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 Chapter One  
 
    Xell 
 
    I’m hot and not in a good way. My body is being pressed flat, immobile, and I don’t know why. None of my bedcovers are so heavy. As I wake up a little more, I remember being trapped in a squarish gray black room with a half dozen of my bar’s patrons. We’d all been trapped, taken, for several days. A little more awake with each passing second, I try to move around. Voices belonging to a couple of men grow louder. I lay still as they approach. After struggling for a deeper breath, I realize what’s happened. The crush from above? The hint of Ralph’s always too heavy cologne tells me where he is. Him, Brett, Joey, Sam, Eddie Mae, and Larry are stacked on and around me. I peer out from between the tangle of arms and legs.  
 
    I smell iron. Thanks to being a sasquatch in the body hair department and my cheaping out on razors, I know this aroma too well. It’s blood, and now I know why I’m not just hot but also sticky. If I reach a little, I can touch Brett’s throat. My bicep cramps but I ignore the pain. He doesn’t have a pulse. I can’t check anyone else right now. I clench my jaw shut even as tears fill my eyes. I need to stay sharp and be ready to run if they bury or cremate us here. 
 
    The two men are still chatting in a series of grunts with snorts thrown in. They never gave us a chance to learn anything on our way here. I’m scared to move but want to see our captors. Carefully, I shift a little while moving Joey’s leg until I can see them. If I lift my chin a little higher, the view is better. Their voices sound as if from the same person, but they’re aliens with faces too flat to be normal. The grayish skin screams not human, also. I suppose they could blend in on Earth a little with a bit of makeup. Maybe. They begin walking behind us and out of my sight. 
 
    Bastards. Why take us only to dump our bodies? They kept us fed with some oversized gummie bricks, opened a sewage trap door for our bathroom needs, and didn’t kill us immediately. Why now, and since I can see the foliage from under Eddie Mae’s arm, why take us here? We’re not on Earth because I know my plants and this is not home. Since we’re tossed here like trash, my bet is they’re leaving. I’m not staying and stowing away might be a problem if I don’t hurry. I pull myself through my friends’ bodies until I’m even with Joey’s feet. More of the landscape is visible now. Still slow, I wriggle free to see more of the ship. It’s huge and not as sleek as I’d expect a spaceship to be. Makes sense, though. We were cargo, not even economy passengers. One side is crumpled as if hit with a huge fist. No wonder we landed here. I can’t help but think we were kept where the damage is. Judging by my aching hip, coupled with the others’ fatal injuries, I wouldn’t be surprised.  
 
    I need to get back on board and make them take me home. 
 
    I finish sliding out from under the others as an odd noise begins. The metallic whine makes the fillings in my teeth ache as I realize they’re powering up their engines. “Oh, hell no!” I holler, pulling my feet free, scrambling to stand. “You’re not leaving me here.” A sharp pain races through my hip and up to my spine. I stumble from the force of it, faceplanting in the mossy soil. After a few breaths, the engines whine louder, and I look at the vessel. A small section rises from the middle like a cylinder. Before I can get back to my feet, the core lifts and shoots off into the sky. They’re gone? Just in an instant? “No,” I whisper.  
 
    Whoever they were, most of their ship is still here. I’m torn between going on board to check if they’re really gone and staying put in case they’re not. I manage to sit upright, looking back at my customers. Just because I couldn’t find a pulse doesn’t mean all of them are dead, right? I can’t be here alone. I struggle to my feet again, trying to ignore the pain, and hobble over to them. Larry’s on top, so I check him first. Tears fill my eyes because yes, he’s really gone. He was one of my first patrons at my bar. I wipe my nose on my sleeve before pulling him over to the side. He’s a wiry guy, thankfully, not as buff as Joey or as heavy set as Ralph. Larry’s eyes are wide open as if still surprised. I close them with a shudder before turning to Eddie Mae. Considering how badly mangled her torso is, there’s no way she could be alive. I touch her neck and sure enough. She’s gone, too, and I begin sobbing. If I hadn’t hired her for the happy hour shift, she might still be on Earth with her family.  
 
    After a minute or two, I shake my head to push away the sorrow for now. Sam could be underneath, struggling to breathe while I’m being a baby. I check Joey and Ralph’s pulses before dragging them apart from each other. They’re much more difficult to pull into lying beside the others properly. Still, I feel like I need to arrange everyone. Brett and Sam were at the bottom and who I had been stacked upon. I didn’t know them as well until our abduction, spending nearly a week in some sort of custody. 
 
    I pull the last two men into lying beside the others. No one but me survived the crash. I ease to the ground, my hip and leg throbbing in protest. There’s a blue sky above me with white wispy clouds. Unsurprising, since I’m breathing seemingly normal air. What’s different is the smallish sun hanging out up there with a moon the size of ours and what looks like another planet. I’m not sure how the three items can be in the same orbit without colliding. Or maybe they do, but only after several billion years. 
 
    I really should have paid more attention to the space part of science class because now my head aches as much as the rest of me does. The plants, though, they’re my forte. I stop saving the best for last and really look at them. There are tree-like structures in the distance but nearby? Huge flowers grow out of even larger flowers. Around them, tall stalks reach up from the reddish-brown dirt, their lower trunks bulging like my average customer’s beer belly. Similar to how humans tend to be, the smaller and probably younger stalks are more slender. Moss carpets the ground in places while smatterings of waist-high plants resembling broom weeds rise up in clusters. They wave a little in the breeze. Oversized leaves resembling grass blades on steroids also grow among them. It smells good here, fresh and natural. I take a deep breath, thankful to be healthy enough to do so. 
 
    Here and there, the vegetation gives way to bare soil. The rich terra cotta color reminds me of places in Africa, Australia, and the southwest United States. Homesickness hits me as my stomach growls. I glance at my former customers and employee. Thanks to our captivity, I know there’s no hidden candy bars in anyone’s pockets. The silence settles in around me. I’d do anything if even one of my friends had survived. No one deserved this. I need to ensure they rest in peace. But what? If we were home in New Mexico, I’d bury them so they coyotes didn’t get them.  
 
    Oh good. I hadn’t thought about how carnivores might live here. Flesh-eating amoebas maybe? Human sized Venus flytraps to start with? Then, there’s always the furry kind of predators. A slight gust of wind lifts the lighter strands of hair from my sweaty face. Feels good but doesn’t keep me from wondering about wild animals. If the planet has them, what kind are they and how big would they be? How timid or ferocious? I shudder at what a sultry place like this could produce. The current humid warmth could lead to dinosaurs like the conditions did on Earth. Unless there are seasons involved and saber-toothed woolly mammoth polar bears roam around in winter while looking for new snacks dropped from the skies. New snacks like me. 
 
    I glanced down at the ground near my hand before scooping up vegetation and dirt. While examining what I hold, I can’t find bug parts like wings or legs. Maybe plant life is all that’s here. I let the soil fall between my fingers and struggle to my feet. The sun is edging closer to the horizon. Time’s wasting, and who knows what sort of night happens around here? I’m not sure how long the moons will lag behind or if they reflect enough light for me to move around safely. 
 
    Another rain-scented breeze whips up, cooling me some. I glance at my sports watch from habit. Its dead face tells me nothing. Yes, I should remove the device, but it’s all I have left. I miss my phone, sure, but not as much as I do my watch’s functionalities. I check the sun again, my sense of direction gone. Does the sun still set in the west? Or is it the west here? If I’m the only human on the planet, could the directions be anything I want to call them? Maybe the sun doesn’t even set here. I have no idea where I am in relation to the equator. This could be similar to Earth’s polar regions with the length of days depending on the seasons. 
 
    My head hurts again. The circular overthinking isn’t getting me anywhere. I stare at my deceased customers and refuse to cry. Each one needs to be buried in a caring way. I can break down after I’m done, and while I doubt the space ship has gardening tools, I want something to dig with besides my hands. The soil I’d held earlier seemed loose enough. Still, I don’t want to add torn up palms to bum hip at the moment. I start limping toward the spacecraft’s jagged opening. 
 
    As I approach, the hole seems bigger from a side angle. Now the gap in the hull is wide enough for one of the alien men to walk upright with room to spare. I step in, my sneakers giving a slight squeak on the metal floor. The room smells bad, like backed-up sewage. My stomach growls again even with the offending smell, and an idea hits me. If they don’t have garden tools here, maybe I could find a plate, food tray, or stirring spoon. Anything to dig with at this point would be good enough. I walk deeper into the larger area and to a half-opened door. The hallway is dark beyond the threshold. I slide in, waiting a few moments to let my eyes adjust.  
 
    The sunlight goes only so far down the hallway. I’m not that brave or desperate. The wreck left debris, so I go back to the larger room. In all of the jagged metal and dirt, a serving platter sized chunk lies half-buried in the soil. I tug at the disk, relieved when the piece is lightweight and only sharp on one side. Tapping the metal makes a hollow ringing tone. Now, I’m curious to hear what the other fragments’ musical notes are.  
 
    But later. After I’ve taken care of my friends. The rain scent has grown stronger. I don’t want to do this in a downpour. Yet, I don’t want to bury them just anywhere. Plate in hand, I walk around the ship in increasingly larger circles until I find the best spot. A couple of the larger flower trees rise up over a thick layer of moss. The distance isn’t too far. I’m strong from bringing in cases of beer from the cooler along with bags of ice when needed. I can do this. I dig the plate into the moss and bring up the first shovelful. Easy, with loose but sticky soil.  
 
    Satisfied, I go back to the group. Might as well start with the biggest person, while I have the energy. I go to Ralph first. He’s puffier than usual, leaving me afraid I’ve waited too long already. Doesn’t matter. I need to get started. After grabbing him under the arms and dragging him to the burial spot, I begin digging his grave. The rhythmic downstroke, scoop, toss motions soothe me a little. Like I’m gardening at home. The repetition gives me too much time to think. Ralph has a family. They’ll never know where he is. I stop, wondering if I should not bury anyone right now. When giving his face a second examination, I realize I won’t have a choice for much longer. Plus, they’re in good company. No one may ever know what happens to me, either. 
 
    I stop digging. I may be here for the rest of my life, however long it is. Could be days, hours, years, or decades, and what do I have? Clothes, shoes, hair tie, and dead smartwatch. That’s all. Early on, we compared pocket contents. Everyone else had car keys. Mine are still on my desk at the bar. Eddie Mae and I were the only ones without wallets, thanks to purses. Ralph’s keychain had a tiny flashlight. I dig through his pockets, saying, “I’m sorry, but I need to borrow your things.” 
 
    Sure enough, he had a flashlight. Encouraged, even if a little grossed out, I keep searching. He also has a pocketknife, three dollars or so in change, a wooden nickel, and an employee ID badge. I turn him to find a can of chewing tobacco and his wallet in his back pockets. I leave the chew but take the wallet. It’s useless as a survival item, but if I ever get home, his family will appreciate me returning it to them.  
 
    Done with the pilfering for now, I ease up to standing. I can give into the pain when the last person is interred. I wince while grabbing Ralph under the arms before realizing he’s wearing an undershirt. With my having only underwear, a shirt, and pants, I’ll need more clothes if there are none on the ship. I don’t want to be forced into being nude or worse, digging up and retrieving these clothes in several weeks or months. Disgusted with my only figuring out a solution after standing up, I kneel back down and begin removing Ralph’s shirt. Everything else is staying on him because he’s bigger than I am and I’m not that desperate. I’ll learn to weave moss or something before I remove Ralph’s underwear. 
 
    With his shirt off and next to his other belongings, I roll Ralph into his grave. I don’t look as I scoop dirt over him. Once the soil is back in place, I tamp it down and go to the others. My hip hurts in a way I never thought possible. Sweat runs down my clammy skin. My eyes water with each step. Doesn’t matter, I tell myself. Sam is next. 
 
    I drag him to his new spot next to Ralph. They liked each other in real life, so this is good. I search his pockets, too. He’s not carrying more than car keys and a wallet. I take the few loose pennies because you never know. If there are aliens here, they might worship copper-plated nickel. He’s not wearing an undershirt so I don’t undress him. Similar to Ralph, I can’t watch as I scoop the dirt over him. Soon, I’m bringing Brett, taking his lighter, pocketknife, wallet, and keychain. The lighter is a win as is the Las Vegas keychain ornament with the thermometer. I don’t know if the temperature is really 105 F here, but I’d believe it. Finally, I find a couple of very worn dice in the bottom of his right-hand pocket. The corners are rounded, and I’ll bet he used them like some people have worry stones. I close my hand around them, vowing to give them back to his family someday.  
 
    Then, it’s Joey’s turn. I could hug him when I find a combo utility thing on his keychain. It’s a compass, a thermometer, a whistle, and bottle opener all in one. Very handy. Before I can get into an inner debate over the polar versus magnetic pole around here, I keep searching his pockets. He’s a fitness kind of guy, sporting trainers despite his casual office attire. I give his shoes a second look. In fact, his feet are around the same size as mine, so I take them and his socks. “Thanks, Joey. I’ll try to keep them nice.” 
 
    Sounds stupid, but I don’t know what else to say. Especially to someone who can’t answer back. Soon, he’s buried, and I go to Larry. Tears fall as I take him to his resting place. He’s lighter than the younger men. I hope Eddie Mae will weigh less than Larry, even. I’ve had to stop several times just to catch my breath. “Sorry,” I say while reaching into his pocket. “You know I’d ask permission if I knew you could give it.” My search results in a massive set of car keys I feel like I’ve pulled from a birth canal. As I hold the large chunk of metal in my hand, I don’t know how he managed to shove them into his pocket. “Wow,” I whisper before setting them aside. There wasn’t a hint of room for anything but keys. A couple of them were for older locks made two centuries ago. The guy certainly had a thing for unlocking doors. He also packs light. I find lip balm, his wallet, and yet another handful of change. He’s wearing an undershirt, too, and as much as I’d like to not remove his button-up shirt, I have a feeling I’ll need it later.  
 
    Finally, Eddie Mae. She and Larry are the most difficult. He was my first customer, and she was my first employee. Eddie Mae believed in my dream even when I couldn’t anymore. After I bought the place from Jasper, she helped me turn The Lucky Dog into my vision of a home away from home for my customers. Eddie Mae helped make the place a reality with her hard work and easygoing manner. I drag her to the spot next to Larry and begin digging. I know there’s nothing in her pockets. We have purses for everything. I’m also not taking her clothes. Better to be a nudist than to bury Eddie Mae naked.  
 
    The thought stops me. I’m frozen until my strength dissolves. I begin sobbing. “This is so hard.” I put a hand on her arm. “I’m so sorry,” I gasp out between hyperventilating breaths. A distant rumble rolls through the air, interrupting my sorrow. The wind picks up, cooler now, and I realize the storm is closer. I need to finish the task, pushing my mourning until later. I refocus to dig and place Eddie Mae in her final resting place. The rain begins just as I start shoveling soil over her. I can’t look, intent on finishing and grabbing the belongings I’ve found. 
 
    By the time I’m huddled in the wrecked ship, I’m soaked through. I’m also tempted to suck the water from my shirt. Except, what if this is like the Star Trek episode where people ate the native fruit and died? The water here could be poison and I wouldn’t know until it was too late. 
 
    I need to go in further, look for food and water even if all there is are gummie bears. I have Ralph’s key light but have no idea how much battery life is left. I tie up everything but the light into a makeshift bag created from Larry’s shirt. I’d change out of my wet clothes, but nothing is dry. I begin to go down the corridor, using the light. Hopefully, the two aliens are the only ones on board the entire ship. I’m not eager to find another body, no matter whose. All of the doors are open. Nice, considering they have the tech to make them automatic like my car’s power windows. I can see into a living quarters and go in. The place is a wreck but the crash didn’t cause this chaos, bad housekeeping did. Still, there are blankets, a pillow, dirty dishes, and clothes everywhere.  
 
    I gather as much of the more appealing stuff as I can onto a blanket. If the flashlight loses power soon, I may not have another chance for scavenging. A drawer next to the bed is open, so I peer in. I’m not sure if I’m looking at weapons or sex toys, so they’re for next time I’m here. Maybe. I put the bag from my friends into the larger sack before hoisting the bundle over my shoulder. I’d be happier if I could find another light or even a ball of yarn to lead me back to the outside. I drop the bundle into the damaged room before returning to the rest of the ship.  
 
    There’s another living area. Nice, and the other guy’s complete opposite in cleanliness. Loose items litter the floor, too, but nothing like the other area. I want to strip the bed of its mattress to drag outside but it’s probably too heavy. I need to stop lifting and pulling, yet also need to accomplish as much as I can before dark. I pull the corners of a blanket from the bed. I’d planned on going through the drawers and cabinets. Nothing opens at first when I just pull. Since this a ship, maybe it’s like sailing vessels. I double press on the door as if it’s my car’s gas tank door and the cabinet opens. There are clothes here. Good, and Alien Two folds everything like the neat guy he is. With the sudden find, I regret taking my friends’ belongings. But without the flashlight, I would never have been able to search this room.  
 
    I throw everything from the drawers onto the blanket and go. I still haven’t found food unless that was what Alien One had stored by his bed. Nope, not going there because I know what I store in my nightstand. Instead, I leave the room, walking further into the ship. The hall curves around as if running along a racetrack. Daylight streams in from a large opening in the top where the center of the vessel used to be. The rain is still pouring down, flowing into the hallway. This is going to be a mess in a few years. I don’t even want to think about where I’ll be by then and continue on through the ship. 
 
    The smell reaches me before the sight does. Our holding area. I peer inside. Sewage seeps through the buckled floor. I gag. There’s nothing in there I need. Except, the food? I shake my head at the idea. They dropped our meals along this wall, the one shared with the hallway and door. I shine the light for a better look along where I think the compartment is and find an dip in the surface. After pressing twice like before, the panel opens up and gummie bricks fall down. They’re harder than earlier as if less fresh. I don’t care as long as there is some nutrition left. I scoop all of them into the blanket, now glad Alien Two is cleaner than One. At least I hope he’s washed his blanket once or twice. 
 
    Not gonna think about that right now. 
 
    I could go back the way I came, and should. But, curiosity keeps me continuing on until the hall rejoins the larger cargo bay in a huge circle. I go back to where my other pile of scavenged items is and retrieve them. The dark hallway feels too narrow. Deciding on a place closer to the ship’s open wound, I set everything down. After a little time spent trying to arrange the blankets around me into a place to sit, I give up. My entire body aches, I’m starving, and my adrenaline is gone. I sink to the ground, sitting on the edges of the bed covers I’ve pilfered. I need to stay awake, sort things, set up a camp of sorts, except, I’m warm now and mostly dry. The rain drums on the roof, sounding like my favorite white noise at home. A break to plan what to do next couldn’t hurt, so I grab a pillow and smooth out a clear place to lie down completely. I find a position my hip is sort of happy with and close my eyes for a second or two. No sleeping, just planning in a comfy spot. Being an ostrich sounds really good right now, except, this is a new world. Plus, I have no idea what else is out there. Tomorrow. I’ll explore and find out what those strange noises from the surrounding trees are from. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Xell 
 
    The ache in my hip wakes me with more of a dull pain than sharp jab. I don’t want to open my eyes because I don’t know what’s out there. I open my eyes to a pink glow filling the area. The sky, visible through the hull’s damage, is also a beautiful pink. Sunrise? Some sort of pollution? Aurora borealis? Now I have to get up and see for myself. 
 
    “Kik. Kikkik.” 
 
    The sound startles me and I look over to see a bird sitting at the threshold. After blinking the sleep from my eyes, bird isn’t the correct word for what this is. 
 
    “KikkkKik.” 
 
    “Hello to you, too.” I sit up slowly so the animal isn’t startled. It has a beak, scales on his head, feathers and wings, before the feet are scaly again with talons. If he were on Earth, I’d wonder if he were venomous with the bright purple and gold coloring. Nature’s way of saying, “I’m poisonous, and taste bad.” 
 
    He, or I assume it’s a he, keeps chattering. I sit up and he flies flying off with a clicking squawk. Good to know he won’t attack when feeling threatened. I rub my eyes, ignoring how he might have friends who plan on ganging up on me later. Nope. Seeing him makes me want to explore where I am a little more. Maybe there are edible fruits or vegetables growing wild, something the birds here like to eat. I won’t know unless I leave my comfort zone. 
 
    The warm air feels good now. My hair is still damp and I’m sure my black roots show by now. Oh well, being blonde was fun, but overrated. I put Ralph’s pocketknife, his small flashlight, and Joey’s multipurpose keychain into my pockets. I shift my weight from one foot to the other, testing my hip. Painful, but bearable. I’m starving and pick up a gummie brick to eat along the way. 
 
