until Leela was in her arms. 

“We love you, baby girl.” Leela sniffed and buried her head in Payton’s chest. 

“Enough crying, you need to eat, and then another exam. After that, Malic has a plan.”

Leela sat up and wiped her eyes. “I’m ready.”

Payton kissed her cheek before she helped get breakfast on the table.

 

Malic looked around at his seventy able-bodied warriors. The children and the older adults that weren’t capable of fighting were taken to a cave they found that offered protection both from the air and from ground entry. They also decided to store supplies there to keep them dry when the rainy season came.

“On earth,” he raised his voice to get their attention. “That’s the planet Payton comes from. They fight a lot. Their people have learned to hide in the trees and fight that way. That’s what we are going to do. I’ll be assigning stations, and we’ll be using anything that can act as a weapon. Your people want Leela. I know what your bodies are capable of, and I don’t care. If you never share that gift again, I wouldn’t blame you. Let’s do our best to protect that one person who matters to us.”

“Why?” an older Cassillian stepped out of the group. She was different from the others with her blue hair so dark it looked black. When she stood still, there was no telling her apart from the night. “Why do you want to protect Leela? Why should we believe you?”

“Do you know what a cryo pod is?”

“I do.”

“I was on one for seven years, maybe more. In that time, I was alone. My mate was in a different pod I didn’t know if he was alive or dead. Some would say, of course, I didn’t. They would have you believe that you’re asleep when in the pod. Allow me to correct that assumption. My body may have slept, but my mind was awake. Seven years of silence. You either learn to fill it or allow it to fill you. I did many things in that time. I taught myself a new science that dealt with AI and computer programming. I learned the world was not as black and white as those in charge would have me believe. I learned that love came in different forms. It was only the fool who decided he could not love unless it looked like him. The minute I understood love didn’t have to be blue, was the minute I began to grow.”

“Make sure you save him and his mates, we’ll need them.” The woman turned and walked away, fussing underneath her breath. Payton’s bird sat on a tall tree branch, staring at Malic.

“You scare me, all of you scare me,” he shouted after the woman before gathering everyone together to assign weapons. 

They spent the day learning the weapons. There were a few casillians that were natural warriors. The Hasians were ready to fight something, and since each of them found themselves liking the tiny teen as they thought of her, they were willing to fight for her.

They moved the site of the fight away from camp. Leela destroyed her tracker, but Malic had the frequency allowing him to set up a temporary campsite away from the others. They each helped to donate items to the site to make it look authentic. Each item would honor her station while convincing them she was like those hunting her. They would also have an advanced warning if the enemy were able to infiltrate without setting off the alarms Malic placed around the planet.

“Tomorrow, we fight.” Malic gathered them together. “We don’t know what will happen, but we do know we are a family.”

“We are a family that I am willing to die for.” Leela left the tent where Cassic was giving her last injection to counter the effects of the tracker. “Tomorrow, as you fight to save me, save yourselves. No one person, male or female, can come between us and who we are as a people. If I don’t make this journey with you, keep fighting. I’ll be at the finish line whether you can see me or not. This is our new planet, and we will defend it. We are no longer Casillians. I renounce our citizenship. We are new; we are independent. Together when this is over, we will find a name that will honor all of us. We will win!” Leela screamed as she raised her arms. Her people joined in with a war cry that rocked the planet.

The woman walked up to Malic and Cassic as they watched everyone disburse. “We will win for the children.”

They both turned to look at her. There was a fire in her eyes they had never seen before.

“For the children,” Malic repeated. When he followed her line of sight, the only child he saw was Leela. When he looked back, the female was gone like she’d never been there before.

“Cassic,” Malic whispered. “I’m starting to worry. Who or what was that female?”

“I’m with you. According to my scanner, she wasn’t there.”


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 

They came in the middle of the night. Of course, they did. She half expected them to be wearing military-grade infra-red googles. They weren’t. That put her at a disadvantage when she realized everyone except her could see in the dark.

She followed along hastily, trying to keep the low lights in her line of vision.

“Over here.” A hand she couldn’t see took hers, leading her to the tree she was waiting to defend. Leela was one tree over. She couldn’t see her, but she could feel her. It was the same with the others. She couldn’t see them, but she could feel them. There was some excitement. It wasn’t because a war was preferred; it was the excitement of doing something you weren’t used to. It reminded her of that sickly feeling she would feel inside when she was going to stand up for herself no matter what happened.

Except, this time, she was almost sure they were going to die. Not today, she reminded herself of Branny, and the other children who needed a teacher. They were helping her learn like she was helping them. Still, it was a job she was beginning to love. When the space around her lit up, her head jerked up, looking for the ship that was powerful enough to turn night into day.

There was a glimpse of one as several smaller ships separated from it headed for the ground. They only had one weapon big enough to stop those ships. It blasted out through the night, taking down two of them before the ship in orbit targeted it. It blew up lighting a fire she was sure could be seen hundreds of miles away. 

The quietness in the jungle was enough to rake its fingers down her back. The animal life wasn’t dangerous, but they did love their nighttime noises. Now there was none of that, as if the animals were holding their breath too.

When the ships opened bodies poured out with weapons. Payton lifted hers, targeting the intruders there to kill them. There were shots and screams all around them as people began to crash into battle. Malic was up leading a group of fighters while Leela commanded another group. Cassic was already helping some who were hit in the beginning.

Payton was going crazy as the buzzing in her head went wild. She moved, knowing she was supposed to stay still. She couldn’t help it; she needed to fight for her world too. Leela had to live through this. Her people needed her. In some strange ways, she felt their world needed her. With one last look at Leela, who was surrounded by her people, she took off.

She went to the ground crawling with her walking stick clutched in her hand. There was fighting happening around her, but she stayed on the fringes. Until she came close enough to see the lead ship. It was out in the open; there was no way she was going to crawl into that without being seen. She pulled on her walking stick to get up and came face to face with a weapon.

“What do we have here?”

“You’ve never seen a female before?” She probably needed to bite her lip, but after crawling through fighting, and avoiding getting stepped on like a worm. Then to stand up to find a weapon pointed at her, she was already over the intruders.

“Knock her out.”

The guard hit her with the weapon, knocking her unconscious.