    Taking a bite out of the sticky food in my hand, I step out of the ship and onto solid ground. The graves of my friends are visible from where I am. I have to check and sure enough, nothing has disturbed their rest. I sigh, glad the Kik bird thing can’t dig. Now there’s only a myriad of other animals and disasters to worry about. I take another bite through the tough skin of the gummie and chew while walking. Horrible possibilities could be anything like animals coming up from underground, mass flooding, or even the two aliens coming back and wondering who’d been here pilfering their things. I almost regret watching all of those science shows as a kid. Now, the disasters and pitfalls of a strange place seem too real. 
 
    The air feels fresh and new as I walk toward the sunrise, following a natural trail leading down through a valley. The way seems clear and like somewhere I need to be. Odd, but all right. I might as well know where things are and if I can find fresh water. As I walk, bulbous stalks rise up in various sizes along the way. Some of the succulent flowers within flowers are tiny and beautiful, others are huge. I’m tempted to pick a smaller one, but am not feeling quite so brave. Not until I know for sure they’re not poisonous or hiding toxin tipped thorns somewhere. 
 
    A trio of Kik birds fly off as I approach, protesting, their wings rustling. Either I’ve startled them or they have predators. Great. I’d rather they be a lot more curious than afraid of the lone human. I’m not even going to start with a repeat of the “What sort of saber-toothed predators are wanting me for a snack right now?” train of thought. I’d rather focus on the beautiful forest of sorts ahead of me. Very inviting. I feel like I’m the first to explore such a beautiful place. I must be hungry because even the distant rocky hills look appetizing. I take another bite of the gummie, not too certain the aliens packed nutrition into these. Especially if I want to taste the stones around here. 
 
    I must be in some sort of shock. The birds didn’t create the pathway or the trails branching off in other directions. Back home, I’d want to explore every one of them just to see where they go. Here? I feel like if I don’t get, somewhere, I’ll die. Kind of scary, yet comforting with every step forward. I stop and look back, not sure how far I’ve walked. It seems like a couple of miles but I know my hip won’t let me get so far. The ache is not as bad either.  
 
    I finish off my breakfast and give in to the urge to keep moving. The trail I’m following goes around a huge stalk. I turn the corner and a rock building with spires appears from among the vegetation. The red stone blocks surprise me. They’re not stacked like Earth bricks but laid side to side as if they were books. I walk closer. Vines with tiny dark aqua leaves scale the walls. The windows and door show nothing but darkness inside. I’m a little scared but far more curious about what’s inside. “Hello?” 
 
    There’s a slight echo and a few Kik bird replies before everything goes quiet. The shade-cooled air envelops me as I wait for more, but nothing happens. Judging from the moss and odd ivy, my bet is that no one is here. I step closer to the doorway and hear drips. If the building resembles anything similar to a home with running water, I’m moving in as soon as I can pack my things. 
 
    A gurgle, loud and similar to a watercooler stops me. A flock of Kiks fly up, hovering above their former perches. The sound came from my left. I look to see if it’s a sick Kic, but no. A stalk sways a little as I watch. Another gurgle and the stalk shivers before its belly splits. “Ew!” escapes me as a clear liquid gushes out. Dear God, I hope that’s not how they reproduce. As the goo spreads across the path behind me, the ground bubbles and hisses. Curious, I turn to better examine the commotion. The soil seems as if it’s boiling, yet I don’t feel heatwaves from the reaction. The moss, patchy over the dirt, doesn’t look affected at all. Maybe there’s something in the earth which isn’t in the plant life. I take one of Joey’s keys off of the chain before tossing it in the goo. After a few startling jumps on the surface, the key sinks, dissolving as it falls. “Yikes,” I whisper. Mental note to avoid exploding stalks with bellies. I don’t want to think about what the gel would do to my skin. 
 
    At least now I know why some of the older stalks have rings of thick moss around them. Kiks settle in again on the nearby stalks. Since the danger seems over for now, I turn back to the stone building. Hopefully, acid doesn’t explode from it, too. As I approach, a rush of cold air greets me. Air conditioning? Since it’s already getting hot even in the shade, yes please to staying cool. I walk into the building. The walls are at least a foot thick, solid stone, and there are no coverings for the door or windows. I also don’t see any other openings leading outside. Not very fire code friendly, but all right.  
 
    Like the spaceship, the further I go, the darker it is. Water drips from above. I dig out the flashlight and examine the floor, walls, ceiling. No cobwebs so no spiders. Yay. A mosaic lies under dirt and plant debris. I want to sweep everything away to see the artwork, but later. There’s something at the back of the room, dark and large. It’s also made of stone, so I’m not too worried about getting closer to learn more about what it is for sure. If the structure had been furry with anything other than moss, I’d be back at the crashed ship by now. 
 
    My foot slips a little on the slick floor a little before I catch myself. The slip is a reminder to be cautious before I continue advancing. I watch where I put my feet a little better, the mosaics under me beautiful among the larger stones. It’s as if whoever built this managed to squeeze in art wherever possible. I glance up as I keep going to find a podium in front of me emerging from the darkness.  
 
    Another step and a blue green light floods the chamber. I gasp, the brightness hurting my eyes a little. The podium is lit up, too. If there are security cameras, I’m in trouble. I’m motionless as a screensaver of sorts begins in front of me. It’s mesmerizing with swirling cool  spectrum colors. I move toward the podium. The lighting shows an indention carved out of the top’s rough surface. The depression looks like a three-fingered hand with a place for a wrist. I reach out with a finger to trace the hand placement. The stone there is warm and smooth. My body’s warmth causes a glow everywhere I touch. Interesting.  
 
    I watch the screen some more. The whole room would leave me running back to the ship if everything were even a bit more kept up. The moss, plants growing along the walls, leaking from the ceiling all tell me no one’s been here for a long time. Although, I wonder where the power source for the room is? The light isn’t natural at all.  
 
    The three-fingered handprint fascinates me. How does anyone do anything with just three digits? They’d probably wonder what we do with so many. I put my hand in the impression, trying to see how I’d divide my four into their three. The metallic rock under my palm heats up. Just as I’m done with my experiment, an electric dome appears, covering the top and imprisoning my hand. “Holy hell!” I scream and try to pull my hand away. It doesn’t budge. Needlepricks race over my palm. They hurt before my hand goes numb. I keep trying to pull away and as the numb spreads to my arm, I shove aside the panic and grab the knife in my left pocket. I won’t be the first trapped animal to lose a limb to be free, I try to reassure myself before pressing the blade against my skin. 
 
    Just as I break my skin, images flood my mind. They’re like memories or a movie from alien people and places. Wars, loves, triumphs, and disasters all play out in my mind and on the screen ahead of me. The entertainment hurts like the worst migraine I’ve ever had. I close my eyes and lean against the podium. The knife clatters to the floor as my mind goes black. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    G’nar 
 
    “Are you hoping some Earth women are waiting for us?” 
 
    I lean back in the small scout vessel’s pilot seat, ignoring Deek’s insubordination. “Look, I tagged the ship on a whim. Anyone leaving the planet had been there illegally in the first place. I sent a tracker to catch them. Not because I wanted an Earther of my own.” 
 
    “Right. Have you seen those women?” he asks. I shake my head while giving him an eye roll as if he doesn’t know where I’ve been for the past three years. He grins while adding, “I mean, of course you have. It’s just that there’s such a variety. Tall, short, dark, light, round, slender. How did the Emperor or KirKrell ever choose just one?” 
 
    The news about bonding with Earthers have been intentionally scarce but I figure Deek could use some information. Plus, I don’t mind bragging about being one of the few Gharians to ever have lived on Earth for a significant amount of time. The anthropologists are still giddy over my and the Emperor’s reports from there. “Our people are still working on why, but from personal experience?” I glance over at him and he nods for me to continue. “Lin was the only Earther on the moon where KirKrell and I were working.” The next part isn’t so easy to explain. “As for the Emperor? I don’t know how I escaped bonding when he didn’t.” 
 
    “How did you avoid finding someone?” 
 
    I frown when seeing where the tracking beacon is leading us. Refocusing on Deek’s question, I send our pursuit data to my background processing. “I took an oath to uphold Intergalactic Alliance laws and refused to allow even a hint of breaching the Lesser Worlds Order. If our mission failed, it wouldn’t be because of me.” I’ll admit, I couldn’t keep the smugness from my voice and it rang in my own ears, too. I’d succeeded where even the Emperor had not. Pax might be a beautiful woman and worth a galaxy, but breaking the law wasn’t an option for an Enforcer like me. 
 
    “If you weren’t my superior officer, I’d suggest none of them found you appealing.” 
 
    I laugh, shrugging. “Most of the women didn’t mind my attention. I think they liked me as much as I liked them.” 
 
    He laughed. “Good to know there’s hope for me if I’m ever assigned Earth.” 
 
    Deek’s a decent looking guy. A little full of himself, but it’s justified. I have to give him grief, though. “Right. Keep dreaming. I don’t think the Emperor will change the LWO for anyone, even the new Empress.”  
 
    “Do you think we’ll ever round up the assassins who killed the former Empress?” 
 
    “Yes. Empress Paxton may be his everything now, but so was Empress Jeul. If the murderers killed for money once, they’ll do it again.” A message appears in the Heads Up Display in my mind. The Vadhmoshi’s ship truly is on the quarantined planet. I send the information to Deek via our inner communications. 
 
    “Pless,” he hisses. “Landing on Earth in a huge show of force would be easier.” 
 
    “I know.” Deek is as happy as I am about Emol being our destination. For whatever reason the Vahdmoshi went there, we can’t bring them back to Ghar for justice. I scan the orders displayed in my HUD. Nothing is allowed on or off of the planet surface. Probes are allowed down but are considered lost once deployed. 
 
    “Scan for humanoid life forms and send a probe?” Deek asks. 
 
    I reply, “You’re reading my mind.” 
 
    “More like reading the regulations on dealing with off-limits planets.” He waves a hand over the control panel. “Since your system is full of nothing but policies, then yeah I know your next move.” 
 
    I can’t help but chuckle. “You might be right. The laws are clear and I didn’t get where I am today by breaking the rules.” 
 
    I’m not telling Deek anything he doesn’t already know about me. My upbringing in the failed colony of Fleeg is an open secret. Being from there is shameful, or supposed to be, except I’m not bothered at all. No one chooses where they’re born, just where they’re going. My trajectory is up. I view my career climb to Enforcer as a point of pride, to Tunsa with what anyone else might say. After running the calculations to Emol, I reinforce the information in case Deek hasn’t already made his own computations. “We’ll be there in an hour.” 
 
    He swivels in the co-pilot’s chair. “I’ll ready a probe, then.” 
 
    I nod as he heads back to where we keep supplies for missions. Very few planets are off-limits to us. The probes are their own separate systems and keeping them ready to go isn’t usually a priority. Our ship’s artificial intelligence focuses on life support and mobility nearly all the time. While I’m waiting for Deek to give me the all-clear, I download the latest information on Emol.  
 
    Nothing has changed. The last civilization there created nanites similar to our first attempts. Only theirs went viral. In the air, water, and soil, millions of Emoli died before an antidote appeared. After the last few people received their vaccinations, it was too late. Not enough population remained to rebuild and the entire planet was placed in isolation. Anyone could land on the surface illegally, but if they left? They’d kill everyone who came in contact with them, antidote or not. 
 
    “It’s ready.” 
 
    I didn’t hear Deek approach, even with the slight squeak of his uniform. We’re both in our everyday grays. His fabric is newer and makes more noise. Which, I should have heard. I sigh. “Good.” 
 
    “And I’ve accessed the latest on Emol. If we had to land, could we be suited?” 
 
    I’m sure he’s not the first one to think of wearing epidemic gear to the surface. Every scientist in the galaxy wants a crack at solving the infectious nanite problem. “No landing is supposed to mean no landing. Not even with protection.” 
 
    “Still, aren’t you a little bit curious?” He plops down in the chair. “I’d be willing to risk censure and even a temporary demotion for a peek at the ancient civilization.” 
 
    “I am, but not curious enough to let it kill me like you seem to be.” I send a progress report to our director, letting her know our plans. “Besides, a couple of thousand years isn’t ancient.” 
 
    We’re approaching the Em solar system so I watch for Emol as Deek scoffs, “Years? Another Earth term, I suppose?”  
 
    I scratch my eyebrow, a little frustrated with how much the foreign words have stayed with me. “Yes, right. A Gharian sas is equal to 1.095 Earth years.” 
 
    “Huh. You’re going to force me to download an Earth dictionary, aren’t you?” 
 
    Unable to help myself, I give him a cheeky grin. “Maybe, or I’ll just set up a filter for Earth slang and spare you some misery.” 
 
    He slumps in his chair as much as his military training will allow. “Good. Even if I wanted one of those forbidden beauties, I have a feeling the Empress is the last one.” 
 
    “She is, unless the Vahdmoshi managed to carry off a cargo load of them.” Anticipating his cheer, I continue, “But no. The ship we’re tracking is too small for anything more than a four-person crew.” 
 
    “Can we really call the Vahdmoshi people?” 
 
    I can’t help but chuckle at the slight. “Yeah, barely.” The planet looms large in our view. It’s beautiful, green all over except for the few blue seas scattered on the surface. A few mountain ranges rise up due to tectonic activity. No snowcaps, so the temperature scans come back as warm to hot.  
 
    Enforcer MaKrell? 
 
    I smile at our Director, Tira’s voice in my head. She’s my superior now, but we’ve been friends and sometimes more for a long time. Yes? 
 
    Approach Emol with caution. No one has been in the Em solar system in several hundred years. 
 
    Will do. I have contagion protocols for the ship already active. 
 
    Excellent. Report back when you’re finished. 
 
    Yes, ma’am, I reply and mentally hear her chuckle. We’re too close personally, if not professionally, for me to be so formal with her in our innercoms. “The Director reiterated we need to use caution near the planet.” 
 
    Deek snorted. “Scared explorers never left home. We might as well turn tail and hide.” 
 
    “She’s just being cautious.” He doesn’t offer a rebuke because we both know people who land on Emol never leave. The ship falls into a geosynchronous orbit. “Time for the probe.” 
 
    “That does not sound appealing.” 
 
    I laugh. “No, and focus. If Vahdmoshi are down there, we’ll need to react.”  
 
    He doesn’t say anything, waving a hand over the console. “Deployment successful.” 
 
    We both relax, seeing the probe’s view on our internal HUD. Lovely planet and it’s a shame about the contagion. We’re at a latitude where the land is a little more barren. Not Earth’s New Mexico barren, but more than Ghar’s heavier forests. The probe continues, focusing in on various plants, a few avian-like animals, and piles of rock too square to seem natural. “Probably what’s left of the Emoli civilization,” I mutter. 
 
    “Going toward the tracking signal’s coordinates,” Deek says even though a communication via our innercom would have been fine. Different Gharains view the internal communications differently. Everyone has a preference and my coworker is the chatty sort. He must have received his nanos later in life than usual like I did. 
 
    The appearance of the Vahdmoshi ship grabs my attention. It’s their standard donut shape and this time, the donut hole is gone. “Damn,” I say more to myself than Deek. We both know they’ve carried the nanos off-world.  
 
    “They’re outta here, looks like.” 
 
    “Um-hm,” I reply to the obvious. There’s a huge tear in their back end, the scrape along the ground already grown over. No epidemic alerts came across in my internal news feed from the Alliance datalinks. I suspect they died before reaching anywhere. I run the numbers just to be certain and sure enough, the nearest habitable world is nearly a week away. “They’re also dead by now.” It’s been a little more than a couple of Earth months since we escaped the planet with the Emperor, his new Empress, and his son. Any Vahdmoshi left behind on Emol would be dead by now. Part of me hopes we find their carcasses while the more trained side wants to bring them to justice. 
 
    Facts and figures stream across the bottom of my vision. The drone is testing the air quality, reporting back and gathering samples. Useless, since nanos are everywhere, poisoning everything. We’re watching as the probe approaches the tear in the ship, both of us leaning forward as the small craft flies into the larger vessel. Everything is dark, so the automatic light comes on. The place is a lot less chaotic than I’d expect a crashed ship to be. Doors to the living quarters are opened. The probe peers in but no one’s there. No bodies, either, which is what I expect with the main command module gone.  
 
    “So we missed them by almost an eighth of a sas or so?” Deek asks. 
 
    I was thinking the same thing, except in Earth months. “Seems so.” I stretch in the chair. “All right. We’re done here. Abandon the probe and we’ll head back home.” 
 
    “Home? So soon?” 
 
    He’s right. We have a chance to see more of the planet first hand. A few words and I’m already talked into more of an investigation. “Okay, have it do a routine scouting mission. It’s been a while since anyone cataloged Emol. Might as well take the time to do so and add to the archive.” 
 
    Deek leans back in his chair, hands behind his head. “We might not see much of anything other than the crash. There’s nothing but a whole lot of vegetation.” 
 
    I don’t look away from the screen, entranced by the plant life. “True, but after living in a desert, this is refreshing.” 
 
    “I’ll bet.” Deek shrugged beside me. “All right. Let’s see if anyone left the ship.” 
 
    I switch to immersive and our view becomes three hundred and sixty degrees. It’s as if we’re there on the planet surface. Sight and sound are the only senses the probe provides but the two are enough for now. Green post-like vegetation grow alongside huge flowers. They’re pretty, yet I don’t trust either. The colors are a little too bright. Birds fly around, examining the interloper. One looks way too much like Slith, a Khsccan I’d met on an assignment a while back. Both beings have the same coloring and facial expressions. “Huh,” I say, thinking of how Slith might view this smaller, primitive version of himself. 
 
    “Yeah, suspicious,” Deek says and I look where he’s focused. The soil has been disturbed in five distinct lines. What has us both transfixed is how humanoid sized each is. Each area is weathered and sprouts are growing.  
 
    “They’re graves,” I say. “Five, and if even one Vahdmoshi left?” 
 
    “Too many people for their crew. Plus, they don’t tend to bury their own dead, never mind anyone else’s.” 
 
    I nod, his implication grim. They took Earthers from the planet and left at least six people here. “My bet is none of those buried are Vahdmoshi, which means there’s a dead Earther somewhere on the planet.” 
 
    “Should we look inside the ship again? See if they died in one of the living quarters?” 
 
    “Good idea.” Not that I want to see anyone’s remains but like Deek, I’m curious to learn what happened to any stranded survivors besides a slow and inevitable death. “Let’s go through the ship one more time, concentrating on comfortable surfaces.” 
 
    He nods, his eyes glaze over for a few seconds. “You’re right. Those who die from the nanos don’t just drop dead. They know their systems are failing.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    G’nar 
 
    I shudder. It’s everyone’s biggest fear, that somehow our nanos will malfunction and kill us. No one dares admit it, especially the few of us chosen for the biological nanites upgrade. The testing went on for years. Good idea, since as an Enforcer, I was one of the recipients of the new tech. Leaders in the Intergalactic Alliance received them after we didn’t malfunction. The rest of the population is due to get bionans, too, but later. Deek is a new Enforcer, fresh from the grittier Protector ranks. He’s set for his own bionans when we finish this mission.  
 
    Which refocuses me. The probe scans everything again. After seeing the graves, I look again with intent. Now I can see doors left ajar. Whoever opened them did so without power. In each of the living quarters, the beds lay bare and I know the Vahdmoshi like their comfort.  
 
    I’m examining the walls as we exit the bedroom when Deek jumps a little. “Did you see that? Something moved.” He leaned back. “Humanoid.” 
 
    “Not possible.” I push the probe forward fast to catch whatever the animal was. “Native life. Probably one of those Khscc birds.” 
 
    “As tall as an adolescent? I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Think about it. They’ve been down there for how long? Point two sas?” I shake my head at the empty hallway stretching out in front of us. “Not possible for anyone to survive the contagion so long.” 
 
    The probe moves further down the curved hall and closer to the hull breach. The entire place lights up more as we near the exit. With the 360 view, I spot a movement behind the probe. Two green blue eyes glow from the darkness. Stopping the probe, I stare, closing my open mouth. 
 
    “Holy pless,” Deek whispers, as transfixed as I am. The person approaches the probe from behind, sneaking as if she thinks it can’t see her. 
 
    And, she is a she. As she nears, the light falls on her from a tear in the hull. She’s an Earther and one of the most beautiful I’ve ever seen. Her hair is short, blonde, and the new growth is black. Her skin reminds me of the creamiest lattes I had on Earth. Her body? I scan her up and down, seeing the fitness underneath the oversized man’s shirt she’s wearing.  
 
    Deek speaks first. “We can’t leave her here. I mean, I can’t leave someone on Emol to die alone.” 
 
    Can I? As an Enforcer in the Intergalactic Alliance who’s bound by the Lesser Worlds Order and Emol’s quarantine, we both are expected to leave her here. The probe is motionless as the Earther approaches. I can’t help but smile. She’s as curious about us as we are about her. Still, Deek’s right, I can’t leave her here now. Not since I’ve seen her face and those glow in the dark eyes. Something’s gone awry with the Emol nanos. Otherwise, she’d be dead by now. I finally reply, “No, we can’t. Worst-case scenario, she’s a medical mystery needing more study. Plus, we’re assuming she’s alone.” 
 
    “Oh. You saw the graves. I don’t know if the ship could hold many more in the cargo bay.” 
 
    Memories of the time I went undercover for an illegal Vahdmoshi mining operation return. “You’d be surprised how many people they store in there. This isn’t one of their usual cargo ships, no, but they’ll pack this one as full as the engines will take.” I send the logistics of landing on the planet surface and coming back home clean to my background processors. My system will run various scenarios while Deek and I talk. We also watch the Earther tap on the probe as if to wake it up. He and I glance at each other with a grin and I know what he’s thinking. I’m ornery enough to want to say something like “Ouch,” when she touches the probe, too. Sympathy for someone who had to bury others in a crash she survived leads me to say, “No, don’t. She’s probably scared enough as it is.” 
 
    “Should we talk to her?” 
 
    “In what language? Earth has hundreds and where we were? I heard at least two on a daily basis.” I drum my fingers on the console. “Let’s try a simple hello.” 
 
    Deek rubs his hands together and sends, Comm open, over our innercom. 
 
    I clear my throat before saying, “Hello and hola.” 
 
    The woman jumps back with a scream. “Holy shit!” 
 
    “Sorry, I don’t mean to frighten you,” I try to reassure her. She’s crossed her arms as if to guard against an attack. “We mean no harm.” Oh great. Now I sound like one of those cheesy sci-fi shows the Emperor’s son loved on Earth. “I mean, we’re investigating an illegal landing on the Emol surface.” 
 
    “Hmm? Illegal landing? So those ugly ass- uh, guys shouldn’t have been here anyway?” She puts her hands on her hips. “It figures. We were abducted, my friends are gone, and now I have to try and tell their families where they are.” She squints at the probe and steps closer. “So with we, I assume there’s more than one of you? That this thing is just a drone, and that you’re in a spaceship somewhere nearby?” I could watch this woman talk all day and never be tired of her. 
 
    Deek interrupts my daydream with, What are we going to tell her? 
 
    The truth. “Yes, there are two of us on a ship orbiting the planet surface. We sent a probe, the drone, down to investigate the crash because the planet is under quarantine.” 
 
    The eager expression fades from her face. “Oh, shit. Quarantined from what and by who?” 
 
    I stare at her for a moment, not wanting to tell her anything more than she’s coming home with us. Her eyes glow less when she’s in the sunlight. If not for seeing her in dimness first, I’d have never suspected anything amiss. Deek nudges me and I reply, “The entire planet is infected with deadly nanites. The Intergalactic Alliance has issued a strict order that nothing can leave the planet surface under any circumstances. 
 
    Her eyes flash turquoise before fading to normal. “I already know about the nanites. They’re not deadly now and I want to go home.” 
 
    I frown and glance at Deek. Nothing has changed in the records. No new developments. “Are you using the nanos now?” 
 
    “Yes. I have them under control and they’re helping me.” 
 
    This hurts. The woman doesn’t know she’s a dead Earther walking. I should have the nerve to tell her so, but she’s affecting me far too much. Still, I can’t lie or lead her on with false information. I clear my throat, surprised at how closed up it seems. “Then you’re never leaving Emol. No one is allowed to remove you or do more than give you supplies. Even this probe will be left behind once we’re gone.” 
 
    “Gone?” She ran up and grabbed the probe, staring into the camera lens. Her face filled our display and both Deek and I leaned back. “You can’t strand me on a deserted planet.” She let go of the probe. The device stabilizes itself as she’s taking a couple of steps away. “Unless, you’re the ugly suckers who kidnapped us in the first place.” Tears filled her eyes. “You might even be the ones who killed my friends.” 
 
    Deek leaned forward. “We did not abduct you. We’re not the Vahdmoshi.” 
 
    I shake my head at him but it’s too late. She frowns. “Who are you, then?” 
 
    This can’t happen. I can’t answer her. We can’t. Yet, I want to tell her everything I know about Ghar, my homeworld of Fleeg, let Deek tell her his life story, too, and everything about our work in the galaxy. Origins knows I want to chat with the woman for ages, but doing so would prolong the inevitable. I cut communications and let the probe land on the Vahdmoshi ship’s floor. The device is still recording for research’s sake, but we’re not listening. 
 
    “You’re not going to answer her?” Deek asks.  
 
    Saying the words out loud is going to hurt so I brace myself. “No. She knows enough. No one is leaving the planet surface or coming to rescue her. There’s nothing to gain by chatting with her as if we’re all friends. She might as well come to terms with the facts now rather than later.” 
 
    “Seems cruel, sir, and there’s no point in not telling her. Where is she going to go?” 
 
    “It’s in the galaxy’s best interest, not ours or hers.” Ignoring how my nose stings, I stand. “If you’ll excuse me, I have tasks to complete.” Deek nods as I turn away. He’s affected too, but oddly not as much as I am. I must be tired or hungry. Rules are rules and I’ve clung to that mantra all of my life. Living by my code removed me from the failed colony on the planet Fleeg and propelled my career through the Intergalactic Alliance ranks. Plus, cutting ties and leaving the Earth woman cold is the best course of action. Anything else and we’d be on the run from the rest of the alliance. Until her nanos killed us, of course.  
 
    My footsteps echo as I head to the mess area, a grand term for an indention in the wall. I fill a cup of water, taking a drink. Still, if there was some way to bring her to a Healer or Innovator group of citizens? The Alliance would have a great new planet to settle. As I finish my drink, a chime from my background processors claims my attention. I pull up the information. Neither the vacuum or the cold in space will be enough to stop the nanos from infecting others. Not in a suit for us, a stasis field for her, or a bio cleanse since the microscopic machines aren’t biological.  
 
    Deek pings me through the innercom. MaKrell? Sorry to interrupt so soon, but you might want to see this. 
 
    Put it through, I reply and he sends on video from the probe. The woman is on the floor in front of the device, crying. I ask, Sound? and he complies. 
 
    “Please? Don’t leave me here alone. I’ll die and there’ll be no one to bury me.” Tears stream down her face. I clench my jaw, resisting the urge to do anything to save her as she continues. “You don’t know what it’s like having no one to talk to. Emol isn’t a paradise at all. The plants are deadly. The Kik birds aren’t friendly and I’m running out of supplies from the ship. There’s three days food, tops.” She wipes her eyes and sniffs. “I don’t know how to make a weapon and my knives are weighted for throwing. I don’t mind dying. I just don’t want to be alone again. This is harder than I thought it would be. No one is here. No one. Even the voices in my head are quiet until I talk to them first.” Her chin trembles. “I know I sound insane with the voices, but they’re like viruses here. I don’t know how to get rid of them.” 
 
    Before I can rerun the tests for removing her from the planet, she stands and continues. “Sorry. I’m talking to dead air. It’s just, I’m not a survivalist. There’s fruit, tastes awful, but is edible. I’ll have to learn how to hunt the birds or die trying.” She’s quiet for a moment, looking around her, before leaning forward and staring into the probe’s camera. “No answer, huh? I’m begging an empty room and dead drone for help. Great. At least you mean what you say. When you’re gone, you’re gone.” 
 
    The woman is absolutely beautiful. I’m trying to not think with my attraction, but close up like this makes staying focused difficult. I already want to know everything about her. Where did she live on Earth, what her favorite foods are, and what she felt when realizing she’d left her home planet? Her motions and sounds distract me when she sniffs, wiping her eyes again before picking up our device. She turns it one way, then another before resuming her examination of the camera. “So. Only one lens wrapping all the way around? I’ll bet that gives you a three-sixty view.” The picture turns upside down for a moment before righting itself. “Hell if I know how you hover, though. There’s no jet on your bottom.” She chuckles, her voice still shaky from crying, and the video goes upside down again. “Other than your voices, I can’t tell if you’re a boy or a girl, either.” 
 
    Our probe is placed on the ground again with the woman getting to her feet, looking over it. “Too bad you all abandoned me here.” Her voice breaks on the last few words. She’s silent for a moment. “I could have used a real friend.” She sighs and tilts her head up at the sky. “I’ll have to pretend the drone is a person or quietly go insane.” 
 
    Enforcer? 
 
    Yes, Deek? I respond, even if I’m pretty sure I know what his next words will be. 
 
    Could we send this to the Director and change her mind? 
 
    I want to say yes, but the Director is as bound by the rules as I am. The attempt would be useless. We could. It seems a shame to leave someone behind when all of our training says to bring everyone home. 
 
    I agree. 
 
    The woman is talking again, but I’m not listening. Her lips entrance me, which sounds grandiose, but there is no other word for it. She seems scrappy, able to take care of herself. She’ll get used to being by herself. As soon as the words leave my mind, my chest hurts. It’s just a video feed of a normal Earther. She’s one of the most beautiful, but then, there are so many on her planet who are. Still, her voice, the way she moves? Origins help me if I were to ever touch her because she might just be my bondmate. Impossible, but my system is reaching out for hers. 
 
    Deek breaks into my musings. We can’t just leave her there. Her name is Xell. 
 
    A spear of jealousy pierces my chest that he knows this and I don’t. Still, I’m grateful for the information and turn her name over and over in my mind while replying, How do you know? Is she in Alliance datalinks? I enter the small bridge. 
 
    “No. She told the probe, or us, in an effort to get a response earlier.” 
 
    I sit next to Deek, watching the woman pick up our device. She’s taking it somewhere outside. “We should send the probe out for more information from Emol, submit our report and leave.” 
 
    Deek shakes his head as Xell puts the probe on the ground next to her campfire. “Maybe, as long as we let it come back to be her pretend friend.” I give him an exasperated look for the suggestion. He reacts with a, “What? She’s desperate for companionship. If our drone helps her, why not?” 
 
    He’s already using her word for our device. I want to kid him about using Earth terms, but later. “All right. I’ll talk to the Director.” Might as well go boldly into the thorns, so I open a channel to her and request, Permission to land, question the survivor, and retrieve the antidote,  
 
    Are you insane, G’nar? Do you want to kill everyone who comes in contact with you and BaKrell? 
 
    Tira’s answer doesn’t surprise me but I need to keep trying. Thing is, Director, she’s still alive. 
 
    So? She found the antidote. Yay. The nanos are still there. Nothing has changed. 
 
    My conscious picks at me. She’s right. Xell’s glow in the dark eyes clearly indicate her infection. I try a different tact. There’s no secret tech for screening even Emol nanos yet? She’s alone and knows she’s doomed to die. It’s cruel to leave her there. I can’t just walk away.  
 
    What does she look like? The director asks and when I’m silent, trying to find a non-committal answer, she interjects, That’s what I thought. She’s an attractive Earther and you want to risk everything to save one insignificant person. A snort goes out over the innercoms. What is it with you men and the exotic? Obviously, Gharian women aren’t good enough anymore and you have to go breaking the law and putting the entire galaxy in danger. I can feel Deek’s addition to our conversation and her tone changes from personal to formal. Emol is under strict quarantine for a reason. Your main mission should be finding the missing Vahdmoshi core ship. Instead, you’re both silly for an Earther.  
 
    Before I can object, she adds, You may absolutely not go to the planet surface under any circumstances. Find and contain the escaped Vahdmoshi ship and come back to Ghar for debriefing. Do I make myself clear? 
 
    I subconsciously nod. Yes, Director. Orders received. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five  
 
    Xell 
 
    So. 
 
    I’ve met potential rescuers who won’t help me. Or rather, to be fair, they can’t. Or won’t. If they were still here, I’d ask for a supply drop. 
 
    The men spoke English, one with a slight accent, and both sounded like decent people. I’m not a cryer, but when the sobs start, I can’t help myself. I lean against the hallway’s wall, the afternoon sun inching its way towards me. The air is already hot and I’ll be roasting soon. I need water, and I wasn’t kidding. I have three days food left. I look over at the drone. Maybe their absence is a kindness after all. If they gave in and sent supplies, it’d only prolong the inevitable. The fruit I’ve found so far isn’t nutritious enough and I wasn’t kidding. Those Kik birds are nearly impossible to catch.  
 
    All of Emoli knowledge is in my head, thanks to the temple. I’ve begun cultivating a small garden away from the stalk trees. They have a name for it, but I don’t want to lose myself by using their words. Silly, I know, since I don’t think anything matters at this point. Thanks to the new guys’ inaction, I’m on my own.  
 
    I get to my feet and dust off my butt. Depression settles around me again, shoving any hints of hope from my mind. I grab my one non-melting container from the dead campfire and head to the nearby stream. Trying to embrace my evaporated gratitude, I admit it’s nice someone else knows I’m here. Vahdmoshi, huh? And the non-rescuers are Gharian? I could wonder how the Ghars know English when the Vahds don’t, but does it matter? Not when both races have stranded me.  
 
    My efforts have worn a path from the ship to the creek. The water looks clear and the nano library tells me it’s potable. I don’t entirely trust them so I heat everything before drinking. If my ancestors could boil out dysentery, so can I. Loaded up with water, I go back to my new home. Kiks fly over and while I know it could be worse around here, I’d hoped for better than solitude. The time I’ve been here hasn’t changed me much. I’m still mourning the loss of my business and my friends. 
 
    I stop in my tracks, realizing I didn’t tell anyone about who the Vahds abducted with me. Damn. If the Ghars couldn’t help me, they could have at least gotten a message to… I stop, realizing how dumb I am. So, outer spacemen are going to call up Ralph’s wife and tell her what happened? Resuming my trip back to the site, maybe it’s just as well they left me here. I shake my head from the negative thoughts as I rebuild the campfire. Thing is, I was an optimistic person in my former life. If I had a working starship, I’d probably be a lot more hopeful. Learning about the infection, the Emolis’ loss, then the antidote from the planet’s online library let me know how doomed I am. 
 
    The embers glow. Heat from them and the air is too much. I usually have a siesta time until late afternoon. It’s only been a month or so, maybe more, since the days have run together. Even so, I have a schedule of sorts. Wake up before dawn, drink a gummie brick, learn more about Emol from the nanos, bathe, get water for boiling, take a nap until it’s cooler, drink another gummie brick, scavenge from the Vahdmoshi ship, do laundry in the creek if necessary, and get some sleep.  
 
    There were weeds and dead limbs to burn to see which was best for my fire. I had a lot of “fun” melting various containers from the ship until finding one able to withstand the coals. I’m also lucky the Emolis had some survival information in their library or I’d be dead by now. If the acid-filled stalk trees don’t kill a gal, the poisonous and carnivorous flowers will. Dumb fruit is what will save me, sort of. It’s plentiful yet almost worthless. I can eat the slightly foul meat, but gain no benefits. It’s like subsisting on cotton balls. Edible, but as a long term meal plan? Yech. 
 
    I step into the hull’s opening. Thanks to the nanos, I can see in the dark a lot better. The Vahds have no mirrors on board so I have no idea if my eyes are metallic from the infection’s influence. They have to be different, though, because I can see better in the dark now. The drone is still where I left it. Resembling two metal dinner platters glued together with a wraparound visor in between them, there’s really no way to tell how it flies. I’d love to open the device and see how it works. With my luck, I’d probably trigger the nuclear fuel powering it.  
 
    I pick up the drone, balancing it on my left hand. “So, it’s just you and me, and you need a name if you’re going to be my new best friend.” I turn it around, looking for anything other than the obvious. “There’s no writing or instructions on you.” Peering into the visor, I try to get light to shine into the thing. “Do spacefaring beings even have electronics? Or, is everything powered by atomic goo of some sort?” I can’t help but smile at my reflective face. “Worst-case scenario is you’re a decent, if probably expensive mirror.” Which leads me to think about the Dumb fruit’s tiny seeds. I’ve tried to scrub my teeth with a piece of cloth but really need a brush. Grimacing first one way, then the next, I check for any lingering seeds. I nod at me. “Not as bad as I’d thought and has certainly been worse.” 
 
    After watching me talk, yes, I both look and sound stupid talking to an object. Feels as if I’ve turned my cell phone into my best buddy and I laugh at the idea. Tucking the drone under my arm like an oversized clutch purse, I walk down the hall into the bedroom. “Crazy, huh? You get your own room, though. There were two Vahds here, so there’s the space.” I stop at the smaller of the two living quarters. “It’s too hot to sleep fully dressed and, I’m not sure you’re completely offline. With my luck, I’d be nude in front of the, what did he call it, the Intergalactic Alliance?” I set the drone on a bed. “Anyway, in case you’re still gathering data, you’ll sleep here during our siesta.” 
 
    When I step back to go to my own room, the drone lights up and begins hovering over the bed. I knew it. “Son of a bitch.” They’re men. Maybe not human, but certainly humanoid and curious. I’m humiliated and not surprised. My only wish is they’d started watching after I checked my teeth. “You both were watching me this whole time?” 
 
    “Hello. I’m sorry, but no, we weren’t.” 
 
    He sounds nice for a creeper listening in on my conversation with the drone. He also sounds younger than I am so I use my best big sister voice. “Enforcer Baykrel, is it?” I ask.  
 
    The guy clears his throat before saying, “Yes, sort of. I’m Enforcer BaKrel Decron, but Deek is what everyone calls me.” 
 
     “Uh huh.” I’m not ready to play nice. Plus, I have to look up at the drone since it’s hanging out above my eye level. “All right, Enforcer BaKrel, what’s up? Now that we’ve established you’re a little sneak, I take it nothing has changed. I’m still stuck here until I die.” 
 
    It’s a few seconds before he responds. “Correct. We are forbidden to take you with us under any circumstances.” 
 
    I try not to be disappointed in his answer, yet I am. My eyes fill with tears and I look up at the ceiling until they stop forming. If neither Ghar will cure or return me to Earth, they’re wasting both of our time with this chatter. Sure, I’m lonely, but I’m also not interested in being a novelty to later ignore. I force him to come to the point. “And? Why are you talking to me now?” 
 
    “Right. We want to know where you received the antidote. We can’t work on a plan to remove you from Emol until getting a sample for ourselves.” 
 
    “Oh.” This is news I want to hear. “To Earth?” 
 
    “Not Earth, exactly, but somewhere more populated. You don’t deserve solitary confinement for any reason.” 
 
    I have to turn away from the probe. I don’t want them to see me cry from the kindness. If I were honest, the reasons for stranding me here are solid. This infection would wipe out Earth. Especially since it killed off Emol and has the Ghar men running scared. I wipe my eyes, clear my throat, and face Deek’s drone. “Sure. I can show you. I also hope you have a way to take the stuff without nanos hitching a ride.” 
 
    “We’re still working on the solution for them. In the meantime, if we can analyze the antidote, there might be a way to help you leave.” 
 
    I want to believe Deek unconditionally but all of this is too good to be true. Biting my lip, thinking about the conditions that I want him to meet, I step forward. “Before I do anything, you have to promise to help take me home. I need something solid to prove you’re not lying.” At first, there’s no response and as I wait, the seconds stretch out in silence. They don’t fool me this time. Since the drone is still hovering, I know Deek is listening. I tilt my head and ask, “Hello? Are you there?” 
 
    “We’re talking.” 
 
    The voice gives me goosebumps. It’s the other man, someone Deek calls Enforcer Mackerel. He could read the news in his language and I’d love it. His name cracks me up but I can laugh later. Right now, they need to all but sign with blood their intent to remove from Emol. “Fine, as long as you come up with a solid plan to take me home without my new friends.” 
 
    The Enforcer begins speaking again. “I’m sorry, but we can’t do something as serious as promise you anything right now. Even if we tested the antidote, there’s no guarantee we’ll find a solution.” 
 
    At least he’s honest. Still, I want him to repeat his offer of help and mean it. The drone’s silence from earlier continues to scare me in the abandonment feels. “And you’ll take your promise to rescue me seriously if I help you first?” 
 
    “A promise is a sacred thing, something I’m not able to give at the moment. I can make a deal. If you lead us to the antidote, I’ll do everything I can to assist you with living on Emol comfortably.” 
 
    His voice is an aural caress, and yet, his offer is a little too good to be true. I want to trust both of them, yet, they left me alone once already. Nothing is keeping them here except the antidote. “What if I don’t want to stay here? What if I demand you take me with you?” 
 