“Well,” she woke up in a room with audio and visuals of the fight shown on the monitors. “There’s more than one way to make it on board.”

“There is indeed. Which makes me wonder why you were so desperate to get on board my ship.”

“I was wondering who felt they had the right and the might to take on my people?”

“I’m not interested in you or your people. I don’t care about the waste of space that followed the young princess to this planet in some remote part of the galaxy. I want the princess.” The monitor zoomed onto Leela as she fought in hand to hand combat with a solider much bigger than her and won.

“Are you planning to force her into marriage?” Payton took a step closer to him, looking for a weapon.

He turned, a surprised look on his face. “Why would I want to unite in this marriage you talk about?”

“It’s a bond between a male and a female, like a fated mate. That may be what you call them.”

He drew himself up to an impressive height. “Why would I want a dirty little girl?” There was a sneer on his face at the thought.

She almost wanted to laugh at the look on his face. Okay, maybe youth didn’t turn him on like it did with her ex. “You said you wanted her.”

“I do, dead.”

“Why? She’s not on the planet. It’s all yours, let her go.”

“As long as she is alive, there will be someone who will rise in her name. As long as she is alive, the people will believe their goddess will save them. I will not have it. There will be no goddess on my planet. The only one who will protect the people will be me. I will also be their demise if they choose to ignore me.”

“Goddesss are picky people. What will you do with the one that haunts your planet?”

“Kill her, of course.”

“And the people who are faithful to her?”

“If there are any left, they know to leave. It is a new day with a new king.”

“On earth, we always thought a new regime change would make things better. We fought more wars that our ignorance led us into than necessary.”

“Earth is where the pale people live?”

She threw back her head and laughed. “I guess compared to you and your people; we would be considered pale. Although, we do have a few that are as dark as you.”

They both turned to look at the monitor as the noise outside got louder. Leela was being held up by the throat in the hand of one of the guards.

“No,” Payton screamed as she launched herself at the male in the room with her. He backhanded her, sending her flying across the room into one of the bulkheads.

“Guards bring her.” He turned as they swiftly bowed for him before dragging Payton behind them.

Payton clutched her walking stick in her hand. Never had she wanted to throw it on the ground and watch it turn into a snake like Moses did in the Old Testament. For once in her life, she wanted the impossible to be possible. Maybe this goddess who watched over Leela and her people would come like Moses parting the Red Sea. Then again, maybe they were out of miracles. She looked up to see her bird flying around her head. He reminded her of Saturday morning cartoons. What a thing to think when you’re about to die.

The guard threw her down at the male’s feet. Payton clutched her stick, looking for a way to change what was happening. Cassic and Malic pressed to the front of the crowd, both nodding their heads at her in the universal ‘don’t you move a muscle’ scowl. Leela looked down, Payton could tell she was holding back a cry. Not for herself, but for Payton.

Payton plastered a smile on her face. One she hoped communicated they would get through this.

“Princess Leela, I have been looking forward to our reunion. Let her go,” he told his solider.

“General Pycne, I have been waiting for you.”

“You would understand that I’d come for you. Unlike your parents, you were always the clever one. I believe they survived all these years because you helped to temper their decisions. If they had listened to you that last time.”

“You would still have found a way to come for them as you have come for me.”

“You are much too intelligent for your own good, much too intelligent to leave alive.”

“I wish to have nothing to do with the old planet. My followers and I will change our names to become a new and different species with a different evolutionary future.”

“If anyone could accomplish that, it would be you. I cannot allow you to live; surely you understand that. Many may flee the planet, they may even come here if they desire, but you will not be here. It is time for you to take your rest with the old royalty. May your body be blessed by the goddess that never was.”

Payton watched as everything slowed down. The woman who took her hand earlier stepped out of the crowd as nothing more than a shadow. She watched as the general grabbed Leela by the neck and choked her. Leela’s feet swung as she tried to kick him, her fingers curled up as she tried to claw her way out of his grasp. 

No one could move as they watched her die. Payton was caught mid-scream as she tried to throw her walking stick at the general to distract him. She watched Leela struggle until her feet stopped kicking the harsh breaths; she was taking became nothing. Time sped up, and the general dropped her at his feel like so much trash.

Payton stumbled until she was over Leela’s body, tears flowing. “Wake up, Leela. Come on, baby girl.” When there was no response, she screamed again and went for the general. Malic was there, holding her down even as she looked at the murderer.

“Make sure she’s dead,” the general told the male that came to stand by him.

“She’s dead.”

“Collect the body.”

“No!” Payton straddled her lifeless body. “When she died, she became ours. She is no longer yours. Maybe she will be the goddess we worship or the symbol we will rally behind when we need bravery.”

The general stood watching Leela and Payton for a long time. “She is not to be moved. Only this one can spend the night with her.” He pointed to Payton. “If she is still dead in the morning, her body belongs to you. If she is alive, you will all forfeit your lives. Keep the feed on her until I say so.” He turned and left a devastated Payton protecting Leela.

Payton watched over Leela all night long. She rocked her and cried and promised to watch over all her people. As the night went on, she became a devout believer telling Leela she’d see her one day on the other side. Then she explained how she loved Cassic and Malic, but they were dying. She told Leela to wait for them so she wouldn’t be alone. Even though her parents would be there, she didn’t want her males to be by themselves. The night turned into day, but no one moved, no one came until the general finally left his ship and came to the site where he killed the young princess. 

“She will never be a princess.”

“You don’t know, Leela,” Payton told him. She was hoarse, but he couldn’t have her body. “She renounced being a princess a while ago. Now she was simply the leader of her people.”

“I know you think I’m the enemy. Her hold onto the planet needed broken. Neither she, these people,” he waved his hand at the ones coming from the forest, or my planet could survive while she was tied to it.

“And that hold is now broken?”

“Yes. I have just received confirmation. Now we can all be what we were meant to be.”

“Go, please.” She watched as the general gathered his males. She stayed in the clearing until they could no longer see their ships in the sky. Then she waited for Malic.

“They are gone,” he whispered in her ear as day became evening.

“We have to,” she broke.

“It’s alright, love, let Cassic take over. You did great.” Payton cried as Cassic carried Leela off to get her ready for her burial.


Chapter Twenty-One

 

 

 

“All hands on deck, all hands on deck.” Sassy’s voice went through the ship, waking them. Rale jumped up, pulling on pants with a shirt slung over his shoulder as he jumped into his boots and made his way out the door. Julze followed him while Nevaeh went to a monitor to check the space around the ship.

“Shit,” she cursed before biting her tongue. They expected this. She pulled on some clothes and made it to the lift with Kalyr. The determined look on his face gave her pause.

“Would you have preferred to stay on the planet?”

“No, my place is right here.”

“Kalyr, you're young with your whole life ahead of you.”

“Tell that to Gen Jaymor.”

He had a point; one they could discuss later if they survived.

“Rale?” 

“The Gen’s ship has picked up our trail. They are about twenty minutes out, your time. You might want to tell us what you have planned.”

“I want to get as close to that sun as possible with a reverse rotation.”     

“You’ll tear the ship apart.”

“What if I don’t? Hear me out; I’ve been thinking about this. The Fulyner ship is bigger than ours. Right now, it's a dead weight dragging us down. If we can get close enough and reverse the rotation, it will give us the momentum we need to keep from being pulled into the sun.”

“Is that what the scientists on your planet taught you?” Julze asked as he looked over the readings Sassy was showing him.

“Scientist? What scientist?”

“You said you read science books on earth.”

“Nope. I said I read science fiction romance on earth. You know books put out by women dreaming of going into space.”

“You’re joking, right?” Rale was the palest purple she had ever seen him.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

“No. I’m serious. Look, you’d be amazed at what these women know or can research. Sassy is looking for the weakest place in the gravitational field for us. We only have one chance.”

“When the Gen tries to force breach us or use a grappling system to pull us aboard?” Julze asked.

“That’s the beauty of my plan. They have two choices they can go for us or the Fulyer ship. No offense love but…”

“They’ll go for the Fulyer ship. I’m worth more to them dead than alive.”

“They won’t be able to get a good hold on the ship if we are in a reverse orbit. When the time is right, we let the ship go. The bulk of it will provide a brief window for us to escape the orbit before the Fulyner ship, and anything attached to it is sucked into the sun.”

“Sassy, could that work?”

“Second-in-Command Julze and I have found two spots that might be what we need.”

“Pick one, Sassy.”

“Yes, let your plan rest on the back of the AI. That way if it fails.” She gave a dramatic sigh. A close up of the sun came on the main monitor. “Do you see that space that seems cooler than the others?”

They agreed. “The gravitational pull in that space is less, and if we are careful, the ship could withstand it for a time. Do you see the dark purple area next to it?”

“I do.” Neveah was standing in front of the monitor.

“It looks like dead space with the same gravitational pull, but it has the reverse-pull you’re looking for. When you let the Fulyner ship go, you can use it to slingshot you into the area of the gravitational pull you are already using. If our engines are timed correctly, we can use that pull to propel us out of the sun's orbit, past the Gen ship into hyperdrive opening a door that they will not be able to follow.”

“That’s a lot of maybes.”

“Someone come cross my monitor.” They all stopped to stare at Sassy.

“What?” Neveah asked her.

“On your planet, when a human proposed something outrageous, the other humans crossed themselves. It was in the form of a ‘t’.”

“You downloaded the most interesting things.” Neveah walked up to her main monitor. “In the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost.”

“What’s a Holy Ghost?” They all stared at Neveah.

“Later, we don’t have that much time. Anyone have a better plan? No? Sassy get us in orbit.” They held their breath as the gravitational pull kicked in. 

“Reverse, Sassy. I don’t want to fly to close to the sun.” Neveah yelled as the ship started to shake. 

“Julze,” Sassy called out, her voice as calm as always. “I need thrusters now.”

“Thrusters engaged.” The ship stopped pulling as it went into a reverse orbit. “We can’t stay here long.”

“I have faith in the Gen.” Neveah sat back and waited.

“We have incoming,” Sassy announced.

Neveah flashed Rale a look and then sat back, making herself blend in with the background as much as possible.

“Put it through. Gen Jaymor, how can I help you?” Rale deliberately relaxed as he spoke with him.

“You can start by giving yourself up-and-coming home.”

“It’s no longer my home. What do you need, Gen?”

“The Fulyner ship. You turn it over to me, and we’ll discuss your fate later.”

“I think that ship in any of our hands is an unfair advantage.”

“Captain Rale, I command you to turn over that ship. What do you plan to do when they come back? The only advantage we have is in that ship. We don’t give up that type of advantage.”

Rale made a motion to cut the transmission.

“Rale?” Julze walked over to him. 

“What if we destroy this ship and lose our universe to them?”

“What if we give it to the Hasian’s and believe they will fight for the good of our universe? Maybe we can trust the humans with this advanced tech. How many times have you wanted to explore the ship for better shields or greater weapons capacity?”

Rale left the bridge. Neveah went up to Julze. “We have to give him time. He must decide without our interference. The Gen reminded him that he was built to rule the galaxy, not become part of it.”

“Are we doing the right thing?”

“I don’t know, love. The Gen is confident that the ship will only be safe with him. Just his belief is enough to make me think differently.” They watched quietly as the Gen tried to get a hold of the Fulyner ship.

“We can’t hold this orbit much longer,” Sassy declare as the ship began to shake under their feet.

“Hold our position until Captain Rale gives his order,” Neveah told her.

They each waited, no one saying a word until the lift finally opened. When it opened, no one said a word; they waited until Captain Rale took his seat in the captain’s chair.

“Sassy, we will go with Neveah’s plan. Julze.” 

“On my mark, Sassy.” Julze brought up his monitor. Together they began to speak back and forth, making Neveah laughed he sounded so much like Malic.

“Sassy.”

“Waiting for your command, Second-in-Command.” The voice of the Gen tried to break in, but they avoided it.

“Now.” The Fulyner ship was released, creating a type of vacuum before it was pulled toward the center of the sun. The Falling water tilted to the side into a void of nothing. They were free falling.

“We can’t get out of here,” Julze told them.

The Gen’s ship fired on them, pushing them through the freefall to the area of a reverse gravitational field.

“Get us out of here,” Rale called.

“Now,” Julze said as the ship began to strain, trying to escape the field that was determined to pull them down.