    “Then we’re at an impasse,” Enforcer Mackerel says. “That is, unless, I can convince my leaders to allow researching a way to remove the nanites from you. I can’t guarantee you passage anywhere until we’re sure the contagion is removed.” 
 
    He has a point. I don’t want to be the Grim Reaper everywhere I go with these things. I have to trust their offer. I nod. “All right. I’ll take you to the antidote, but first, I want to record a message to Earth. I need to tell them what happened to the others here and how I had to bury them.” 
 
    “We can’t do that,” pipes up Deek. “The Lesser World—” 
 
    “BaKrell,” Enforcer Mackerel interjects, “She can give us the message while we go there and we’ll send it when the potential cure is obtained.” 
 
    The word cure reminds me that ultimately, if I don’t help them, they can’t help me. “Great. I’ll lead you there. The path is pretty clear but branches off at several points.” I head out towards the distant forest. “I’d found it by accident, I thought at first. Now, I realize the nanos were taking me there.” 
 
    “How did you know they specifically were leading you?” Deek asked. 
 
    I tried to think back. I’d never asked the same thing. “The path leading there just seemed the right choice.” The vegetation began growing taller the closer we walked to the forest. Stalk trees rose up in front of us like beer-bellied telephone posts. “It was more of a feeling than a solid fact.” 
 
    “You don’t remember anything significant about the nanos before going to the, what did you call it?” 
 
    “Temple,” I offered as the springy moss cradles my feet. My runners are already comfy and I could walk miles with the right food source. “The stone building seems like one of those ancient temples on Earth.” I held a branch back for the drone. “There are others all across the planet. Most are in ruins but a few, like mine, are still functional. The nanites’ library has all the information.” I try to slide in a hint. “When you two rescue me, I could recite everything I’ve learned. More, if the nanites need to stay with me for a while.” 
 
    “Have you been to any besides the one we’re going to?” 
 
    I’m facing away from the drone, in the lead, so he doesn’t see my grimace. Not even a nibble at my hint? Whatever. I sigh to myself, but I’m not giving up just yet. “No. Emol might be smaller than home, but it’s still big if you’re on foot. The Vahds didn’t leave me a vehicle so it’s foot power or nothing.” I turn right at a fork in the path nodding in the direction not taken. “The other way leads to a larger creek. I’ve toyed with living here where it’s cooler versus the ship.” 
 
    “Couldn’t blame you,” Deek says. “I’ve researched the climate for the planet. I’ve done a quick search on your home planet, cross-referenced with your current situation. Emol doesn’t have a winter like Earth.” 
 
    I realize Enforcer Mackerel hasn’t spoken in a long while. Missing his warm voice, I ask, “Is your partner still with you?” 
 
    “He left, needing to file a report.” 
 
    I glance back at the drone. Ambient sounds must not play through, then. “I didn’t hear him say anything.” 
 
    “We can communicate over our innercoms, short for internal communications.” 
 
    Stopping because the tech sounds so interesting, I have to ask, “How is that possible?” 
 
    “Our nanos have our systems set up for audio and visual information transfer between humanoids and the Intergalactic Alliance’s data links,” he replies, giving me an idea.  
 
    After searching  my own nanos, I realize they’re too primitive for me to silently communicate with them. I resume walking, confessing, “I’m jealous. All I can do is retrieve information from the Emol database. Something weird, too, is my constant urge to eat metal.” 
 
    “That is extremely odd but not unexpected.” His voice went from politeness to interest. “Did you give in to the urge and if so, what happened?” 
 
    I hesitate in answering and come to a full stop again. We’re in a clearing now, lined by rows of stalk trees His logical question serves me right for even mentioning the weird craving. Embarrassing, too, as I confess, “The gummie bricks, food from the Vahds, weren’t satisfying. I rummaged around their tiny kitchen for something else. When I grabbed a metal glass, a rush of satisfaction hit. The container seemed melty at first and then dissolved everywhere my fingers touched. I wanted nothing more than to take a bite out of the metal. Very creepy and scary.” 
 
    “I can see why,” he responds. I continue on, reentering the shady part of our walk. Deek offers, “Vahdmoshi food sources don’t take nanos of any kind into account. They’re more focused on feeding lesser world inhabitants so they’ll be able to work.” 
 
    “Lesser world?” I blurt out. We’re in no way lesser to any world, and yet, the other two races are from different solar systems. “You mean like my home?” 
 
    “Sorry, but yes. Earth is a sixth world planet, barely scratching the surface of space travel. Members of the Alliance are forbidden to contact Earthers.” 
 
    The ban explains why the Vahds crammed us into the small cargo hold. “Ah, we’re forbidden and thus more desirable?” 
 
    “Afraid so.” We turn the corner and the temple is in front of us.  
 
    I take a step back and motion the probe forward. “Go ahead and I’ll follow. You’ll want to see the building unobstructed.” As the drone moves on, I ask, “It’s damp in there, will your device be all right?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s able to withstand a lot. Probes are built for extreme conditions with the possibility of no return.” 
 
    “Ha! Like I ended up being?” I try to joke. “Only, I’m sometimes not as tough as I want to be.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone ever is.” The probe stops and I almost run into it. “Pless,” erupts from the device. “Holy pless of Tunsa, you must be insane. Tell me you didn’t, G’nar. We are so fucked.” 
 
    Shocked over him knowing an Earth curse, an odd buzzing noise behind us distracts me. I turn toward the clearing we left as a small shuttlecraft lands like a helicopter. Whoever is at the controls knows what they’re doing. “Friends of yours and mine, I hope, and not the Vahds?” 
 
    “No, pless it, no. Not the Vhads.” I hear a slight crash from the probe before Deek adds, “Fine. I need to go cool off. Tell G’nar it was nice knowing him and Tira’s going to kill us all if the nanos don’t do it first.” 
 
    “What? Who’s Gunnar and Tira?” There’s a solid thud behind me, but I can’t look away as the shuttle opens. One of the tallest men I’ve ever seen in person steps out. He’s wearing a gray uniform of sorts with silver edging, is trim yet muscular. A perfect gymnast’s body. He turns to stare at me. I’m transfixed at how his eyes are a bluer gray than my own green-gray. Unlike me, he’s a true blonde with hair barely on the side of behaving. I’ll bet he was an ornery kid. Thinking about the trouble he must have caused his parents makes me smile. I walk closer to him and say, “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, Xell. I’m Enforcer MaKrell G’nar. Pleased to meet you.” He reaches out his hand to me. I take it in a daze. He’s warm and I can’t look away from him as he adds with a fading grin, “We can talk more later, but now? Could you show where the antidote is? Because death by nanites is a horrible fate I want to avoid altogether.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    G’nar  
 
    In person, face to face, my desire for Xell explodes. She’s mine and I’m hers my heart says. My mind agrees. The urge to verbally claim her is so strong, I almost say the bonding words out loud. Her face displays a myriad of emotions before settling for a saucy grin. She tilts her head toward the temple. “Then let’s go save your life, Enforcer Mackerel.” 
 
    I glare at the probe because if Deek is over his fury, he’s laughing at Xell’s mispronunciation. Earthers. Every last one of them gets my names wrong. “I’m Enforcer MaKrell G’nar,” I say, emphasizing the first syllable of my family name and the break in my personal name.  
 
    “MaKrell G’nar?” she echos.  
 
    I nod even though Xell’s not watching. “Perfect. You can use G’nar,” I offer as she leads me around a rocky outcropping. Her voice saying my name lights up my systems with its rightness for me. I want nothing more than to turn her around and kiss her senseless. A couple of Khscc birds stare at us as if we’re their entertainment. She glances back at me every so often as if unsure I’m with her. Each time, I smile in reassurance. She’s more slender than I expected after seeing her through the probe’s viewer. Her clothes hang as if made for someone a few sizes larger. Seeing her walk, though, I don’t care. Everything about Xell pulls me to her like a massive star grabs a wayward moon. No matter how bad the outcome is, I don’t regret landing on Emol to be with her. 
 
    She glanced back at me before saying, “Deek said a few things about how your names work. Do you have a nickname for G’nar like he does for Decron?” 
 
    Her being buddies with Deek bothers me. I shrug off the emotion, since I’m hers. She’ll learn soon enough how we are each other’s bondmates. Only death could end our imminent union and even that doesn’t seem possible to me. Refocusing on her question, I answer, “No, no nickname for me. I’ve discouraged friends from calling me “Guh” for short,” I tease and am rewarded by her laughter. I send a request to the datalinks for several jokes if she needs cheering up later. 
 
    “I can see why. No one gets to call me Xelandra Astra Perches except my mother when she’s angry.” 
 
    Stats on her name appear on my HUD. My information from Earth’s datalinks is a few months old. Xell is the only person on her world with her name, so she’s easy to find. Origins help me if her name were even a fraction more common on her world. From what I’ve learned during my years on Earth, she probably wouldn’t like my acknowledging her more private details. I absorb all of the data about her while saying, “We’re going to be stranded here for a while. You might as well tell me a little about yourself.” 
 
    “Me? Nothing to tell. Especially since I’m not the Supreme Being who’s able to fly around space like it’s no big deal.” 
 
    Her description of me, while flattering as hell, is a little too grand. “We’re not supreme at all, but just have better tech.” It sounds patronizing; yet, I can’t help but add, “Your world will get there someday.” 
 
    “If we don’t kill ourselves off, first.” Xell nods up ahead. When she does, I notice we’re closer to the forest, similar to Ghar’s and other humanoid friendly planets. I use my ocular implants to zoom in for the differences as she adds, “The temple isn’t far. You’ll have to tell me how Gharns overcame the nuclear age. I assume you guys played with nukes at some point, too.”  
 
    Xell kept me busy watching her instead of observing our new home. I chuckle. “Doesn’t everyone at some point or another? Atoms come with a “Split Me” sign on their back.” Before I can add anything, a priority signal chimes in my head. “Wait for a moment, Xell,” I manage to say as the shrieking starts. 
 
    I will kill you with my bare hands, Enforcer MaKrell. 
 
    Tira. Oddly enough, I’m relieved she knows what I’ve done. Dreading her anger lingered in the back of my mind since I left Deek back at the ship. She and I both know I either am trapped or will soon be dead from the contagion. You’ll have to come down here, violate the quarantine. We both know I’m not worth it. 
 
    You. You, fleegan. 
 
    The word hovers between us. Tira knows what the word means to me, personally. Everyone else in the Alliance shrugs off fleegan like Earthers do bastard or bitch. Except, when you’ve done everything this side of legal to escape a failed colony like Fleeg, you don’t want your shameful past thrown in your face. I love Tira, but this is part of why I’m glad we never bonded. Her sweet doesn’t overcome her sour. 
 
    I’m sorry— she begins. 
 
    Stopping her, I think, Don’t be. You’re right. I’m a fleegan in many respects. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Hold on, I send before focusing on Xell. She’s staring up at me with a frown. I forgot to turn on my emotional dampeners so that my face wouldn’t show my emotions during my conversation with Tira. Smiling to reassure her, I say, “I’m in trouble for being here. This might take a minute or two. Go on up and I’ll follow.” 
 
    She shook her head. “How will you know where I’ve gone when the trail splits?” 
 
    “ESP.” 
 
    Xell laughs. “Sure. Extra sensory perception from the extraterrestrial. Makes sense.” She gave me an Earth salute before walking backward a few steps. “Fine. If you don’t catch up in a while, I’m sending Deek’s drone to get you.” 
 
    “Good.” I watch as she leaves, amused at how she doesn’t consider herself an alien, too. But, Tira’s waiting to tear me apart. Reluctantly, I go back to the tirade she’s going to give me. Yes?  
 
    I formally apologies for my use of fleegan earlier. Otherwise, Enforcer BaKrell is under orders to destroy the shuttle. I hope you don’t interfere. We absolutely can not allow the contagion to escape. 
 
    I agree. The silence stretches out between us until I ask, Is that all? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    Even across the innercom, I hear the tears in her wavering voice. Tira? I’m sorry, but I couldn’t leave her stranded here. You’re my friend, but she’s my everything. 
 
    Understood. She’s quiet for a few milliseconds, a long stretch in our world, before adding, I could always count on you to follow orders and do the right thing no matter what happened. Then, when you went to Earth with the Emperor and his son, I lived in fear how each day brought you one step closer to bringing one of those people home with you. Yet, I knew my G’nar would follow the rules. He wouldn’t fall for one of those flashy Earthers. 
 
    There’s so much in her words I need to rebut. Yet, telling Tira I was never hers would hurt and besides, I don’t need to point out the obvious. Instead, I focus on my idea for Emol’s nanos instead of my lust for Xell. I saw and took an opportunity to help Emol’s victims with our bionans. 
 
    Your biologically based nanites are a huge enhancement but not a universal cure-all. Putting yourself into deadly situations just to see what the bionans can do is a huge mistake. She clears her throat with a cough. The Intergalactic Alliance has lost a future Leader in you. I’m sorry to say, if you need help of any kind, we won’t be able to do more than a supply drop once in a while. 
 
    I nod. Emol is barely inside the Alliance’s inhabited systems. So is Earth, which is why our Emperor chose the place to hide his son from assassins. I understood the risks when I left the ship. 
 
    I’ve ordered Enforcer BaKrell to send as many provisions to you as he can without sacrifice to himself. There’s nothing more I can do. 
 
    Understood. Thank you, Tira, and I had to try. 
 
    If I’d ever truly bonded, I might understand your insanity, she says with a sniffle.  
 
    I subconsciously nod, hating that I hurt her. You will, I’m sure. Desperate to push her thoughts away from losing me and toward solving Xell’s problems, I add, Have Deek throw in extra rills into the supplies. I can plant the seeds here when we’re finished eating them. 
 
    Optimist. I don’t think either of you will live long enough to enjoy fresh rill, but why not? Message sent. I’ve also sent the Leaders our situation. You’ll hear from them soon, I’m sure. I may cease to be your Director from now on, but I’d like updates every so often if you don’t mind. 
 
    Shit. The Leaders. That means the Emperor knows. Eldan’s going to strangle me. Of course. I’ll send reports on my efforts to neutralize the Emol nanos. We’re going for the antidote at the moment. I’ll send an update when we’re done. 
 
    Send it to Enforcer BaKrell. 
 
    I reply with an affirmative and withdraw from contact. She needs distance. I can feel her withdraw as much as if we were in physical proximity. After making a note to mull over the ending of an era between Tira and me later, I refocus on finding the temple.  
 
    Xell left traces of disturbed soil and moss with each footstep. I follow them as well as examine the vegetation around me. Most of what I see is already categorized and analyzed in my Alliance datalinks. Nothing has changed in the past few decades. A cluster of poles are ahead. Stalks, I think Xell called them. They’re like a crowd of humanoids in their differing shapes and sizes. I approach, noting her trail curves around the cluster. Khscc birds flit around and roost on the stalks’ top edges. 
 
    “There you are.”  
 
    I glance over at Xell as she rounds the corner. I respond. “Yes, I’m here. The report took longer than I’d expected.” 
 
    She squints at a particularly chubby stalk. “Report, huh? Is that what they call a chewing out from the boss around here?” 
 
    I laugh at her wry smile. “Afraid so.” I watch as she shakes her head. She seems bothered, so I ask, “Is everything all right?” 
 
    Xell turns from the plant as if I’ve shaken her awake and tells me, “Yeah. I waited at the temple for a little while. It was tough resisting the urge to put my hand on the podium, so I came back. Your drone took off as if on a mission.”  
 
    “Ah. BaKrell must have sent it out gathering information. Standard procedure.” I’m more interested in her experiences and say, “There’s a podium?” 
 
    She nods. “You’ll see. There’s an impression perfect for a three-fingered hand and I couldn’t resist the first time. I think the nanos give me instructions subliminally.” 
 
    “Probably.” Her words remind me about my alert suppression. I resume the contagion alarms and the notifications flood in. “Nanos can be pesky.” 
 
    “When you’re not so focused on the antidote, you’ll have to tell me more about the Intergalactic Alliance. I want to know about the tech Earth doesn’t have.” 
 
    I love her curiosity, but don’t know think I should be answering questions at the moment. “I don’t know. You’re really not supposed to learn anything beyond your homeworld technologies.” 
 
    She spread her arms out and looked up at the sky. “Right, because I’m so dangerous here. A little bit of knowledge is going to help me fix the alien ship and leave.” 
 
    I went up and nudged her with my shoulder. “Access to my tech could teach you how to pilot my shuttle.” 
 
    “Oh. I hadn’t thought of that, actually.” Xell grinned at me, stepping over a dead tree root carpeted in lichen. “Figures. I’m the type of person who doesn’t think to rob the empty bank until days later.” 
 
    Her lack of treachery appeals to me as much as everything else about her. I can’t let her think goodness is a negative trait, so I counter with, “You mean, you’re honest and trustworthy? I don’t see the problem.” 
 
    She pauses and I intentionally run into her. Anything for her touch. She leans back against me and looks up at me. “I could begin to love a guy like you, G’nar.” 
 
    I press my lips against her forehead, ignoring my bionans’ alarms about her invading nanos. “Good, because I already adore you. It’s why I’m here.” 
 
    “Uh huh. As soon as you send info about the antidote to Deek, we need to talk.” 
 
    “Those words from a loved one strike fear into every humanoid in the galaxy,” I quip and she laughs. “No, seriously. We can talk and walk at the same time, can’t we?” 
 
    “Sure, but it’s not too far to the temple. I want a real conversation, not a chat.”  
 
    I thought that’s what we were having, I almost quip but know what she means. Xell is too busy leading me and I’m too busy thinking about her to really converse. We’re approaching a copse of stalk trees. Every time we’re close to them, Xell’s body language grows tense and fearful. “Have you tried cutting into the trees?” I ask, leaning in to examine one of the larger ones. “I can almost see into them.” 
 
    “No, I avoid them if at all possible. They’re dangerous.” 
 
    “These things?” I say and point at a huge tree in the middle. “Reminds me of Uncle Parn with his belly.” 
 
    Xell laughs and motions at me. “Come on, those are the worst.” 
 
    A movement catches my attention and I frown. “As many as there are, too bad they’re not edible.” 
 
    “You don’t eat them. They eat you.” 
 
    I laugh and look at her. “I’d like to see them try.”  
 
    Her expression turns serious and she motions to me. “Come on. He looks ready to explode. Let’s not make a bad situation worse.” 
 
    “Explode?” I say as the stalk gurgles. The noise grabs my attention and I watch as the tree shimmies a little. “It’s a plant, not a bomb,” I murmur, recording the slight motions for my report. “Interesting…” 
 
    “Come on!” Xell grabs my hand and pulls, stronger than I thought she’d be. I let her but continue to monitor the stalk. The thin skin of the plant splits as Xell screams, “Run!” 
 
    I let her pull me until hearing a crash behind me. I stop to record the event, turning for a better view. Xell falls and pulls me to the ground as a thick, clear smattering of goo splatters across my legs. The stuff reminds me of the aloe from Earth. I begin to wipe the stuff off until my uniform begins sizzling wherever the substance landed. “What the hell?”  
 
    She scrambles over to me, pulling up my shirt. “Take it off. All of it. The acid will burn through to your skin.” 
 
    I help her remove my clothes, happy do to so. “I’ll need dinner and dancing first.” 
 
    “Not funny.” She tosses my shirt aside. “This will burn through everything but moss.”  
 
    “Really, the fabric is tougher than it looks.” 
 
    “Yeah? I thought so, until the acid hit the soles of my feet.” She’s tugging at my pants, her hand rubbing my belling and making my cock hard. Unaware of what she’s about to set free, she keeps trying to pull down my pants while saying, “Seriously, burns like a mother.” 
 
    The aloe acid touches my skin and she’s right. Bionans are rushing to fix the burn but anything eating through our uniforms? I don’t want to find out how far down the acid will go. I kick off my shoes before shoving down my bottoms, too. Standing naked as a newborn in front of her, I ask, “The moss stops the acid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she squeaks as I grab some from the ground. The stuff is dried from being out in the sun. I rub it on the burn anyway to at least wipe off the goo. The nanos can do the rest. Satisfied when the pain eases, I pick a fresh handful and turn around in front of Xell. “Do you see any red marks on me?” 
 
    “Um, yeah, no. I think you’re fine.” She swallows and puts a hand to her throat. “I also thought underwear was universal, but ha. Silly me.” 
 
    I can’t help but chuckle because she’s trying to look everywhere but at my cock. Which, unsurprisingly, is starting to react to her attention. “Not everyone wears underclothes, but Gharians tend to. At home, anyway, since water is a luxury on interstellar travel.” 
 
     “Ah. No clean pants. I’ve been there. Thought about being there while here, but that makes no sense.” She’s hyperfocused on brushing dust from her behind. 
 