“It’s getting hot in here, Julze,” Neveah pointed out helpfully.

“Can someone cross me,” Julze called out. “The human is saying outrageous things again!” 

The ship pulled, making a sound before the backup thrusters kicked on, flinging them out of the sun's orbit. Rale sat back and watched as his mates and his crew took them into hyper-drive and to the first jump point.

“We made it,” Sassy told them.

Kalyr look around the bridge before he posed a question. “Why aren’t you happier?”

“What?” Neveah looked up. “We won, we’re happy.”

“Then why are you acting like that?”

Neveah slumped in her chair. Julze looked like he wanted to fall on the floor. Rale’s expression said something was missing, and he hadn’t figured it out.

“Kalyr has a point. I have seen all three of you pumped up from winning. Even if winning almost killed you. This is not your victory dance.”

Neveah decided since Julze was taking too long to claim the floor, she would. Carefully she sat on it. That way, she didn’t have to worry about falling off the chair.

“I hate to admit it, but Kalyr and Sassy have a point. We don’t look like we won.”

Rale and Julze followed her to the floor. Once again, she was happy that they had the freedom to be who and what they needed at different times.

“We just tossed the Fulyner ship into the sun. What doesn’t make sense about that picture?” Rale asked them.

“No one came after the ship. Gen Jaymor did, but what about the other Fulyner?”

“If a ship is confiscated on your planet, would it be left for dead?” Julze asked her.

“No, unless it was a decoy.”

“A decoy?” Rale stood up. “What would be worth a ship?”

“The woman you spent a year experimenting on and maybe even the bird.”

“Sassy, let’s get a message to them. How long will it take?”

“It will take seven days.”

“That’s not too bad.”

“That’s seven days our time, fourteen days your time.”

“That’s unacceptable. How long for us to get there at our top speed?”

“Eight days?”

“Rale?”

“Sassy, get us there and send out a distress call. It may reach them sooner.”

Payton walked over to her mates. The one thing she was sure of was the Payton could take care of herself until they got there.


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 

She sat up weary movement. The time for crying was passed. Leela still needed to be buried. The final inspection of the houses needs to be done to verify they would survive the rainy season. The children needed comforting, and she was sure there were things she could do for the rest of her life. Anything, if it kept her from thinking.

“Cassic wants us in medbay.”

She gave him a wary nod and dragged her feet behind him. Somewhere along the way, she’d lost her walking stick. It was probably back in the clearing someone would retrieve it for her.

“Payton.” She turned to look at him. “You’re breaking my heart, love. I promise it will be okay.” 

The corner of her mouth quirked up before she began dragging her feet through their house to the door. It was the longest walk of her life. When she was kicked out of the house, she shared with her husband; she had thought it was the worst that could happen to her. When her friends took her out, then snickered behind her back, she felt shame. When she ran down the corridor of an alien ship feeling helpless, none of them compared to this feeling.

Leela wasn’t her daughter, but she could have been. She loved her like she belonged to her. Her heart was invested, not just with Leela, but with her people, and this planet, as well as her males. She had gone from a woman whose life didn’t have that much meaning to a woman whose eyes were not only wide open but one whose heart worked. When they stood outside of medbay, she took a minute to collect herself. It was time to be strong for the people left behind. Later, she would break down and cry.

There was giggling when she walked in. Who would dare to laugh at a time like this?

“Cassic, love, we are here,” Malic called out.

“Come back; Malic hold Payton.”

“I’m good.” Malic wrapped his arm around her despite her token protest. They walked into one of the rooms in the back to find Cassic running a scanner over Leela, who was sitting up in bed.

“WTF,” Payton screamed as her knees tried to buckle on her. Malic helped her to the bed where she sat next to Leela.

“Leela?” Payton said her name with a slight edge of hope that trembled on her lips.

“Payton!” Leela threw herself in her arms. “I didn’t believe him until I saw you. I kept thinking I was dead, and this was some strange afterlife.”

“Cassic?” Payton rocked Leela, not caring that she was getting her wet with her tears.

“Leela had more than one tracker. She was filled with several biological trackers. Those would not come out. I knew if I tried to remove them, they would kill her. Itself a fail-safe coded into each tracker. I took out the decoy tracker and handed it over. Then I asked her the most important question of her young life. ‘Do you trust me?’”

“I didn’t trust him,” she said, pulling back from Payton. “I also didn’t lie about it. In the end, I told him that I would trust him one hundred percent, only because that was how you trusted him. He never said another word to me. The next day before the general came, he gave me several shots. He said I would need it for strength and endurance because I was still dealing with the aftereffects of the surgery.”

“You killed her.”

“A little. I was clutching at straws. I spoke with Malic, and he agreed it could work, theoretically. We were missing one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“The keeper of her soul.” The female who didn’t show up on Cassic’s scanner appeared in the middle of the room.

“I’ve seen you before,” Leela gasped. “You sometimes showed up to talk to my parents.”

“They are very proud of you and wanted you to know that.”

“What are you?” Payton reached her hand out and went it through the female. “You’re a ghost?”

The woman reached out to Payton and caught her flailing hand. “You’ll have plenty of time to debate who and what I am later.”

“Your doctor needed a keeper of the soul. I chose you as the vessel to harbor her soul through the night.”

“Leela was already dying. I needed to keep the general away long enough that she died from what I gave her and not from him killing her. That’s what we fought for. No one understood why, but they fought just the same. After she died, I needed you to keep her on the planet. It was your genuine grief that could not be mimicked that worked in our favor. I knew she would survive, and I wanted to kill the general.”

“When you spent the night watching over my child like a grief-stricken mother, you earned the title the children have given you. You are now Signy.” The female disappeared.

“What does Signy mean?”

“You are the mother of the people. You will always be honored with that title,” Leela told her.

“I’m not.”

“You are. I am the leader, but you are the mother.” Leela threw her head back and laughed. “I wonder how long it has been since the leader had to deal with the mother of the people. They will come to you as the mother as they come to me as the leader.”

“I have a question. Why did the general say he needed to break the connection between you and the planet?” Malic asked her.