    “Actually, I’d be fine with nudity while here.” Especially if she strips down, too. 
 
    Xell laughed. “I’ll bet. You’re gorgeous.” She reaches out to touch my arm, stopping several inches short. “How is your skin so shiny? It’s like you’re oiled metal.” She glanced up into my eyes, her face reddening. “I’m sorry. Are skin colors a touchy topic on Ghar?” 
 
    “Not at all.” I take her hand and put it on my bicep. “We’re all Gharians, no matter what we look like or where we’re from.” Yes, I’m only being partly honest. I don’t want to talk about my off Ghar upbringing right now. If anything, I’d prefer her never know everything about my childhood. It’s bad enough Tira does. I’ll tell Xell when I’m ready. No need to rush into the sympathy dump from her.  
 
    I’m following her, enjoying the view, and while the moss is fine, the occasional stone hurts the bottom of my feet. It’s been a long time since playing near Fleeg’s mining slags. I’ve grown soft. “Hey, can you slow down a bit? Or maybe let me find my shoes?” 
 
    She pauses and comes back to me, staring into my eyes instead of my body. I return her grin. She’s mesmerizing and also not watching where she’s going. Before I can mention the slight step up in the path, she trips over it. I run up to catch her and once in my arms, the universe clicks into place. 
 
    99% genetic match. Begin union? 
 
    “I’m yours and you’re mine,” I blurt out before growling to my bionans, “No, stop.” 
 
    Xell runs her hand up my arm, her smile killing me as she asks, “Are you sure? Your words aren’t telling me no.” 
 
    No? Match denied. Union canceled. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Xell 
 
    G’nar shakes his head, taking a step back from me. I moved closer. He smells like chocolate and bergamot. An odd combination, yes, but two treats from home I miss the most. I can’t help but put a hand on his arm. “Are you all right? You turned a little too pale just now?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” He tugs on his earlobe. “My system is trying to delete a program I’m not willing to end so soon.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “Trying to suspend it until later but having difficulty.” 
 
    His eyes have that cloudy processing glaze to them so I wait until his attention returns. Hope he’s faster than my old laptop at home. Otherwise, we’ll be here for a little bit. Before my gaze can wander over his luscious and still very nude body, G’nar’s attention returns. I smile at him, grateful he’s back. “Everything settled?” 
 
    “For now.” G’nar tilts his head and nods ahead. I get the hint and turn toward the temple. He goes on, saying, “I’d usually welcome the diversion my system gave me, but not at the moment. Providing you with better comfort than the Vahdmoshi ship offers is a higher priority.” 
 
    His main concern warms my heart. “Thank you. I’m looking forward to something better than melted gummie bricks.” 
 
    “Like Earth’s gummie bears?” 
 
    “Yeah, only they’re about as big as my hand and liquid by now.” A Kik flies overhead, its cries making me pause for a few moments. “I had some hope they’d ferment but no. No excellent gummie wine or even rotgut alcohol.” 
 
    G’nar laughs and I smile. I have to admit I like how he’s lived on Earth and understands almost all of my references. I don’t get all of his and him saying we belong to each other seems a bit premature. We might be the only two people on the planet, and that is almost not a bad thing. I would like to get to know him a bit better as a person.  
 
    The temple is ahead, barely revealed in the dappled sunlight streaming through the thick leaves. Now that I can superimpose the former glorious version in my mind over the current worn building, I appreciate the structure even more. The Emoli were interesting. They lived and created like the Incas but had technology far beyond anything at home. “There,” I tell G’nar with a game show hostess flourish. “There is our new library.” 
 
    He continues on ahead of me. A bright light moving up and down the rock shows the drone is still scanning every stone. G’nar glances back at me with a smile. “I’d love to know the power source for this thing.” 
 
    “Nuclear? Biological? Geothermal?” I step over a twisty root, intent on avoiding another embarrassing fall. “Something top secret?” He stops and I run into him. “Sorry.” 
 
    G’nar puts an arm around me as we enter the temple. “Is there secret tech here I need to know about?” 
 
    I shrug, glad the movement doesn’t stop our contact. Water continues to drip as much as every other time I’ve been here. The air feels 20 degrees cooler than even the shade outside and I shiver. “Maybe, but the technology is so secret, I don’t know about it either.” 
 
    He peers down at me. “Cold?” I nod and he frowns. “If I had any clothes, I’d give my shirt to you.” 
 
    “You must be freezing. I should be undressing for you.” As soon as the words come out I want to take them back. Judging by the huge grin he’s giving me, he’s thinking how we could both be warm. “I mean,” I shrug out of Ralph’s shirt, revealing all of my tank top. “You could be wearing this at least. Too bad it’s short-sleeved. The fabric isn’t flannel because summer in New Mexico, but it’s warmer than nothing.” 
 
    He hesitates for a moment before taking the shirt. “Thank you. I’m not sure how much this will help, but it smells like you.” He holds my gift up to his nose and breathes deep. Smells like you and a little not like you.” 
 
    “Yeah, probably Ralph and let’s just ignore what that means.” 
 
    G’nar stops examining the podium and his eyes narrow at me. “You are committed to someone else?” 
 
    “No, not anymore, not since before the abduction.” His hard expression softens. I kind of like his jealousy. It’s not too much and he didn’t give off a creepy vibe. “I only meant I don’t have soap around here. I’m sure there are some lingering body oils from the prior owner.” 
 
    “Ah.” He examines my face for a few seconds as if taking a mental picture of me. I try not to squirm and instead stare back at him. “Let’s see how obtaining the antidote works, huh?” 
 
    “Okay.” I wave my hand over the impression. “When I got here, I had the toughest time resisting the urge to touch.” 
 
    “Even though you knew you probably shouldn’t?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Did anything else odd happen to you before then?” 
 
    “Only the metal that melted in my mouth.” 
 
    “Right. Not odd considering nanos were infecting you.” He’s walking around the podium, scanning the structure. “They urged you into eating building materials.” 
 
    I’m not thrilled with being lured into chewing around on anything inorganic. Wondering how much the nanos control me subconsciously, I notice G’nar has stopped and his eyes are glazed. I don’t want to interrupt, but Deek is gone. Maybe G’nar has tripped one of those secret techs his nanos know about but mine take for granted. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “I am,” he responds in a quiet tone. “Just scanning with various types of light energy is all.” G’nar continues in silence for a few moments.  
 
    Only the dripping water echoes through the chamber as G’nar reaches for the hand imprint. “What if it doesn’t work,” I blurt out as the thought hits me. “I had no tech. I mean, only Emol tech and you’re far more advanced. What if the antidote kills the your nanos and I don’t know, clog your brain or heart arteries?”  
 
    He looks down at where I’m holding his wrist, stopping him, before looking at me. “I appreciate your concern more than you know, but I’ll be fine. My bio-um, nanites, are more advanced than any here. I’m worried more about spreading them to other planets than I am being harmed by them.” 
 
    “Famous last words.” I let go of him, but he doesn’t immediately reach for the impression. I’m glad he’s at least thinking through his decision again. “Are you sure you have to gather the antidote this way? Could you draw my blood for testing? Or maybe let the shirt soak up whatever is being released from there?” 
 
    “I could but my body is my own best laboratory.” He reaches for my face, tracing my cheek with his fingertips. “Although, I do like the idea of testing yours. We could kiss, make love, otherwise swap fluids, and I wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “Eh, you lost me at swap fluids.” I take his hand and give him a businesslike handshake. “English isn’t your first language, is it?” 
 
    Refocusing on the podium, he chuckles. “Not even my fifth.” He clenches and unclenches his fist a couple of times.  
 
    I don’t blame him for the nerves. I’m afraid for him, too. “You don’t have to gather the stuff today. We could always come back tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’d rather begin finding a cure for us today. You deserve a better home than here.” 
 
    Home. I hug him, in love because he’s a true hero. “Thank you, because I miss my work, Earth food, and my friends so much. I want you to come home with me so I can show you everything before we visit your world, too.” 
 
    “Yes, we’ll need to plan our future, won’t we?” G’nar pulled away from me as his hand hovers over the impression. “I hope this is anti-climatic.” 
 
    His flesh touches the metallic stone and the clamp traps him. Instead of panicking like I did, G’nar is staring ahead at the screen. The display lights up and swirls without pictures like it did for me. Odd, but not as much as G’nar barely breathing, as still as the museum statues he resembles. I reach for his wrist to find a strong pulse. Taking a breath in relief, I can’t help but notice his shirt, formerly mine, doesn’t quite cover his manly bits. 
 
    I glance up to make sure he’s still bound by the Emol’s information before sneaking a few stares at Gharian sex parts. Which are much nicer than what I’m used to. Size proportionate to his height, yum, and seems a bit ribbed to me. Double yum. I shiver and remember the chill. I don’t dare laugh or G’nar might snap out of it to find me gleeful over his cold being better than any Earth man’s hot. That whole “I’m yours, you’re mine,” thing doesn’t sound half-bad. Especially if he takes me to his mucho advanced planet. I’m thinking service robots, food replicators, heck, zero-calorie chocolate mousse. Any spacefaring species would have to know about adding and removing calories, right? I do a quick check of the library and while the Emols didn’t, maybe the Ghars did. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I’m daydreaming about having sex with G’nar after he feeds me zero-calorie tiramisu but the clamp retracting pulls me into the here and now. I check his face as he wake up from the trance Emol tech puts us in. Reaching out for his arm, I ask, “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Surprisingly unaffected,” he mutters. “Somehow, I expected a lot more.” Removing his hand, he rubs the palm. “My system is handling the compound now.” 
 
    “What’s the results?” 
 
    “It’s a lot to process. More intricate than I’d given the Emolis credit for.” He shakes his head a bit, looking away from the podium as if waking up from a trance. “How long was I out?” 
 
    “Well, my best guess is five minutes or so, but it seemed a lot longer. Mainly because I tried to keep from staring at you.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “If I were half-dressed and the only woman on Emol, you’d be staring at me, too.” He grins and I add, “At least I hope you would since I’d be all you had down here.” 
 
    He puts his non-injected hand up to my cheek. “I’d stare at you no matter where we were in the universe. You’re beautiful. As soon as we’re out of here, you’re also my everything.” 
 
    “What if we’re trapped here forever?” 
 
    G’nar frowns. “I refuse to give up on solving this, but if we are? You’d be my choice.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” I turn toward the entrance. “You barely know me.” 
 
    “True.” He falls in step beside me. “How about we start learning more about each other.” 
 
    “For instance?” 
 
    “You say I was held for five minutes while the antidote was delivered?” I nod and he asks, “How long were you out?” 
 
    “I’d say a couple of hours at least. When I went in, the coolness felt refreshing. After I woke up, it was dark outside. I have to admit I was worried about walking around on a strange planet in the middle of the night. So, I stayed there until sunrise.” 
 
    G’nar looks back at the temple before taking my hand. “Despite the damp and dripping noises?” 
 
    I’m not willing to inject a dose of gloom about what I’ve had to accept in life and try to keep it light. “Oh, you know, I’m just a girl. Trying to enjoy living in a manmade cave.” I can’t help but smile at his laugh. “So, while I’m there enjoying the temple after a hot day, all of these outside thoughts begin flowing in.” 
 
    “The nanos with access to the main datalinks?” 
 
    “Yep. I learn the true name for the stalk trees. Also learned why I should avoid them. Sleeping in the temple was a good idea I didn’t know I had. Maybe the nanos subliminally suggested it to me, since the succulent flowers within flowers are nocturnal and carnivorous.” 
 
    “Flesh-eating?” 
 
    “Yes. They use the bones to build their trunks, strip the nutrients from the blood, and the remaining liquid fills their leaves,” I reply and laugh at the disgust on his face. “I know. I’m not eating them, ever. The library says they’re edible, but then so are a lot of things from Earth I wouldn’t touch.” 
 
    “How big are their victims and are you sure they’re only nocturnal?” 
 
    That’s something he could have asked the library. I stop him to look into his eyes. “Aren’t you accessing the Emol databases, yet?” 
 
    “No, but it’s not easy. I’ve been blocking their nanos with my own since I landed.” 
 
    “With your own nanos from your government?” 
 
    He gives me a grin. “Something like that. They’re used to blocking out various diseases and am treating the Emol contagion like any other biological threat.” 
 
    I hold out my hand, returning his smile. “Well? Want to share?” 
 
    “Not at the moment. It’s highly forbidden for me to even think of letting a Sixth Worlder have access to my tech.” 
 
    “Sixth? I suppose you’re first?” 
 
    “No, and I’m glad I’m not.” He glances at me and I give a go ahead nod. “The first, second, third, and so on worlds are broken down by space travel and other technologies. First World people, if you can call them that, are beyond physical bodies. They bend time and space in a way I’m not sure I can explain to you.” 
 
    “You could try because I’m not stupid. I did pass Physics.”  
 
    “I’m sure you did. I’m just not able to put what they do into words. Maybe images or abstract concepts, but you don’t have internal communications. Even then, I’m not sure I could convey their travel because I don’t completely understand it.” 
 
    Like someone’s age or weight, I decide to err on the side of caution and venture, “So you’re a Second World person?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    I don’t care for his answer since it means I’m a lot more lower than I’d thought. “And I’m Sixth.” My tone reveals my disappointment and I try to kid with him. “ You’re really slumming it, man. Why are you even here trying to rescue me? It’d be like NASA going to retrieve a Mars rover.” 
 
    A hurt expression flashed across his face. “You’re more than a machine. You’re a person worthy of saving.” 
 
    The guy is risking his life. I’m not worth it. Still, I don’t want to fish for affection, so I tease him. “There’s not a lot of chicks on Ghar, is there?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Plenty of women live on myhomeworld and you’re lucky I spent time on Earth or I’d have no idea why you’re talking about baby birds.” He sneaks me a grin. “Or even what birds are.” 
 
    I laugh. “Come on, even Emol has birds, of a sort.” 
 
    “You should see the Chiti. They are an avian humanoid race.” 
 
    “Jeeze, birds with legs?” 
 
    He nodded. “They’re cute, at least I think so. It’s the small beaks and big eyes. They seem like babies of their species but they’re full grown at this high.” 
 
    G’nar holds his hand just under my eye level. I give him a glare. “Oh yeah, so very short.” He laughs and moves on. “So have you been to many planets and are they all inhabitable?” 
 
    “Several. Some are and some should not be.” 
 
    “And? I don’t mind hearing more.” 
 
    “I’m not supposed to tell you anything. There’s something called a Lesser World Order prohibiting me from interfering in a lesser world’s technological development.” 
 
    I stop, taking his arm so he stops with me. “Wait. Does this mean I’ll get to go home when I’m cured?” 
 
    He doesn’t need to say the words. The way his eyes don’t meet mine tells me everything. He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, but no. Even if we found a way to remove the Emol nanos, going back to Earth is impossible. You know too much.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you?” 
 
    He’s right, but no. I wouldn’t. “If it meant I wasn’t so alone, could run my bar, and eat something besides those damned gummi bricks, yes. No one would ever know I’d left Earth.” 
 
    G’nar brushes my hair back, tucking a lock behind my ear. “I can’t give you back your bar but you’re not alone anymore. I’m here for you and even better? There are no gummie bricks in my shuttle.” 
 
    “You suddenly got a lot better looking.” I give him a come on motion. “Show me some of that offworldly food before I starve to death.” 
 
    “Certainly. I brought extra from the ship for you.” Before I can hug him for being so thoughtful, he asks, “Are you leaving behind any family? A husband or boyfriend probably? I mean, I can’t imagine you’re single.” 
 
    “Stop it, you’re making me blush.” I pause and turn to swipe as if to hit him. “No, there’s no one special and barely any family. I have half-brothers and sisters back home. We’re all scattered, aged out of the foster care system.” 
 
    His eyes cloud for a moment before he says, “I remember reading about the program while studying Earth. Your parents were unfit?” 
 
    “Very. I don’t remember much about either of them. Blocked it out, I guess. Doesn’t matter, really. Various people took care of me until I hit eighteen and was on my own.” I don’t look at him directly, unwilling to find pity there. “The Lucky Dog’s owner hired me to clean and gave me a place to stay.” 
 
    G’nar’s eyes flashed while he frowned. “Not with him, I hope.” 
 
    “No, he’s not that sort of man. Jasper is decent. Retired and in a community now. He saw me as the daughter he never wanted, let me live in a storeroom at Lucky’s, and let me buy the place from him. He’s a decent guy, I promise.” 
 
    “Ah, okay.” 
 
    “He still comes in from time to time for a drink on the house.” Aware he might not be familiar with the saying, I add, “I mean, I let him have a beer or two for free.” 
 
    “It’s a shame I never found your place. Free beer being the operative thing.” 
 
    I laugh. “Yeah, line up. If I had a dollar for every good looking man trying to weasel a free drink from me? I’d be living on the beach having my own drinks delivered.” 
 
    “Good looking, huh?” 
 
    “Very.” The man is gorgeous when he smiles. His teeth are perfect. Okay, everything about him is. I’ve touched him several times, wanting to feel if his skin was as cool as the metallic appearance shows, but no. He’s been warm like sun-heated bronze.  
 
    “I recognize where we are,” G’nar says as he goes on ahead. He picks up a metal box, pulling off a parachute. “Dinner is on me. I want to hear more about your bar.” 
 
    Shaking my head, I watch as his shuttle’s door slides open. Neat trick, considering his hands were occupied and I wonder if he’ll teach me. I follow him and step up into the craft. There’s a control panel in the front with two bucket seats. The windows remind me of a cross between an airplane and the space shuttles, but smaller. The vessel is clearly meant for short trips. Like a car for space. Long padded benches flank each side. I watch as he opens the box and brings out the packages from inside. The place lacks color for the most part. The color scheme is plain, gray, white, and black with the occasional orange hued warning in a text I can’t read. The entire craft would make a decent home as long as the power stayed on.  
 
    As much as I love talking about The Lucky Dog, I’m more interested in how to live permanently in the shuttle if I have to. “Can you get signals from Earth in this thing? Like if I want to know the latest news?” 
 
    “Yes, thanks to Alliance signal boosters.” He walked over to a solid wall and pressed twice with his fingertips. A cabinet door similar to the one on the Vahds’ ship opens. “Earth’s radio signals haven’t reached this far, yet. It’s a bit complicated and not my field of study, but I could download the specifics for you to read later.” 
 
    “I’d rather hear a lot more about you,” I say while he’s putting things away and messing with a microwave looking thing. “Where you grew up, what sort of world you lived on, what is Ghar like? Who are your leaders, what do you all do for fun, and are there anyone who is looking for a good bartender?” 
 
    He chuckles. “I didn’t grow up on Ghar, even though I’m Gharian.” He pulls a fresh uniform from the shelves, setting it aside. “We have several leaders who all report to the Emperor.” After finding another uniform, he holds it out to me. “In fact, I was there when he met his bondmate on Earth. She’s an Earther, too, obviously.” 
 
    “So she can’t go home, either?” 
 
    “No, and probably doesn’t want to.” He pulls the shirt over his head. “Empress Paxton is as in love with the Emperor as he is with her.” 
 
    “Do all of the men look like you?” 
 
    He grins. “Yes, although I’m rather average.” 
 
    Good Lord, if G’nar is no big deal on his planet, I know a vast herd of women on mine who would love to migrate to the stars. “I see.”  
 
    “Let me show you around. There’s a wash room there.” He points to a panel with a spraying symbol.  
 
    “With a shower and everything?” I head to the door. “Is the shuttle large enough?” 
 
    “Barely.” 
 
    I see he’s right when I open up. Toilets are the same everywhere, I guess. No real seat, though. The sink area isn’t depressed or has a drain, but there’s a spray nozzle. I try moving it around and a blast of air rushes over me. “Hey, G’nar? Does this ship have running water?” 
 
    “No, weighs too much. You’ll have to make do with scrubbing air.” He peeks in. “You can shower in here. Need some help undressing?”  
 
    “I’m tempted to say yes but have a feeling we’d be here a while and I’m starving.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he looks me up and down. “I don’t want our first time together to be in a toilet.” 
 
    I grin at his certainty we’ll have sex and at how he wants me. “Whatever we decide, I want to be clean.” 
 
    “Get to it, then and I’ll fix you something to eat.” 
 
    He closes the door for me and I’m alone again. Only, now I’m not lonely for the first time in more than a month. I go to the bathroom, undressing and enjoying a working toilet. Later, I can wonder where everything is going. Right now, I want to enjoy luxury.  
 