“My people have always been connected to the planet through our goddess. The one he believes doesn’t exist. He believed that as long as I was alive, the goddess would rule that planet. He is a fool. The goddess rules wherever she fits.” Leela opened her hand, and the window to the medbay flew open. Outside, the ground shifted, and beautiful neon colored rocks came from the planet like a geyser. “Now, she will rule here.”

“Not it!” Payton screamed. “I will not be the one to tell the command triad that not only have they inherited a people, a goddess, and a planet with the most sought-after mineral in the galaxy. Nope, someone else gets that emotional joy.”

They all looked at her before laughing so hard she a sure she saw tears. “Let’s go tell the people their leader is alive and well.”

 

Payton sat on the couch, covered with a blanket as she looked at the fireplace. The fire wasn’t red. Someone, somewhere, understood that better than she did. It burned and gave off heat, and that’s all that mattered. Now, if only she had some hot chocolate.

Malic curled up next to her. Cassic and Leela were arguing about the primary components of their bodies and their differences. Along with how each planet changed the physiology of the beings that lived on it. She left that conversation with a promise to ask Isaac Asimov if she ever met him in the afterlife. 

It had been a week since the general had come. They had a party that lasted for days to celebrate the defeat of the general. The rainy season was finally here. She couldn’t keep her eyes off Cassic and Malic. Every day she expected to wake up and find them gone without her being able to say a final goodbye. Every time they were still alive, she held close to her chest the possibility that they weren’t going to die.

She got up to walk to the window when she felt light-headed. She staggered, catching herself before she crossed the room.

“Payton?” Cassic came up behind her.

“I’m fine; there’s not a lot to do in the rainy season. I’m probably taking it too easy.”

“Since it just started raining yesterday. I think we should check you out. What happened?”

“I felt kind of light-headed as I was walking. Maybe I got up too fast. No exams, haven’t we had enough of them?” She pressed herself to him and placed kisses on his neck. “I’m more concerned about you and Malic.”

“We are stable. Our numbers are trending towards normal.”

“That’s good, right?”

“I don’t know. I should have spent more time talking to Julze about what to expect.”

“I love watching the rain. I always have. When I was little, I would stand in the doorway and catch the tail end of the rain as it made small splashes against my skin. The thunder would make me jump, and the lightning always scared me, but I loved the sounds and the smell of rain. It fired my imagination but calmed my body. It doesn’t surprise me that a planet as fertile s this one has a rainy season. I can’t wait to see the fields brimming with food.”

“It will be beautiful. Life. There was a time females walked around carrying offspring in their wombs.”

Payton turned, prepared to laugh when she realized that Cassic would have never seen that in his lifetime.

“How are children created on Hasian’s?”

“Each citizen donates genetic material after they reach a certain age. The children are kept in vats until they are born.”

“How is it done on earth?”

“There are now many ways, but for the most part, we are still using the old-fashioned method. The male and female have sex. He gets her pregnant; she carries the baby for approximately nine months. The child is born.”

“I can’t imagine how afraid the female must be.”

“Fear is relative. There are some things to worry about or fear. Then there are so many joyous moments along the way. You get good with the bad. Can we call it a night?”

“We can. I don’t know if our children can be conceived within the body of a female.”

Payton thought about that as she got ready for bed. Should the Hasian’s be praised for finding a way to keep their society alive, or should they be reprimanded for doing away with all females? She wasn’t there when it happened, but she had already learned valuable action about holding everyone accountable for one person’s actions. 

“Goodnight,” she whispered, snuggling into the arms of her males.

 

The words were loud, rough, and guttural. They hurt her ears even as she tried to move away from them. The scene changed, and she was being chased by the biggest crocodile she’d ever seen. For reasons that made no sense, she had the Speed Racer song going through her head. It was fast and encouraged her to keep her speed up.

One stood in front of her, standing on its hind legs

A scream poured through her as she tried to fight against the bindings that were holding her down. Freedom, she wanted freedom.

Those words came again. They tore at the synapses in her brain, causing them to misfire. She screamed. The sound faded as the pain left. The words still fuzzy and pain-filled; now, they were also understandable. She sat straight up in bed and screamed.

Arms held her, restraining her. She screamed and struggled curse words she would never have thought to use left her lips as she fought for her life before she finally collapsed. There was no escape, but she swore she would keep trying. She’d die before she gave into the alien pestilence that was experimenting on her.

Her name slowly penetrated a brain that was fogged fatigued. Words should make no sense, but she was there even as strong hands caressed her gentling her like she was a child suffering from a nightmare.  

“Love, baby.” The voices said repeatedly even as she was cradled in more arms than seemed possible.

When she opened her eyes, she was staring into the worried faces of her males. “What happened?” Her voice was raspy. It might have been from the screams or the tears flowing down her cheeks.

“You woke up screaming,” Malic told her.

“I dreamed I was…” She grabbed her head and started to scream, rocking back and forth. 

Cassic grabbed his scanner. Then he gave her an injection that loosened her muscles. She sank onto the bed, looking at them with wide eyes.

“The Fulyer are coming for me.”


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 

Malic and Cassic spent the night pacing as they kept guard over Payton. 

“We can’t leave her.”

“Tell that to our bodies that are forcing a shutdown. They call it a biological imperative,” Cassic hissed at his mate. “Don’t you think I would stop it if I could?”

“It makes no sense. Our children are grown outside the female body. We have jewels that helps to focus both our thoughts and our strength. Our planet has almost no disease. Why are males dying if they do not find their female mate by a certain age?”

“It’s an interesting question. One, you would not be asking unless you were in a situation like this. Tell me, Malic, how are we dying?”

“It’s coded into our cells?”

“I only have a theory, but that’s what I believe. They use it as a natural defense system to get rid of the undesirables. Also known as the ones who have an old sequence of Biometric DNA.”

“Why don’t they eliminate them at birth?”

“Every Hasian male born has the sequence.”

“It doesn’t activate in all of us?”

“Much like a recessive gene. They don’t understand what combination of genes and lifestyle choices bring it about. They wait until it becomes active when it does. It triggers a failure in the basic building blocks of life.”

“You can’t stop it?”

“I could spend a lifetime and not come close to the solution.”

Malic opened his arms. Cassic walked in, seeking comfort.

“Life is like,” Payton whispered, her throat dry. “When you think you have it all together, it regroups to kick you in the balls.” She pushed herself up until she was leaning against the backboard. “Except the three of us will not go down without a fight.”

“How are you feeling?”

“Like someone beat me up,” She grinned as Cassic ran his scanner over her. “Fess up, who kicked me last night?”

“If only it were that simple,” Malic told her. “I think you had a nightmare. Then you announced the Fulyer were coming before passing out.”

Her hand went to her head, where she rubbed it and groaned.  “It was a nightmare. I remembered what they did to me. It was worse the second time around because this time I understood what they said.”

“How’s that possible?” Cassic looked at Malic.

“I heard them in my brain. Sounds that made no sense became words in my mind that cut through me, leaving me helpless.”

“That’s impossible.” Malic brought his scanner up to her, focusing on the translator in her brain stem. “Your translator translated what you heard in the dream. It’s not programmed for that language, which is why there was pain.”

“How could that happen?”

Cassic didn’t say anything. He dressed, picked her up, and carried her to medbay. Several hours later, he was sitting close to her going over images. He pulled an image up in the surrounding air.

“Do you see this area here?”

“I do. Why is it highlighted in red?”

“That is a large part of your language system. Normally, it would be the same color as the rest of your systems. Everything you see in black, white, or gray is functioning normally. Everything in a different color the Fulyer experimented on. Down here is where I inserted the translator.” He drew a circle around the area with one long finger. “When I did, there were obvious signs of distress in this area. When you dreamed about them last night, your already compromised language system fired up the translator teaching it a new language.”

She stood, taking it all in before she began to pace. “Coming across my planet was just the luck of the draw. Their planet is dying. They found a new place but wanted to explore the portion of the galaxy they were forced out of so long ago. They were looking for you when they found me. The experiments are what they do. I was just another biological entity to them.” She went to the window, watching the rain that hadn’t let up since it started.

“It wasn’t until they received the call to come back that they realized I would be helpful. I withstood all their experimentations, and I was able to carry the extra meat needed for when their children hatched in space on their way to the new world. They decided to go back to my world and farm it for a new food supply they could take with them.”

“Why are they coming after you?”

“The only coordinates to my planet were on the ship I was on. Also, all the research was on that ship. They can’t track it, but they can track me.”

“Why?”

“They didn’t know what enemies they would find here. They only had two ships they could send and didn’t want to risk losing both.”

“They are coming after you?” Malic asked. Hopeful that maybe he was in a nightmare.

“They are.”

“We won’t be hiding in the trees this time.”

“Where are you going?”

“To make a battle plan. Then I’ll send a plea for help to the Falling water. After all that, I plan to negotiate several more days of life with a goddess. You know, your average everyday thing.”

“I don’t exactly make his life easy, do I?”

“He doesn’t need easy; he needs love. Between the two of us, we give him more than he can handle.”

 

*~*~*~*

 

Payton wanted to be anywhere except here. They created several lean-to’s as well as dug holes used to capture the enemy. The bait would be her with the hope that if everything went sideways, they would take her and leave everyone else. 

The Fulyer were harder to locate than the Casillians were. When Malic found them, he sent out a second message to the Falling Water to update them. They just received the first message from the Falling Water. It would be close with no guarantee they could make it in time.

The ship moved in uncloaking over the north. They wanted them to know they were there.

“I’m trying to get a scan on their ship. I wish Sassy were here,” he was talking aloud, but not aimed at anyone.

“One again, the skin of the Fulyer is tough. I’ve tipped the weapons with a poison that will help to take them down if you can get it past the skin into a soft membrane. Eyes, ears, nose, genitals. I don’t care where just get it there.”

The warriors nodded in agreement, picking up their weapons before going to battle stations. Cassic gave a very human grunt learned from Payton at the thought of calling them warriors. They had fought the Casillians with luck and the help of the goddess. The goddess who was now ignoring them.

“They’re transferring down,” Malic called out.

Payton ran to the cave entrance. This where those not fighting were hiding.

“What is that?” They were coming down with a thin tubing around them that disappeared when they reached land.

“I don’t know,” Cassic turned to look at Malic, who was still buried deep in the computer program he was running.

“Will they make it?” Payton asked, keeping her eye on the landscape in front of them.

“Let’s hope so. Either way, we have to deal with the ones who landed on our planet.” There was a loud war cry as the first battle began. They grabbed weapons and ran into the chaos.

The Fulyer lived up to every nightmare she had about them. They were easily eight feet tall when they stood on their hind legs. They reminded her of crocodiles from the earth. Their skin was a deep green with a leather look to it. It was also thick; they had protrusions on their back that could kill if you fell on one. Their hands were tipped with vicious claws they used to rip apart living beings. When they did surgery, they used a mental hand that made the precise movements for them.

Every group had four or five fighters in it. There was no way they could fight the Fulyer one on one and survive. She managed to sneak off from her group. If this were the beginning, she’d think she had a death wish. Maybe she did. The thought of being separated from Malic and Cassic cut.

She took out the voice modulator that Malic gave her before crawling around the fighting to get to the Fulyer that was standing guard but not engaging. If she survived this, she was going to make sure the whole planet was covered in AstroTurf. The ground was hell on her knees. 

“What did you do to get put in time out?” Her voice was soft, knowing that the translator would make it harder. The language itself would give it a nasty edge. It was part of who the Fulyer were.

The guard looked around, his eyes narrowing before he finally found her.

“Surprise sucker, I understand your language.” She had no idea if the box in her hands was translating her words correctly, but she had to try. “You are under arrest…”

Yep, that was her cue to run. It went down to all fours. They were faster that way. It was a good thing she didn’t have far to go. She was already panting as she approached her destination. That buzzing sound started again, and she knew there was no way she was going to make it. At the last moment, she fell rolling down the incline, waiting to feel the Fulyer’s long sharp teeth biting into her leg. When she was able to stop, there was no one behind her. She climbed the hill to find the Fulyer in the deep pit.

Payton sat at the side before looking for her bird. There was something going on, and she didn’t think it had anything to do with the Fulyer.

“Do you like the pit?” She leaned in to see him hissing in anger when it couldn’t manage to climb the walls.

“Bitch.”

“Somebody taught you a bad word. I’d wash your mouth out with soap, but the teeth. I know you and your people are leaving your planet. Good for you, but why here? Why me?”