    I kick off my pants and underwear before removing my tank top and bra. I’ve avoided looking in the mirror until now. Seeing what Emol does to a gal without hair color and makeup was not my first priority. But now? Yeah, I have serious dark roots. An inch’s worth and I’m tan. Nice, but not when I get skin cancer a billion or so miles from home. My eyes, though, are crazy turquoise. No metal but the nanos really did change them. I almost don’t want to lose the color when I lose the infection. I open the door a crack to peek out. “G’nar? How far are we from Earth?” 
 
    There’s a pause before he answers. “Five hundred and forty three light years, give or take. The shuttle won’t go that far.” 
 
    I laugh. “I never thought to take this home. But, you’re making me wonder, how long would it take in this ship?” 
 
    He turns and saunters over to me. “Your nanos won’t tell you?” 
 
    “I didn’t think to ask.” 
 
    “They should do math for you.” 
 
    “Damn, I’m in love now. Are you sure I need to get rid of them?” 
 
    “Yes, because I want to take you home with me.” He kisses my forehead. “Get cleaned up and changed so we can eat.” 
 
    I’m beginning to love this guy. After I close the door, I pull the sprayer out. It detaches from the wall with no cord and hoseless, I’m not sure how the cleaning is supposed to happen but trust in the process. I go over my smellier areas twice, glad I invested in laser hair removal back on Earth. Speaking of hair, I run the cleaning air over my head. It works like a blow dryer and I hope it’s enough. My roots really show, the dark fading to lighter ends giving a harsh ombre look.  
 
    G’nar seems to like me just fine. If I had to be trapped on a planet with someone until I die, I could have done much worse than him. He’s kind, coming down here to rescue me. If this room had suds and water, I’d be all over thinking dirty thoughts about him in here. He’d be terrific all hot and soapy. I sniff, and from what I’m smelling? He’s also cooking me food. Double that lust thing, please. The man is talented with a microwave.  
 
    I go over my feet. Does the shuttle have one a real microwave, or is it a better tech than anything we have at home? There’s so much to ask him about the universe. I hope he’ll forget this Lesser World nonsense and tell me everything about what’s out there. The sprayer goes back into its place with a click. I dress, wondering if I could use the sprayer on my Earth clothes. Maybe skin washes differently than textiles, so I settle on the usual scrubbing in the creek. The uniform isn’t quite my color. The grey suits G’nar’s complexion much better. 
 
    Stepping out of the bathroom, I ask, “So is this what the women on Ghar wear? And what’s with all of the “g” names, anyway? Is it a rule or something?” 
 
    His eyes are happy and he chuckles. “Just women working for the Alliance. Civilian wear is a lot more colorful and flowing.” He shrugs as I come over for the food. “As for the “g” sound in everything, it’s luck that you’ve met me and my homeworld is Ghar. Deek, Tira, the Emperor, his entire family, all have names not starting with a g.” 
 
    The pilot and co-pilot consoles are flat against the wall. Trays from each side of the seats are down and holding our food. The smell hits me and I wander closer to the bucket seats. “I’m starving.” 
 
    “I’ll bet. Feel free to start,” he says. I do so, grabbing the spork. As I take my first bite of something resembling mashed peas, he adds, “The uniform does you well. You’re absolutely beautiful.” 
 
    I swallow, the mush tasting like the best mashed potatoes I’ve ever had. “Thank you. I had a prince made of shining armor here to help me.” 
 
    “Made of, huh?” He took a bite. “I understand the reference but can assure you I’m flesh and blood.” 
 
    “Hmm.” I dig into something a little more meaty. His whole fleshy thing sends my mind on a tangent. He certainly is a hunk of beef. He’s lean but muscular. Even in his plain uniform, he’s handsome. I like his casual demeanor and how his mood changes to affection when he looks at me. 
 
    A chime rings out through the shuttle and G’nar nods. The windows in front of us are blackening, shutting out the light entirely. A man and a woman appear in split screen like two news anchors. G’nar puts down his spork and crosses his arms. “Hello. A pleasure to see you.” 
 
    The woman narrows her eyes while the man glances down. She speaks first. “The results are in. The Emol antidote isn’t a cure. Since it isn’t, the planet and everything on the surface is still under quarantine.” 
 
    “You’ve asked for updated information, I assume?” G’nar says. “In case new technology has solved this particular problem?” 
 
    “What do you think? Of course, I have.” She glances at me before refocusing on G’nar. “I insisted they rerun the tests, and no, there’s nothing new.” 
 
    The male Gharian gives me a wan smile. “They’ll keep working on a cure, I’m sure, since you’re both down there.” 
 
    After a snort, the woman shakes her head. “Not that you’ll live long enough to see the cure. In the meantime, make yourselves comfortable down there. Enforcer BaKrell is due at the Pon system, scheduled to leave in an hour. Your ship has the coordinates, BaKrell.” 
 
    Deek shook his head. “I don’t want to go so soon. There are more supplies I could send to them both. 
 
    The woman’s lips thinned. “Fine. Do whatever you can. I’ll alter the time to two hours and even that’s too long. The Vahdmoshi have set up yet another situation with Sixth world citizens. At this rate, we’ll need to round up all of the Lesser Worlders and dump them here.” 
 
    I looked at G’nar in horror. His jaw tense, he said, “You don’t mean that, Tira. You’d be giving them a death sentence.” 
 
    Her chin quivered. “No, I don’t.” Blinking a few times, she added. “So, the research is ongoing, BaKrell will drop more supplies, and I hope you fare well in this new life you’ve chosen.” She nodded. “Earther. He’s a good person. He may be the last man on Emol, but I still expect you to treat him well.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” I reply. Those two have history and I intend to rake G’nar over the coals for all the details later. Both screens go blank. The glass becomes clear again, letting in the light. I squeeze G’nar’s hand. “Did you know you’d be stranded here for good before you left? That whatever you had planned might not work?” 
 
    He sighed. “Yes. I knew helping you leave would be a very bad bet but I couldn’t leave you here to die alone. I’d become infatuated the first time I saw your face and heard your voice. You’re my bondmate and I couldn’t resist you.” 
 
    “Bondmate,” I whisper. He loved me before we’d even met? Romantic, if highly unlikely. 
 
    Before I can ask if he’s insane, G’nar shuts his eyes, wincing as if in pain. I open my mouth to ask what’s wrong when he says, “Xell? This is bad,” before slumping unconscious in the captain’s chair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    G’nar 
 
    The first thing I’m aware of is how Xell’s voice sounds as she’s talking to me. From what I can tell, she has my head on her lap and probably her overshirt on me as a blanket. She’s caressing my forehead, smoothing my hair back in a motion I’m sure is as comforting to her as it is to me. I can’t discern distinct words she’s saying at first. Then, as I come to, I understand more.  
 
    “…and then I felt like college was useless. I was happy at the bar and Jasper treated me well there. I probably lived in the storeroom a little too long, but couldn’t pass up the savings in rent. I mean, free is free, right? When I bought the bar, I thought about expanding my home into the bathrooms, but bar patrons have this thing about needing to pee when drinking beer. Or maybe peeing because of drinking beer. Anyway, I feel like if I don’t keep talking about nonsense, you’ll slip away and I’ll be all alone again. So you’d better wake up before too much longer or my legs will be permanently asleep.” 
 
    I smile. “But I’m so comfortable here.” 
 
    “Oh thank God!” She hugs me, pressing her breasts into my face. “You’re awake. I was terrified.” She puts her fingers in my hair again and pulls slightly. “Don’t ever do that again, understand? You scared me.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I open my eyes. “I deserve to be punished by your smothering me with your chest again.” 
 
    “What?” She puts a hand over my face. “No, it’s not a punishment if you ask for it, mister.” She slid out from under me, taking off her uniform shirt to put under my head like a pillow. Her bra is serviceable. Not pretty but I’m betting she didn’t have a chance to dress for the occasion when the Vahdmoshi rounded her up. “How much of my story did you hear, anyway?” 
 
    I turn to my side and watch as she retrieves another shirt. It’ll be too big for her. A lot bigger than the smallest size the craft carries. Sure enough, she’s wearing a tunic of a top now. “Not much. Was the storeroom very small? Did you have a bed?” 
 
    “More like a cot with an air mattress.” She gives me a smile and comes back to sit on the floor beside me. “Sounds worse than what it was. I had a place that was clean, dry, warm, and my own while I slept. I didn’t have to share anything or compromise with anyone.” 
 
    “Bars close pretty late, don’t they?” 
 
    “I went to sleep at 4 in the morning and woke up at noon every day.” She went back to running her fingers through my hair, looking around at the shuttle while she did so. “One thing I do enjoy about Emol is getting to see the sunrises. It seems like the days are really short and there are a lot of them.” 
 
    “You’re right, far more than you’re used to.” When her palm is close enough to my mouth, I take the chance to nip at her hand with my teeth. I grin when she laughs. Beginning a system check, I add, “We have eighteen hour days here.” 
 
    “How often are you going to pass out? I need to know so I’m not as alarmed next time.” 
 
    “I hope I’m done for a long while.” My system check comes back clean, so I sit up, my head spinning a little. “My own nanos shut down everything except my vital functions while they tried to clear out the Emols. A futile task, since every time I breathe, more come into my body.” 
 
    “Scary.” 
 
    She backs away so I can stand. “I agree.” I take her hand, letting her help me up. “Now, we just need to eliminate our Emol nanos and get back to civilization.” 
 
     “Sure. We’ll be done by this evening, I’m sure.”  
 
    Her sarcasm amuses me. “This might take a couple of days, considering.” I sit on one of the padded benches lining the craft. Sunset’s golden light fills the space, reflected by the clouds. I send a message to the shuttle, turning on the lights. 
 
    “Neat trick.” Xell sits beside me, looking out at the alien landscape, too. 
 
    “I could use voice commands but innercoms are faster. I don’t even form words, just send the thought.” 
 
    “Innercoms? Short for inner communications?” 
 
    “Yes. We all have them on Ghar. Babies get basic nanos to help with monitoring health.” 
 
    “How is that beneficial but Emol’s isn’t?” 
 
    “Ours are made for each person specifically.” I’m not sure how much to tell her about bionans and how reprogrammable they are. After my time on Earth, I can guess what she’s thinking “Even the basic metal-based nanos can be hacked, if you have the entire DNA key for that person.” 
 
    “Considering how easy that stuff is transferred, getting a DNA sample from anyone would be easy. Unless you all have serious cleaning up crews catching everything.” 
 
    “No. We’re clean but not over the top. There are a few more keys needed to unlock someone’s nanos, but they’re classified.” I could probably tell her everything I know and the information would go no further than her. Who would she tell? The birds waiting outside? I wouldn’t have anything to worry about unless I gave her my bionans. I’m not ready to break yet another oath to the Alliance just yet. 
 
    “Since you can communicate with nearly everyone and everything but me, I assume your nanos are more advanced than mine?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Can you reprogram yours to wipe out Emol’s?” 
 
    “They already do.” I switch my vision to particle level and the sight stuns me. I’d been so focused on watching every little thing Xell does that a detailed examination slipped my mind. The atmosphere is fogged with nanites, all looking for a host. The birds and possibly insects around here must not be enough. No wonder my system shut down. I’d have better luck filtering out the nitrogen from the air. I glance at Xell, her expression worried. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Your eyes are cloudy again. News about the nanos or worse?” 
 
    Her eyes are flashing green and blue. “Are you trying to communicate off planet with your own nanos?” 
 
    “Maybe,” she begins before shrugging. “Okay. How did you know?” 
 
    I grin at how well I can read her. “My eyes get cloudy but yours phosphorous with greens and blues. I’ve seen it happen several times now.” 
 
    “There’s no harm in seeing how far they let me reach mentally, and besides, I like to ask Emol before I pester you with questions.” 
 
    “Don’t be. Their data links are out of date by centuries.” 
 
    “Tell me about it. Plus, they’re navel gazers, only knowing what’s here. Very xenophobic.” 
 
    “It’s how they created the mess we’re in,” I say and she nods. The information we both have is clear on who the Emol’s target was. Sometimes, the technophobes can be right. I sigh and get up to retrieve the inflatable bedding. “I know you have a home set up in the crashed ship, but I’m unwilling to let you go back in the dark.” 
 
    “I agree. You don’t mind if I spend the night here, then? I wanted to ask but didn’t want to impose.” 
 
    “You’re welcome wherever I am.” I lay out the padding and press the switch. The bedding will need to be jettisoned if we ever leave here. 
 
    “Wow, that’s fast.” Xell comes over and kneels, pressing on the mattress. “We could explore the planet, camping out with this.” 
 
    “Or let the probe send information back to us while we stay safe from the plant life here.” 
 
    “True. I didn’t forget as much as was wishful thinking. The stars are so different here and I’d like to fall asleep looking at them.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do to help make your dream come true.” I send a signal to close the shuttle door and lock for the night. The craft is warm enough, but I spread out blankets anyway, in case she gets cold. She’s thinner now, going by the loose fit of her clothes, a little too much for my comfort. “Did you want something to eat before bedtime?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Her stomach growls and she blushes. “Sorry. If there’s anything handy like space chips or astronaut ice cream, I’m game.” 
 
    She gives me an idea and I ask, “Do you like chocolate?” 
 
    Xell sighs and grabs my arms. “More than my next breath. Gimme and I will love you forever.” 
 
    “One lifetime commitment coming right up.” Her hopeful expression makes me smile and I dial up chocolate ice cream with syrup. “Earth delicacies have left an indelible mark on Gharian cuisine, thanks to the recent influx of women from the planet. Our Emperor’s exile with his son and me added to our availability of exotic foods like hummus, chocolate, and coffee. We can’t be exact without the plants but the Earthers say our efforts are close enough.” I open the food dispenser’s door and take the dessert. “I hope you agree.” 
 
    “Oh dear God, a chocolate sundae.” She accepts the food and shakes her head before digging in. “A hunk of a man serving me ice cream and damn, this tastes good.” 
 
    I’m enjoying just watching her devour her food. If I’d known chocolate would give her such rapture, I’d have created a dinner of nothing but the stuff. “I’m glad you like it.” 
 
    “Love. I love this. Thank you so much.” She takes another bite, savoring the taste before swallowing. “How much do we have? When will it run out? I feel like I need to ration this out, like only treat myself once a year.” 
 
    “Good question.” I try not to laugh as she licks the plate. “Manners?” 
 
    “I’m trying but come on. First chocolate and ice cream in over a month? A girl has needs, buddy.” 
 
    And in an instant, my mind rockets off into a salacious place. Between her tongue darting out, the mattress in the room, and her happiness, I want all of her focus. Especially when I can give her all of mine. I set my contact information to emergency only, followed by doing the same for the shuttle’s system. I dim the lights a bit and take her plate. “Something to drink?” 
 
    “Wine?” 
 
    I warn her, “It wouldn’t be French or real.” 
 
    “I’m okay with California fake.” 
 
    Unable to resist the hope in her expression, I say “Wine it is, then. Do you have a color preference?” 
 
    She snickers while I go back to the dispenser. “You know there’s a taste difference, too.” 
 
    “Is there? I like the drink but wines seem like overhyped fruit juices to me.” 
 
    “That hurts my tiny bartending heart.” 
 
    I give her a mock light rose’. “Our Emperor liked the wines while I preferred the beers.” 
 
    She takes a sip before lifting the glass in a toast. “Not bad. He has good tastes.” 
 
    “I think so,” I say, thinking of the Empress while dialing up a tea. Accepting my drink, I go over to sit beside Xell. “He’s a good person to lead us.” 
 
    “Why don’t you have a beer? I don’t mind drinking alone but don’t prefer it, either.” 
 
    “Can I hope you’ll get me intoxicated even more so than I currently am and have your way with me?” 
 
    Xell drinks the last of her wine. “Drunk on what, exactly?” 
 
    Letting her ignore the second half of my question, I answer directly, “You. I find everything about you intoxicating.” 
 
    “Uh huh, and does the bed help this? Or would you say this to any woman who happened to be the last on Emol?” 
 
    “The bed doesn’t hurt, but you’re the only one I want.” I bite off the rest of the sentence I’m wanting to say. Xell isn’t quite ready to take my promises to always love her seriously. “We’re only sleeping unless you ask for more.” 
 
    “I see,” she says. My breath catches for a moment as she removes her pants. The oversized shirt she’s wearing covers everything as much as a short dress would, but damn. If she’s trying to deter me, it’s not working at all. “I’d like to ask a few more questions, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “Of course. As me anything.” Not brave enough to sleep with her without my own pants on, I remove my shirt, draping it on a nearby bench. 
 
    She pulls back the covers before sitting. “And you’ll answer honestly?” 
 
    “If I can’t, I won’t answer at all.” I sit on my side of the bed. “I’ll never intentionally lie to you, Xell.” 
 
    “Hmm. Everyone lies.”  
 
    I can’t argue. She’s right. Everyone does at some point. “I can’t promise to never lie because sometimes omitting the truth is necessary. But I can say I won’t lie to deceive you. You’re my…” I want to say bondmate but stop. “My partner here, and I want you to be happy.” 
 
    She turns on her side, her arm under her pillow. “Why did you come down here, really? Why risk your life unless you’re suicidal? As much as I’d like to believe you in how you fell in love with me, I don’t buy it. No one imprisons or kills themselves for another person so soon.” 
 
    I mimic her pose, facing her. “Honestly?” I ask and she nods. “You’re right. I needed to see and touch you in person before being certain about my feelings.” She still wore a dubious expression. I can’t resist smoothing back a wayward curl from her face. “When I saw the probe’s transmission of you and heard your voice, something clicked inside me. I don’t know how to describe it except I’d finally found who I needed.” 
 
    “What if I were married or in love with someone else?” 
 
    A spear of dread pierces my chest. She can’t be committed when she’s mine. I try to stay calm and ask, “Are you?” 
 
    “No, not anymore, but still. You couldn’t just send supply drops and chat via the probe?” She shifts a little, putting her hand on my arm. “I hate that you’re going to die here with me.” 
 
    Her skin warms mine, competing for attention with the flood of relief I feel. I want nothing more than to pull her closer right now. “I hated the same fate befalling you. What I felt in orbit was nothing to what it’s like to be so close to you. Everything you are appeals to me on a cellular level. I can’t fight this any more than I can fight the universe’s expansion.” 
 
    “Sounds impressive, but really. You don’t have to try so hard. We’re the only couple on Emol. Who else are we going to have sex with?” 
 
    I’m not sure if I should be happy or insulted. Guaranteed sex with the woman I adore is perfect, but only when she knows I love her. Xell is either joking or not convinced. “Hopefully no one else, ever.” 
 
    “Okay, really. What’s all this love stuff? I mean, you’re nice in coming down to keep me company, but you can tell me the real reason. Is the planet packed full of natural resources? Do you get to strip mine it once you’re cured? Rule here on your own world? I could understand why you’d risk your life for Emol. Reclaiming a lost planet has to be pure profit after a little startup costs.” 
 
    She’s not meaning to insult me, I know. Her upbringing has made her suspicious, yet, the sentiment stings because it’s not true. “Don’t mistake me for a Vahdmoshi who is only here for what I can get.” 
 
    Xell smiles and runs her fingers through my hair, comforting me. “Oh, I know you’re not one of them. You’re good looking, have some higher up woman after your body. Totally not a Vahd. She’s obviously pissed you chose me and I can’t figure out why you would, either.”  
 
    She can’t see how wonderful she is. Telling her directly won’t work so I try a different tact. “What have you done since landing on Emol? Bury your friends under great difficulty? Carved out a solitary life for yourself without going insane? Explored the surrounding area on your own and without a weapon? That’s a big deal for Earthers, by the way. You all need a weapon for going to the grocers.” She laughs. “You know it’s true. I think you’re a brave and strong woman who happens to be the type I love to look at all day.”  
 
    Her face flushes. “I think you’re brave, strong, and handsome, too, despite being stupid over me.” She trails her fingertips down the center of my chest and I shiver. “You were out cold earlier. Are you feeling up to, you know?” 
 
    My cock hasn’t completely softened since I stood nude after the acid and saw the lust in her eyes. I pull her closer with scooting nearer to her as well. “More than up. I’m ready whenever you are.” 
 
    “It’s been a while since I’ve even kissed a man.” 
 
    “Me too,” I quip and she laughs. Her defenses are down so I lean forward and kiss her. My bondmate. The touch confirms it even if I’ve silenced the union sequence. She deepens the kiss, making me moan in relief. I might have started the intimacy, but needed her acceptance before going any further with her. We’re close, joined from lips to hips and I put a hand on the small of her back to press my erection against her. My pants and her shirt block us both. I need to find a way to get us both naked. 
 
    “Just a minute,” she whispers and sits up.  
 