“You’re asking the wrong one.” A Fulyer she hadn't heard came from behind her. Before she could move, his hand was sunk deep in her chest.

 

*~*~*~*

 

“Sassy,” Captain Rale called. “Is that cloaking device functioning?”

“It is.”

“Engage.”

“The shield is up and working at one hundred percent efficiency.”

“Get me a visual of what’s happening, planet side.”

“Aye, Captain.”

Rale looked up before shaking his head. His AI seemed to be growing and maturing into a separate being all her own, but he knew that was impossible.

Different pictures of the fight came across the screen.

“We have to help them.”

“There’s nothing we can do as long as this ship is here,” Rale told Neveah as he paced in front of his seat. “Anyone have an idea?”

“Maybe.” The command triad turned to look at Kalyr, who was shaking in his seat. “I’ve been talking to Sassy, and we have an idea.”

“Let’s see it,” Julze said.

Kalyr replaced the images on the screen with one he worked up. “We have a unique chance that will pass us in roughly forty mins.” He stood up, taking a deep breath before walking to the main monitor.

“Right now, we know the exact trajectory of the sun. This gives us the ability to open a direct wormhole to it.”

“That sounds like a death sentence to me.” Neveah challenged him.

“I agree, and it would be if we were going there. Kaylr bit his lip before lowering his eyes for a minute, giving away his youth.

“Sassy, can you plot this?” Captain Rale asked her. He was using his captain’s voice that sounded a bit like a father’s voice. It made him shiver to think that every day he thought of Sassy more like a sentient being than an intelligent or advanced AI.

“Kalyr and I have been going over the logistics.” She stumbled on the last word, but no one seemed to notice.

“That’s impossible. I mean, isn’t that impossible?” Neveah looked at both her mates.

“Don’t look at me; you’re the one that decided that reverse rotation would put a ship bigger than ours in the sun, giving us just enough escape velocity.”

“Sometimes I forget how well you know your job. I love how you just let me fumble around while you do the real work.”

Julze’s cheeks became a bright purple.

“It’s possible with the tech I retrieved from their ship before we dumped it.”

“Captain Rale,” she gasped. He was so getting laid tonight.

The gems around his eyes lit up with pleasure.

“All we need to know is if Sassy can do it?”

“I don’t know.” That wasn’t the confident, sassy AI they were used to. “I do know this. None of us will ever know unless you allow me to try.”

Neveah turned to look at Rale before she caught Julze's gaze.

Rale nodded to no one in particular. Sassy sounded like a girl on the edge of womanhood, and he knew it didn’t make a damn bit of sense. He also knew that what he did next was going to seal their fate, and that had nothing to do with the Fulyer.

Everything in him urged him to push his computer back down to the place where a computer belonged. The love of his ship, his mates, and yes, his AI urged him to make a stand. 

“Let’s see what you can do, Sassy.”

“Kalyr, tell Malic we will handle cargo. He has to take out the stowaways.”

“Aye, Captain.”

A small cheer went through the bridge before he sat and began speaking to the crew on board. He told them exactly what was going to happen. 

“We are going to send the Fulyer ship through a wormhole aimed directly at the center of the sun we just left. If we get it right, you’ll live to tell this tale. If we are off even a micro, we will burn. Either way, we will have saved a planet, maybe two. Get to your stations and strap in.”

The Fulyer ship would pass the gen at a velocity too fast to stop. One day he was going to come for Rale to collect his pound of flesh. A smile curved his lips. He loved his new life.


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 

Payton opened her eyes to a dry red land. There were three suns in the sky, but only one of them was putting out any heat. She sat up wondering where she was.

“Welcome to my home. It was once hot and green. The air was muggy with humidity, and the land was soft. Then slowly we began to notice our suns dying.”

She looked at the clear sky and for a minute her heart ached for a dying race. Then she remembered what that race did to her.

“Is that why you’re pissed at the universe? Are you blaming us for your sun dying?”

“Some say we brought this on ourselves. That we left the way and our gods are punishing us. Others say that suns eventually die. They assured us our world was old, and it was time to move on. That’s why you see nothing.” He waved his claws, and a world filled with buildings she’d never seen before and plants that were amazing were laid out before her.

“That is the world we once lived in. Now my people are gone, moving in the opposite direction from this galaxy and yours.

Payton moved, trying to stand without the Fulyer giving her his full attention.

“As long as you are here, you’re well.”

She bounced just a bit, not feeling the pulling on her leg that was bitten by one of her captors.

“Why bring me here?”

“When we leave this galaxy, there is no telling when we will be back.”

Aww, he didn’t want the fish story about the one that got away. He wanted the glorious tale of how he conquered in battle. A story that would be told years after he was no longer around to hear it. 

“I and my people are to be proof of what you accomplished in this galaxy.”

“Were to be proof. Both my ships are gone.”

She gave a half smile as she stretched the first time in months without twinges of pain. The command triad did it. Not that she ever doubted them.

“Now your pathetic planet with its abundance of water will become mine.”

“Not even in your dreams.” Payton turned on her heel and ran. A good defense at times was better than a great offense. She needed a place to be able to access her strengths.

She hid behind a half-crumpled building. The Fulyer revealed the landscape as it was. He went to all four as he worked his way in and out of the ruins. She believed he could smell her, but he was more into the chase. Make the human feel scared. He was doing a great job of it.

She moved around the building looking for steps or something she could climb to get higher. There was a hint of green as he shot out after her, running full force. She triggered her high school track days. Arms swinging in perfect sync to her body as she ran. Her legs stretched out to the best of their ability. Her body in a runner’s crouch. 

One look back told her he was gaining. She did the unthinkable. She moved to the side, doing a half flip that allowed her to turn and go the other way. This could happen no place except on this planet. Neveah was screaming in her ear that pirates wouldn’t be nice to her just because her leg didn’t work right.

She picked up a long piece of material and swung when he got close. Her arms shook, becoming numb as the strike made him back off. His long mouth opened displaying his sharp teeth before he stood on his back legs.

“You can kill me, but you can’t have our planet.”

He surged at her, knocking her down. His hand went around her neck when he stood. They were back on Falling Water.

Payton saw her people that were covered in green blood as well as their own. There were warriors of all kinds littering the ground in death.

The Fulyer growled, then began to squeeze her neck.

“Don’t kill her yet.” Another Fulyer walked out, holding Cassic in front of him with a weapon leveled at his back. “This is her mate.”

“She has two.” Malic was tossed by Cassic.

“Kill them,” the male holding her called out. He dropped her, giving her a view of her males with weapons pointed at them.

“No!” she screamed as she tried to throw her body around him to reach them. Her eyes met Cassic’s and Malic’s as she went still. “Please don’t.” She couldn’t lose them.

Tears leaked as she watched the males she loved die. Everything she hadn’t had a chance to say seared her heart. There was no life without them. The realization that she would die with them straightened her spine. They made her into a different woman, one she loved and respected.

“Sex and love don’t go hand in hand. Not even in a triad relationship. It’s not the sex that joins you; it’s the love. Remember that. Enjoy.”

The words rang in her head. She screamed, refusing to give up. “He’s mine! They’re mine and I won’t let you take them. She lifted her hands, crossing her wrists at the pulse points. A light came from her body, circling her before it wrapped around Cassic and Malic. When she pulled her arms apart the last few Fulyer alive were torn apart. Cassic was dropped to the ground, Malic followed him. She fell as pain ripped through her wrists.

“Finally,” the female who might be a goddess said as she shimmered into view. “I was beginning to think I was going to have to watch you all die for no reason. Get them to the medbay.” 

 

*~*~*~*

 

When Payton woke, she found herself between Malic and Cassic. She gave a fist pump before she gave each a kiss.

“Did we make it? Are all the Fulyer dead?” Strange there was a time she would have fought to make sure they survived. Now she believed they were too dangerous to live in their galaxy.

“They’re dead and you are alive.”

She looked up to find Third-in-Command Neveah sitting next to their bed.

“Congratulations on surviving and of course on your mating.”

“Mating? We didn’t mate.”

“That’s not what your wrist says.”

She looked down to find a jewel glowing brightly at each pulse point.

“I’m not sure how this happened.”

“When three people who love each other come together,” Neveah teased.

“But I’m not their mate.”

“You are now. That’s all that matters.” Cassic told her.

“But how?”

“Yes, Sassy. Tell us what we missed. I’ve always been interested in your new long-range scanners.” Captain Rale said coming into the room.

“Scanning the earth didn’t take that long. It is a relatively small planet. I thought it would be helpful to have a scan of each citizen in my files.”

“You were collecting information for the gen.”

“Yes,” Sassy sounded defeated as she waited.

“Continue.”

“I had not come across anyone that was a Biometric match for any of the Hasians on the ship. When Payton came on board, she was not a match either. It was not until her program began to unravel that I saw the possibility of a match. Third-in-Command Neveah told Cassic to wait and watch her. That was all we could do. I used that protocol. When I was asked if their match was on earth. I answered truthfully and then decided to wait and watch. Should I have told them?”

“No,” Neveah told her. “In matters of the heart, waiting and watching is the right course of action. If I had known, I could have bet on when they figured it out.”

Payton rolled her eyes, and Neveah winked at her.

“What am I hearing about a goddess living on our planet?” Julze walked into the room.

Payton gave a low rumble of pain. “I need rest and pain medicine.”

“That’s what we all need.” Cassic said before telling Sassy what to dose them with. 

 

“Is it over?” Payton was back at her house with her mates. Sassy confirmed they were not dying. The three of them were connected by a chemical bond that allowed them to do several new things, like talking directly to each other.

According to the goddess, there were other things they would be able to do when the time was right. They lost several people in the last battle. The bodies were buried, and although it was hard, they were going on with life. 

The command team made the decision to stay until the rainy season was over and then they be back in space.

Payton was waiting for her mates to decide what they wanted to do.

“It’s rained every day.” Malic came and sat beside her, pulling her onto his lap.

“It’s kind of nice, like a break. By the time the rain is over we’ll be climbing the walls.”

“When the rain is over the stars will be calling again.” Cassic snuggled in with the two of them.

“Is that what we’re doing?” She wasn’t sure what she wanted to do. Exploring the stars was fun, but there was something about having your feet planted on solid ground.

“Is that what you want to do?” Cassic asked her.

She spent a lot of time thinking about that question. In the end, her answer wasn’t the best, but it was all she had.

“I want to be wherever the two of you are. I don’t care of it’s on a spaceship or a planet. My home is with the two of you.”

They gave each other a look before nodding.

“We are invested in Leela and the Casillians. Name change still to come.”

“We’re invested in our small homestead and my practice. The children love you. Who will teach them if you're gone?” Cassic asked her.

“You want to stay, don’t you?” They nodded. She gave a fist pump. Payton learned that life was worth getting excited about and celebrating every chance you got. Going into space had been amazing, but this was her dream. Staying on this planet and nurturing the family they were starting together.

“I wonder what there is to do on this planet in the rainy season?” She stood and took her shirt off, hooking it over her finger as she walked to their bedroom.

The front door opened, and Leela walked in.

“Aww yuck, again? That’s disgusting I’m out of here.” She slammed the front door behind her while the three of them laughed.

“Now, where was I?” Payton wiggled out of her pants. They would talk about Leela’s timing much, much later.

 

 

 

 

 

 


From the desk of…

 

 

Hi guys, I’m bringing you a story I promised at the beginning of the year. I don’t know about you but this has been one of the hardest years I’ve ever had to deal with. You all know my mom died at the beginning of the year ending me on a downward spiral and then well just look around the worlds on fire. I wrote something today that has a lot to do with everything that’s going on. Yeah, it was not sunshine and bird song.

I hope you have all enjoyed Payton and her two males. I’ve seeded some hints in here about things to come. I hope you found a few of them and are waiting for the next book in this series.

What’s coming next. Good question. I am working on the next book in the dream weaver series. That might be next but as always its where the muse decides to take me.

Other than that, I am watching the girls the continue to make me laugh. My daughter and her best friend that lives with us. I thank God, it’ easy to want to break down but youth keeps you moving laughing and loving.

I hope this finds all of you well, no matter what you’re doing. Stay safe.

Happy reading and stay safe.

P.S. I know I said it twice!

 

Serena Simpson
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