    Watching her tug at her clothes, pulling them over her head, I don’t stop staring at her while removing my own garments. Her breasts are perfect, of course, because she’s mine. She’s not been wearing underwear the entire evening and I’m glad I didn’t know or I’d have been painfully hard. My dick points up at the ceiling, demanding attention.  
 
    She smiles and wraps her and around me, her coolness calming my heat. She uses my own lubricant to wet her hands before stroking me. “G’nar, I want to be on top.” 
 
    “Whatever you say.” She can dangle those luscious breasts in my face anytime. Still, she’s wearing a concerned expression, so I ask,  “Something wrong?” 
 
    “I’d hurt my hip in the crash and am worried I may not be able to walk tomorrow.” 
 
    I laugh. “Thank you for the compliment, but I won’t be an animal, I promise.” 
 
    Xell straddles me while grinning, and putting her hands on my chest. “I appreciate that, but our walking today has left me sore.” 
 
    I take her by the waist, halting her. “Then let’s save this for later when you’re not tired or in pain. I can wait.” She’s resisting my hold, pushing down and the tip of my cock touches her pussy. I want nothing more than to let her go, but don’t want her to regret this. “Xell, dearest, I mean it. We don’t have to do anything tonight.” 
 
    “Yes, we do.” She gives me a soft, lingering kiss. “I need you, G’nar. You smell and tastes so good, are so sexy, and whatever hurts tomorrow will be worth tonight.” 
 
    Pless. I’m a goner. I relax my hold and she slide down onto my shaft. So hot, wet, and sweet, all I can do is wonder why we spend the day doing anything else. Her gasp when she takes me all in hits pleasure centers in me I never suspected I had. My hands have slid to her hips. She so womanly. I can’t help but say the words tying us together. “Xell, you’re mine and I’m yours. 
 
    “Um hum. I can’t believe your ribs. Dear God, they’re fantastic. Condoms are so weak.” 
 
    Her inattention to the seriousness of my vow worries me, but all right. I’m a lot more accustomed to the idea of sex with an Earther than she is with a Gharian. We’re new to her and obviously a pleasure. Her breasts bounce each time she lands on my hips. The way she leans down to kiss me, her nipples brushing my chest while she still fucks me takes over. I climax hard, without a buildup. She keeps going, gasping, “Are you done then?” 
 
    “No.” The first is always rewarding for sure but I need more from Xell, so much more. “There’s another climax,” I manage to gasp. 
 
    “Again?” 
 
    I lick her nipples, one after the other. “Yes, after you come for me.” 
 
    “Oh,” she sighs. “Multiorgasmic men. Very nice.” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    Xell gave a breathless laugh. “I might have to slow down for a moment.” 
 
    Pless, her hip. I’d forgotten. “Hurting?” 
 
    “A little.” 
 
    “Here, lay on me and relax,” I say and she does so. Still holding her hips steady, I bend my knees to thrust up into her. I close my eyes and savor every part of her. Her breasts, which I entirely did not pay enough attention to, her tight grip around my cock are both better than I could imagine. But her moans? When I’m deep inside her, Xell’s gasps bring me closer to my second orgasm. She’s first, though, and I take my hold on her to a deeper level, measuring the micro gesutres she makes while I’m taking her. She’s tensing perfectly, her pussy lips thickening, approaching release. I wonder if she likes dirty talk, so I venture, “Like burying my cock in you this hard? Want more?” 
 
    “Yes,” she gasped. “All of it.” 
 
    “That’s my girl, fucking me so good,” I say and she shivers. Saying raunchy things out loud feels different than the usual innercom chatter during sex. Different, yet very erotic. Saying words out loud is a lot more distracting than transmitting feelings. “Pless, you’re the hottest woman in the universe.” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Oh yeah. I want you to use this cock to please yourself. Take whatever you want from me.” 
 
    Like a stalk tree exploding, Xell screams and grips my arms. Her hands aren’t the only thing cutting off my blood as her pussy throbs. The pulses are powerful, pushing me over the edge, too. Closer, closer, closer, until my orgasm hits me with as much force as hers did. I groan, the pleasure of letting go into her better than anything I’ve ever expected. The release lasts so gratifyingly long, yet I never want the feeling to end. I already need more from her. 
 
    We both go limp at the same time. Okay, maybe I’m not nearly as limp as she is. I could probably go again with a third climax but it’s been a long day. She’s laying on me as if I’m a huge pillow. I run my hand up and down her back, reveling in her smooth caramel skin. 
 
    “Pless? Tell me that’s not a girl’s name.” she mutters. 
 
    We both shake with my laughter. “No girl. A swear word similar to damn. Holy pless of Tunsa is similar to damn it all to hell.” 
 
    “Ah. Good. I’m the only woman on the planet. I expect you to get my name right.” 
 
    “Duly noted, ma’am,” I agree before stifling a yawn. 
 
    “Are you tired?” 
 
    “Exhausted.” 
 
    “Me too.” She’s quiet for a moment. “What if there’s a cure for you, since you’re a Second World guy but none for me? What would we do then?” 
 
    “I’d be happy living here either way as long as you’re here, too.” 
 
    “No.” She lifts up, supported on one elbow and glares at me. “Not a chance. You’re leaving if you can and as soon as you can. Just like you couldn’t leave me here alone, I can’t make you stay. I want your freedom as much as I do my own.” 
 
    “I love you. All of you.” I pull her closer, my throat burning with the emotions I feel for this woman. “Whatever happens, I promise to be with you always. Your life is my life.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Xell 
 
    I’m completely in love with this man. He not only looks like a god but he, well, he makes love like one, too. I sigh, completely satisfied. That chocolate and bergamot cologne of his? I reek of it. While going down on a guy isn’t one of my fave sexy things to do, if G’nar tastes as good as he smells, I’m so there. I grin and snuggle against him. I can’t quite believe he loves me, but he seems convinced so I’m rolling with his delusions for now.  
 
    Later, when he’s cured and I’m not, I can deal. Right now, I just want to jump his bones again. His breathing shifts and I suspect he’s awake. “Good morning,” I whisper. “Are you awake?” 
 
    “Trying not to be.” 
 
    “I know. Having to spend the day on an air mattress having hot sex sounds like something I’d like to sleep through, too.” 
 
    He laughs. “And I’m up.” He shakes his head and turns over to spoon me. “No, I’m talking about notifications that people tag as emergency which aren’t really that urgent. Some of them aren’t even meant for me.” 
 
    “Okay, now I’m not missing my cellphone so much.” 
 
    “Imagine one in your head.” He moves my hair and kisses the back of my neck. “Great until people think they own you while you just want to be alone with your love.” 
 
    “Hmm.” His lips are doing things to my heartbeat. His morning wood doesn’t hurt, either. If my hip wasn’t feeling the pain, I’d be up for round two. Plus, it’s becoming more difficult to keep from blurting out how I love him, too. “You did mention coffee yesterday, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    The amusement in his voice warms me. “Do you like coffee?”  
 
    “Love it. One more kiss and I’ll make us both a cup.” 
 
    G’nar makes good on his promise, kissing the back of my neck again. He gives one of my boobs a squeeze before getting to his feet. I laugh from the tickle and roll over onto my stomach to watch him. He’s beautiful, with fluid movements, familiar with the shuttle’s layout. “Do you travel in this a lot?” 
 
    “Some.” He tilts his head, waiting for the first cup to finish before bringing it to me. I sit up as he adds, “I’m actually accustomed to my Earth vehicle more than this.” 
 
    The first sip is beyond wonderful. I didn’t realize how much I missed coffee until now. “You drove a car? How did you get a license?” 
 
    He gives me a sly grin and I’m sure he was a rotten kid. “I did and kept it under the speed limit. Didn’t want the cops to guess my papers might have been forged.” 
 
    “Ah. A lot of aliens do that.” His eyebrow raises at my word choice so I add, “Earth aliens, I mean. Did you hire someone local?” 
 
    “Local to me, yes. Not so much to you.” He pulls a corner of the blanket over his lap. “Our undercover department is the galaxy’s best. They can make me Vahdmoshi, given enough time and my willingness.” 
 
    Imagining him as anything but a sexy Gharian is awful. “Ew, no.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not volunteering for that assignment, either.” 
 
    “Damn.” No wonder we’re Sixth World when we can barely change our hair and faces. “There are Ghars going around as Vahds? For real?” 
 
    He takes another sip. “Classified.” 
 
    “You could tell me, but you’d have to kill me?” 
 
    “Pless, no. I merely wouldn’t tell you.” 
 
    My cup is almost empty. I want another. “How much do we have in the way of food and drink on here? Enough to last a week or two?” If I stretch it, we could probably have coffee and ice cream for a month. The idea thrills me. 
 
    “Not long. Maybe an Earth year, a little longer if we’re conservative.” 
 
    The idea of coffee and chocolate for a year sounds good, but his neutral expression worries me. “Will the nanos let us live that long?” 
 
    “I hope they extend our lives.” 
 
    “Me too.” I kiss him and he tastes more like coffee now than anything else. If we were in my apartment behind Lucky’s, I’d be in heaven. “Too bad I didn’t meet you on Earth. I’d like to have normal experiences with you.” 
 
    “In that case, I’d already be gone, disappeared, and you’d be alone.” He grabs my cup and his, refilling both. “I like the current version of events much better.” 
 
    “Trapped on a strange planet?” 
 
    G’nar chuckles. “Are you talking about here or Earth? Both are alien to me.” 
 
    I take the cup he holds out. “You have a point. At least we didn’t have flesh eating plants at home.” 
 
    “Not unless you’re an insect.” 
 
    “True.” I drink deeply, intending to enjoy every ounce. “What else can we get from Earth without interfering with them? Do the Vahdmoshi have a black market for goods produced at home?” 
 
    He pauses, licking his lips. “They don’t sell goods, but abductees.” 
 
    “Slaves?” I’m not stupid. I know slavery in some form or another still exists on Earth in various countries, including my own. Still, to be taken out of the solar system with no way to return if you managed to escape? “How many?” 
 
    “Not every missing person on your planet, but enough that we keep busy moving Earthers and others from Fifth and Sixth worlds to a sanctuary planet.” 
 
    “We have to tell—” I begin before realizing the idea is dumb. “Never mind. What can we do? Call up the world leaders and say, hey, you don’t know me but some bad guys are kidnapping people to distant planets.” The coffee doesn’t taste as good now that I know about the abductions. I set down the cup. “We’d be lucky if they didn’t listen. Otherwise, they’d nuke everyone in a fit.” 
 
    “I agree.” He scoops up his discarded pants. “Do you mind if I get dressed?” 
 
    I give a dramatic sigh. “Yeah, I do, but go ahead if you insist. I stay naked in case you want that whole sexy time thing again.” 
 
    He’s half-dressed, grabbing my shirt and tossing it to me. “I happen to like keeping you naked, but in case the drone comes back?” 
 
    I know a good point when I hear one. I shrug into the shirt and stand, helping him put away the bed. The mattress deflates as fast as it inflated. “I could have used one of those while camping.” 
 
    “Did you go out around Albuquerque?” 
 
    “Of course. One of my foster families were big into the outdoors. We went all over.” 
 
    “You don’t sound happy about the experience.” 
 
    “I liked it.” I hand him the pillows. Somehow I missed when he puffed them up because they fold into small squares. Weird. Shaking off my distraction, I continue. “I hated leaving the family as early as I did. They were one of the good ones.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    “The father’s job transferred him. We kept up for about a year before things tapered off.” I don’t want to talk about me and especially not my upbringing. “What about your family? How do your parents feel about your traveling around the galaxy, righting wrongs and rescuing quarantined damsels?” 
 
    He freezes and I realize I’ve hit a sore spot. Before I can take the words back, G’nar turns to me with a slight smile. “My family is gone. I might have aunts, uncles, cousins, but I don’t know them or even if they’re alive.” 
 
    Oh shit. We’re both orphans of a sort. Me figuratively, him literally. “You don’t have to talk about anything if you don’t want to.” I’d give anything to wipe away the pained expression on his face. “Seriously, I didn’t know and was just making casual conversation.” 
 
    “Not a problem and since we’re here for a while, there’s no reason to keep quiet.” He sits on one of the long padded benches and pats the seat beside him. I comply, sitting close but not touching. He kisses my forehead. “I was born on a failed colony of Ghar’s. It’s called Fleeg and people from there are Fleegans.” I must have given him an amused look because he grins. “I know. A bit goofy but an explorer named CharnKrell Fleeg discovered the planet. He was proud of his first name. Fleeg also died before fleegan became interchangeable with bastard, only worse. The Earth word doesn’t convey the same disgust.” 
 
    “Maybe asshole would work? Or fucker?” 
 
    One of his eyebrows arch for a moment. “Love, you’re not helping.” 
 
    “Sorry.” I interlace my arm with his. “Go on. I think it’ll help you to confide in someone who accepts you as you are.” 
 
    He gives me another grin before staring ahead, recalling events. “The colony was known for its natural resources. The main and expensive one being Proth. You’ve never heard of the stuff and for good reason. It’s a highly votile fuel from underground.” 
 
    “Like oil maybe?” 
 
    “More like uranium without the radiation but all of the explosiveness.” He swallows. “I’ve seen small bits of Proth up close. Not big enough to wipe out a city, but enough to kill someone. Anyway, our colony hand mined it carefully and prodigiously for years. Metal caused the reaction, so I do mean hand mined.” He glances at me and I nod for him to go on. “Accidents happened because rock needs to be chipped away even if carefully. My mother was a casualty right after she’d had my younger brother. The three of us were good, I thought, until my father committed suicide.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry, G’nar, truly.” I put my arms around him. “You said you have no family, yet your brother? Did he survive childhood?” 
 
    “He did and went to mining like our parents. I tried to talk him out of it but Proth was where the big money was. When his mine caved in, killing him and several hundred others, Proth mining was outlawed. Fleeg wasn’t the best of places to begin with but after losing its main income?” He shook his head. “I left for a grunt position in the Intergalactic Alliance and never looked back. People say they’re homesick. They miss their family. Want to spend holidays with loved ones. I understand the sentiments but don’t share them.” 
 
    “Did everyone leave Fleeg, too? Is that why it’s considered failed?” 
 
    “Many did. There are new and almost habitable planets found all the time. People can be trained as terraformers.” 
 
    “Wow,” I can’t help but interject. “That’s so far beyond us. We’re doing good to keep the species on our own world alive, never mind cultivating other places.” 
 
    “Thus the Sixth World designation. Earthers are smart and as quick to learn as any other humanoid, but haven’t made the leap from staring only at their sun.” 
 
    I’d like to argue with him but he’s not wrong. I hug him. “I’m sorry for what happened to you. Grammy had a saying, I cried for shoes until seeing someone crying for feet. Or something like that. It’s been a while. I feel like that’s me and you.” 
 
    “Grammy is trying to translate as grandma. Is that right?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. My mom’s mother. She took me in when Mom disappeared for the last time. Like you and your dad, we were good until she died.” I glance at him and see the stricken expression he’s wearing. “No, she died of old age. I also have siblings, half ones, but they’re scattered and with their fathers or grown.” G’nar and I are quiet for a few moments before I quip. “Should we cry it out and then go back to having sex or what?” He laughs, which is exactly what I wanted, so I add “Sex it is, then!” 
 
    “Maybe after I send in a report on our status?” He pulls me to my feet. “The benches are barely wide enough for a repeat of last night’s position.” 
 
    I have to wonder if the rest of the galaxy just isn’t as inventive as we are on Earth. Maybe that’s why our population is exploding. G’nar’s giving me a wicked grin so I offer, “Or I could sit facing you.” Before he can say anything, there’s a sharpness in my stomach. Like I’ve eaten a tortilla chip without chewing. “Ow.” I sink to the bench.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “Nothing. Just a little growing pain, I think.” My torso gurgles like one of the stem trees. “Or gas. Did the coffee have extra fiber or something?” I head toward the bathroom. “Because I feel like I’m full of sharp bubbles.” 
 
    “No, it was water and flavoring.” 
 
    A cold sweat from the pain covers me in an instant. I sink to the floor so I don’t fall. “G’nar, this really hurts. I don’t think anything is supposed to do this to a body.” 
 
    “Lie down.” 
 
    I do as he’s instructed, the fear in his voice scaring me. He comes over and holds a small device over my torso. “Not seeing any air bubbles.” 
 
    The sharpness eases for a moment and I stare at what he’s doing. The fear on his face worries me. “How are you seeing anything on such a small screen?” 
 
    “It’s transmitting to my bionans,” he says in a distracted voice.  
 
    A fresh wave of agony sears across my entire body. I turn to my side, fetal position. “Whatever it is, make it stop. I need drugs.” 
 
    “Infection?” He puts a hand on my forehead, talking to himself more than to me. “Can’t be, but it is and not from Emol or the Alliance. Odd.” 
 
    “G’nar, give me drugs,” I growl as the Emol nanos begin shutting me down.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    G’nar 
 
    I push my processors to work faster because she’s dying before my eyes. Nothing comes up besides normal. I don’t understand why she’s been unconscious for the past hour and her pulse is weak. “Come on, baby. Stay with me.” She moans, spurring me to find a solution within my own system. Nothing works. I’m relying on my Alliance training to keep down the panic. Otherwise, I compulsively check her heart rate both as a reason to touch her and to ease my fears. 
 
    I need to contact Dr. RenShell. She worked with Turkh and Lin when we left the Vahdmoshi mining camp. She also has the most experience besides the Emperor, his son, and me with Earthers. I send a databurst to her explaining our emergency. 
 
    Yes? Your problem sounds interesting. I’m running additional tests now to see how Earthers are different. How are you feeling? 
 
    Her concern is nice but I don’t care about me at the moment. I’m good. Is there a way to hurry? 
 
    There’s a limit to how fast things happen, Enforcer MaKrell. Try running the scanner over her again. 
 
    I do, and the information goes to both of us simultaneously. She’s full of my antibodies, sent to her by my bionans. “Damn.” 
 
    Yes. She’s fighting you and you’re fighting the nanos, shutting down her organs and brain in the process. 
 
    How can we stop my bionans? Wipe them out entirely? 
 
    We don’t because I have a better idea. Sending instructions to your system now. 
 
    A mandate comes in through my innercom, spreading new programming throughout me. Instructions say to transfer bionans to Xell, but I hesitate. Even mentions of the tech is illegal, Doc. Are you certain about this? 
 
    Now you care about illegal? Your landing on Emol is already a death sentence. Who’s going to censure you now? 
 
    Good point. I move into a position to kiss Xell. She’s so beautiful, even this pale. I feel odd about kissing her while unconscious, but barring a transfusion or injection, romance is the fastest way. Her lips aren’t cold and yet not warm. I swipe my tongue across her teeth, intent on sending every bionan I can spare. 
 
    The effect won’t be immediate, Dr. RenShell says. They need time to work. And of course she’s too cool for my liking. Her blood flow is significantly slowed. Speaking of blood, only one sexual encounter? Going by your breaking the law to be with her and the level of attractors in both of you, once is surprising. 
 
    Her intimate knowledge of us is a bit embarrassing, or would be if Xell were awake. I’m glad there are privacy laws. 
 
    You should be glad I don’t break the law, ever. 
 
    I am. Thank you. Xell’s moan stops me from adding anything else. “Dearest?” 
 
    Scan again, please. I want an update. 
 
    I do as ordered. Information is sent to both of us and the fix corrects the overzealous antibodies. The bionans are also altering her much like they did Turkh’s Lin and the Emperor’s Pax. Both men are going to rib me to Tunsa, making me eat my own words. She’s breathing easier, I send to Dr. RenShell. 
 
    She is improving. I really prefer to never need to give another human bionans. We just don’t know the long term effects of Earthers and the technology. Their evolution is different enough to worry me. 
 
    But she’ll live for now, right? 
 
    For now. 
 
    Still, if you can solve this problem, why not the Emol nanos, too? As well as you command our bionans, why can’t you eradicate the infection? 
 
    I appreciate your faith in me, but the solution isn’t there. I’ve run every test possible, including a few that kill the host along with the nanos. Unless you’re willing to die in order to be rid of them, there’s nothing more I can do beyond the occasional patch.  
 
    But this seems to work. Why not make bionans for everyone in the galaxy? 
 
    You know, this new technology is for people who can deal with it. Not for just anyone and especially not for unsophisticated races. All of you with the advanced tech think it will magically cure Earthers after a kiss or two. Bionanology doesn’t work that way. It’s far more complex than you’re giving it credit for. 
 
    I know a rant when I hear one and besides, Xell’s blinking and giving me a slight smile. The doctor is as frustrated as I am. Maybe more since healing people is her life’s work. I suspect the answer but ask anyway. Still, you’re not going to give up just yet, are you? 
 
    Of course I won’t. Bionans do work at first, but in every simulation I’ve run, the Emol nanos take over and kill the host. There’s a short pause before she continues. You need to know something else. Even with both of you having the advancements, you’ll die within a sas without regular infusions of the antidote. Store some extra, if possible. The sample Enforcer BaKrell sent shows the liquid is stable for several Ghar length days. 
 
    What else can we do to help? 
 
    Nothing for now. Ping me as needed. Also, I wouldn’t count on a cure and enjoy the time you have left. 
 
    The disconnect tone sounds and I stare blankly at the command center. I’d hoped that even trapped here, we’d have a long life together. Now, I’m doubtful we’ll have a decent decade. 
 
    “G’nar?” Xell’s reaching for me. “Babe, what’s wrong? You look like death warmed over.” 
 
    I can’t answer. How can I tell her nothing matters because truly, we’re both dead. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Xell 
 
    I sit up and look at G’nar, seeing him like I’d never dreamed possible. “How do you do it? There’s so much detail. So much distraction.” 
 
    “You’ll get used to it, filtering out what you don’t need.” 
 
    I examine everything in the shuttle. Nothing is blocked from me. I’m seeing measurements, history, building materials, stress quotients. I try to use the new nanos like I have the Emol nanos and feel like a wobbly tightrope walker. Emols needed a hammer, Alliances need a touch. “I might need to practice for a while.” 
 
    “You’ll do fine. Are you hungry?” 
 
    “I am, actually, and surprisingly, not for metal.” 
 
    “No, there’s nothing metal in what I gave you.” 
 
    “You gave,” I ask and the answer springs to my mind like intuition. “Oh. You kissed me to transfer the…” I bit my lip before adding, “I know a few other fluid transfers I’d like to try with you, in case you want to send more or want these back.” 
 
    The seriousness fades from his face and he gives me a smile. “Ha, I’ll bet and look forward to it.” 
 
    He’s at the food dispensers. The micro gestures tell me everything about the fear he’s struggling with. I don’t blame him, yet every time I go unconscious, I’m pleasantly surprised to be alive when I wake up. There’s tension, fear, anger, and every other negative emotion radiating from his body language. I don’t blame him. Yet, I can’t help but be optimistic. When I’d given up on ever seeing another person, he arrived. I stand and go over to him, wrapping my arms around his waist. 
 
    “Hot food.” 
 
    “I know and accept the risk.” Resting my cheek against the middle of his back, I add, “I just need to hold you for a moment.” We’re quiet for a few seconds, enjoying the connection before I realize I’ve heard the food preparation system ding. I’m amazed and make a note to explore this new tech a lot more. Mainly how to turn down all of the information flowing into my mind. The heads up displays, constant tones or chimes are distracting. Even worse are the software upgrade notifications like I’m an obsolete computer turned on for the first time. Shoving all of that aside, I tell G’nar, “Since our lives are shorter than we’d thought, I vote we spend all of it having sex. Lots and lots of it.” 
 
    He turns back to me with a grin. “I’ll set the shuttle’s comm to emergency only. Why don’t we open the door while we eat but close it for the lovemaking?” 
 
    “Good, because I’m not a fan of nature intruding when I’m getting down.” I accept the plate he gives me and go to the co-pilot’s seat. “Rocks and twigs in the back, mosquitos everywhere, and the park ranger checking up on why the car is rocking? No thanks.” 
 
    “Sounds like the voice of experience.” 
 
    “No?” I give him my best innocent grin. “I’m merely speculating is all.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” I take a bite of the green mush. Not too bad. “Serving me more mashed peas, huh? I sense you have a favorite.” 
 
    “It is,” G’nar replies. “One of my comfort foods from home. Eldan, the Emperor,I mean, hasn’t quite perfected the hummus replication so we have to wait on it.” He cuts up the meat. “In the meantime, the chaka with a side of luzzer is the best for now.” 
 
    “Chaka’s the meat?” I poke at it, glad Ghars aren’t like some Earth cultures who eat their food quasi alive.” 
 
    “Yes, and the luzzer is from luz, fresh caught, or tasting like it, from Fleeg.” 
 
    This is mushed meat? I must have made a sick face because G’nar laughs. I shake my head, saying, “It could be blended frog and it still tastes good. I’m not going to think about its original form.” 
 
    “No need. It’s a vegetable. The plant it’s from doesn’t grow roots so much as relies on leaves like seaweed. They roam the surface, absorbing sunlight for food.” 
 
    “They treat soil like water? Wow.” The images of luz plants pop into my mind like a search engine run amok. I’m transfixed for a moment. 
 
    “Xell?” G’nar says and I smile at him. “The bionans can be a little overzealous in retrieval.” 
 
    “I’ve learned that.” 
 
    “You can adjust the sensitivity.” He takes his last bite. “Dessert? Ghar has some of the best pastry chefs in the universe. Our prior Emperor had a sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Was he Eldan’s father, or do you all not go with genetic inheritance?” 
 
    “He was. Had our Emperor at an elderly age. Eldan has been our ruler since he was late teens. He’s hoping to spare his son, Danuel, the same fate.” 
 
    Information about the royal family comes up and I scan it. Thanks to the bionans, I can read faster now, too. They are going to be serious fun when I decide to sit still and search for all the information advanced races know. No wonder they can’t let Earthers go back home. The basic nanos would be catastrophic when weaponized. 
 
    Have you figured out the innercoms? 
 
    My jaw drops. Holy shit! I heard you in my head. Can you read my mind? 
 
    No, no one can. It’s against the law and far more serious than even the Lesser World Order or Promise. 
 
    Promise? 
 
    Search “promise” while I dial up a suitable dessert for us. He takes my plate. 
 
    I don’t get to munch on you? I love that sexy butt. 
 
    He laughs, blushing. You can do anything you want with me, after I please you with chocolate. 
 
    In that case, have at it, baby. He laughs and goes to the food dispensers. Meanwhile, I have to see what the fuss about promise is all about. The datalinks don’t disappoint. Promises are a big deal with the Ghars. You make one and you die before breaking it. There are stories about those who broke them but lived. Their shame is infinite, it seems, and I’m translating literally. I’m lucky G’nar speaks terrific English. I should learn Standard Alliance for him as a surprise. After making a note to do so, I refocus to see him with a slab of chocolate cheesecake. “Oh hell. I’m going to be so fat by the time we croak.” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I plan on working it off of you.” 
 
    “Hopefully with sex because that whole hard labor thing is not happening.” 
 
    “Sex is what I had in mind, yes.” He takes a bite and I do, too. “What’s the point of hard labor to build something when we have a sas or year left? Maybe less?” 
 
    He’s right, but I don’t want to give into depression. “Oh? Is it less than a year or…?” I do the math, which is wicked awesome. “Or 6570 hours to spend having sex?” 
 
    “First of all, you assume an Emol year is equal to Earth’s years. Plus, sleep.” 
 
    Again, he’s right and I find there are far more hours than I’d planned on. “Great! We have sleep time, too.” I go to him, putting my hands on his knees. “Pucker up, baby, because we’ve been wasting time.” 
 
    He kisses me as if he’s capturing enemy territory, bruising my lips a little. I thought I was being too forward , but it turns out he was holding back. Trying to give me time to recuperate? I love this man. I also love his passion and don’t mind the roughness. I move between his thighs, sinking down. After wearing the Alliance uniform, I know how to undo his pants and let his cock spring free. “Wow. You are the best,” I say aloud. 
 
    Glad you think so, he communicates to me. 
 
    This is a whole ‘nother level of intimacy. 
 
    It is, he replies and flashes images, dirty ones of us. 
 
    Stop, I think at him. I’m ready already. 
 
    G’nar begins throwing the blankets stacked on a bench onto the floor. Then drop and spread them. 
 
    This forceful and sexy Gharian is more than perfect so I do exactly as he says. Teasing him, I ask, “Should I have taken off my pants, first?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be wearing anything, ever. I say we live naked until we…” He pauses and I know what he’s thinking. The certainty of how much more time we have hurts my heart, too. He shakes his head and gives me a smile we both don’t feel. “Until we can’t live anymore.” 
 
    “Make love to me,” I say. “So we don’t have to think about anything else but how good we are together.” 
 
    “Can do, woman.” He pulls off my pants and I’m so glad I’m not wearing underpants. I’m lying down, resting on my elbows as he all but licks his lips while staring at me. 
 
    “Well?” I don’t want to wait. “Come and get me.” 
 
    “I want to taste you.” 
 
    And…now I’m shy. It’s been a while since my last shower and I want to be perfect every time for him. “Maybe later? We can clean up together?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” He slides up until his body is above mine. He’s in the top position of a pushup, staring down at me. “I’m going to fuck you until you beg for mercy.” 
 
    “Okay,” I manage to squeak. “I’m good with that.” 
 
    He pushes off of his hands into kneeling and pushes off his pants. His cock springs free and I almost drool. Hard, hot looking, and ready to take me. I stare at it until looking up into his eyes. When our gazes meet, he says, “You’re so fucking sexy.” 
 
    “So are you. I need you, G’nar.” 
 
    He moves fast, his body covering mine. I suspected I was wet and ready but when he slides in so easy? Yeah, we were good to go. I lay back, closing my eyes and just feeling him overfilling me. The only sounds in the room are of our breathing, hard and hot as we fuck. I open my eyes a small bit to find he’s staring at me as if memorizing every cell I am. “I love you,” I whisper, overcome by emotion for the man. 
 
    “I love you, too, my mate.” He shivers. “You’re mine. I’m yours. We’re for forever.” 
 
    “We are,” I agree and the Gharian bonding ceremony springs into my mind. “I suppose we’re married now?” 
 
    He relaxes against me, keeping his weight supported by his elbows. “Something like that, only deeper. We’re halves of the same whole.” 
 
    Soulmates, I think. 
 
    “Forever,” G’nar responds and his voice pushes me to climax so hard I can’t breathe. He hasn’t had his first orgasm and I’m already done. He lowers to where our chests press together and whispers, “Overachiever,” into my ear. I can’t help but giggle and kiss him.  
 
    So catch up, lover, I think. 
 
    And he does, over and over again. Later, we’re exhausted and too tired to move. I reach out with my mind and open the shuttle door. The probe is approaching, the system tells me, and I’m glad a blanket covers us. 
 
    “Xell? Are you all right?” 
 
    I love his voice both inside and outside of my head. “Yes, why?” 
 
    “You’re not answering me.” 
 
    Probably because you’re not talking to me, I send, but he doesn’t respond. “G’nar?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “You’re not talking to me.” 
 
    “Yes I am. I’m sending via the innercoms, but everything is silent.” He sits up. In fact…” he begins but silence. I watch his face for a moment. “No, I can’t command anything. He looks at me, fear cloaking his face. “I’m unable to reach anyone or anything. My entire system is shut down.” 
 
    “What?” I sit up and the blanket falls to my waist. I don’t bother with it while staring into his eyes and reaching out through the innercoms. He doesn’t answer. “Do you think the doc is rebooting them?” 
 
    Maybe, he replies. Because they’re back now. 
 
    We both sigh in relief. He’s the only one who has piloted the shuttle before now. While I think I could, I wouldn’t bet on my ability as much as I’d count on his. “Yeah, just a reboot is all. Happens all the time on Earth. Turn off, unplug, and plug back in. Presto, working machinery again.” I stand. “I’ll get dressed just in case Dr. RenShell calls again to explain.” 
 
    “Good idea, so will I.” 
 
    He and I throw on our clothes and fold the blankets before putting them away. I won’t lie. His glitch scares me. What if Dr. RenShell had nothing to do with his access randomly dropping? He doesn’t need my worry added to his own so I make sure to smile whenever our eyes meet. He hasn’t reached out to me over the innercoms since. I don’t blame him. I’m afraid the routine might not work and our problem is more serious than we’d expected. 
 
    A tone interrupts my thoughts. I glance at G’nar, who seems oblivious. “Do you hear anything,” I ask and he shakes his head. Incoming message, sounds in my mind. Transfer to screen, my system responds as if on autopilot. Which, it probably is, considering my ignorance. “G’nar? There’s a message ready to display.” 
 
    He nods and I let it continue over to the shuttle. The doctor appears again. As she speaks, her voice plays in stereo through the physical speakers and my innercom. Odd and echoing, I focus on the audio versus the telepathic. 
 
    “…and so, your director wanted me to speak to you both,” the doctor concludes as the woman G’nar calls Tira appears. “I’d informed her of your situation and how I’ve found no solution as of yet.” 
 
    Tira glares at me. “So, RenKrell assures me we have no hope of rescuing you. I’d had some faith our latest tech could wipe out the Emol threat, but no.” 
 
    I return her hard stare. “I’m actually tired of hearing about how G’nar and I are going to die and how nothing can be done.” I take a step forward, her fury feeding mine. “If you’re really his friend, you’ll stop bitching at him and let us live in peace however long that happens to be.” 
 
    “I didn’t say nothing, did I?” the doctor says and all of us stare at her. “All right, maybe I did, but where there’s life, there’s hope.” She nods at G’nar. “You. I’m not reading you on my panel at all. Can you open a channel?” 
 
    “No. I’m completely offline. None of my bionans respond to my requests.” 
 
    Her face blanks. “Pless,” she whispers. Even the angry Tira seems afraid. 
 
    “What? What does this mean?” I ask and the answer hits me in the head again. The bionans’ fail safe is to completely deactivate and remain inert until the host’s system can flush them. I pull up reasons for deactivation and gasp. Radiation poisoning, removed organs, severed heads and bodies were all why nanos in general stopped cold in a host. I glance at G’nar and he gives me a wan smile.  
 
    “Very well,” the doctor begins. “I request you remain within twenty feet of the shuttle at all times in case I need to contact you.” 
 
    “What about me,” I ask. “I can help him.” 
 
    No, you can’t and I don’t know if anything can. Keep him comfortable as much as you can. 
 
    The probe drifts in through the open door. “Ah, good,” RenShell says. “I want to scan you, MaKrell.” G’nar nods, still as the white light sweeps him from head to toe. Various circuitry lights up as if he’s wired with electrodes inside. I stare as the strings glow in the beam. When the scan ends, I turn back to the two Gharian women. Dr. RenShell stares at a point below the screen, her eyes narrow. “Interesting.” She glances up. “I don’t know what’s wrong, but keep the probe on and nearby for now. I want every scrap of information on you it collects.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” G’nar responds as I nod. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” she says before her side of the screen goes blank. A couple of seconds later, the Director’s screen clears as well. 
 
    Several long seconds pass before I feel like breathing. We may not have as much time as we’d planned. I look at G’nar, who is staring ahead, his eyes clear but entranced. “Are you all right?” I ask. 
 
    “I will be.” He swallows, not turning toward me. “Do you mind if I’m alone for a while. Not long. I just need time to think.” 
 
    “Sure. I have some things in the Vahdmoshi ship I’d like to bring here.” A sudden rush of insecurity hits me. “I mean, if you don’t mind me staying with you here. I could always stay where I first landed.” 
 
    “No, I want you here with me.” He takes a glass of water from the dispenser. “But after I’ve had time to process how this is going down for us.” 
 
    I don’t want to leave him alone. If I hurry to my ship and back, he’ll only spend a little while without me. “All right. See you in a bit.” 
 
    “Be careful.” He’s staring ahead again, in a worryingly detached way. For a person used to the constant noise in his head, the sudden silence must be difficult.  
 
    I leave. There’s no real path to my former home, so I watch for mature stalk trees and overly aggressive Kiks. It feels like forever ago since the acid splattered on G’nar. I’d love to send a hint of that fabric to Earth and make millions.  
 
    The ship I’d been living in for a month is undisturbed. Good, because I’m never sure if I’m completely alone here. I fold up a blanket, using a second as a knapsack to hold my friends’ possessions. The flashlight, a spare pocketknife, an extra overshirt all go with me. I sling the full and folded blanket over my shoulder. The way back to G’nar seems longer. Probably because it’s late afternoon and nights make me nervous. I hear the odd noise long before I can identify the source. 
 
    It’s the shuttle’s engines, my access to the Alliance’s data links say. I run to the ship only to find G’nar has the small craft’s engines powered up. The door is close as the vessel hovers above the ground. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    G’nar 
 
    I never planned on losing my bionans. Hell, I never thought I’d be without the basic nanobites even children receive. Xell can’t understand. Only a Gharian or other Second Worlders can. I feel like I’ve lost a good portion of my brain. The memory and information section. I slump down in the captain’s seat, wondering what to do. The controls in front confuse me somewhat. They’re like a friend I used to know but whose name I can’t recall. I reach out to touch the panel, hoping my hands remember. They do. I run through the prelaunch sequence as if possessed. Tears fill my eyes. I’m not completely lost, then. Men don’t cry on Earth or Ghar, and yet, I’m overcome with gratitude. If I can pilot this ship, I can continue being me even as the bionans die off. 
 
    I lift the shuttle to several feet, just to prove I can, and let it hover for several minutes. The huge gaps in my mind now terrify me. What if something happens to Xell and I can’t help her? My own death is inconsequential. All I care about is keeping her safe. I can’t ensure she’ll live as long as our short lives will allow if I’m useless. 
 
    The terror and helplessness shoves me back into my Fleegan childhood. Watching my mother’s funeral as if through a viewscreen. Trying to halt my father’s slow decent into death. Pushing my brother to be anything but a miner like our mother. Everything failed as much as Fleeg did. My teeth hurt and I realize I’m clenching them. My bionans would tell me the exact force on the enamel, but no. All I hear is an oppressing silence. There’s not even the lack of a connection buzz when I reach out for the Alliance datalinks. I bury my head in my hands, willing myself to be strong for when Xell returns. I don’t mind being weak around her as much as I can’t let her feel unsafe. 
 
    A couple of hard thumps, like rocks, hit against the hull. The noises wake me from my despair and I lower the shuttle to the ground to see what’s going on. I open the door, having to push a button in order to do so. Xell hurries in with a sack slung over her shoulder, her face pale. I try to smile at her. “Get everything you need?” 
 
    “G’nar. We need to talk.” She comes up to me, letting her things fall to the floor as she sinks into the copilot’s seat. “Were you going to leave me here just now? Was that why you were lifting off?” 
 
    Her terror fills me, too, as if we’re still bound by the innercoms. I can understand her point of view, but am horrified she doesn’t understand the strength of our bonding. I hurry to her. “No, Xell. I would sooner die than live without you, ever. If the shuttle is gone or hovering, it’s because I’m testing the functionality.” I take her hands. Her skin is cold and I can feel her fingers trembling. “I will never, ever, leave you for any reason. I’m yours and you’re mine for as long as you want me. I promise I will love you for all time.” 
 
    “Promise?” she whispers. “That’s a big deal. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Forever,” I reply. She throws her arms around me, burying her face in my neck, and sobbing. I snuggle into her, pulling her onto my lap. She’s so small. Curvy and luscious, but small. “Come on, no need to cry. I’m sorry I scared you.” Her sobbing continues and I ask, “Will you be all right?” 
 
    “Yeah, just say the promise again and mean it.” 
 
    I bury my fingers in her hair. “You know what a Gharian promise is, don’t you?” I feel her nod and smile. If my bionans can’t work, I’m glad hers still do. “Then you know we’re mated for life.” 
 
    “Uh huh.” She lifts away from me. Tears rim her beautiful eyes. “It’s just that people I love don’t tend to stay with me. I’m not ready to lose you.” 
 
    I wipe her cheeks with my forefinger. “Good. Don’t be. We’re a pair.” She hugs me again and I’m dying to lighten her mood. “Hey, since my nanos have stopped working at all, do you mind returning some of mine to me? It’ll take lots and lots of kissing.” I feel more than hear her laughing and add, “With tongue.” 
 
    “You got it,” comes her muffled reply. “They’re so distracting.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Oh God, yes.” She sits up straight, combing my hair with her fingers. “All of the constant messages about upgrades, Alliance news, weather from places I’ve never heard of? It’s too much.” 
 
    “You know you can adjust the settings, right?” 
 
    “And miss out on something important? What if they want to send me a significant improvement but I skip it because I don’t like Fleeg or the Vahdmoshi?” She kisses my face, saying, “I can’t let my biases ruin my brain,” against my skin. 
 
    I can’t help but laugh and pull her to where she straddles me. I’d do more but the damned probe is in the shuttle and watching our every move. “Smart woman.”  
 
    She leans closer to me. “Is it still hovering over there?” 
 
    “Yes. We’re forced to be on our best behavior until the doctor gives up and lets us die in peace.” I put my arms around her for a hug. “It won’t be all—” 
 
    “Sure.” Xell interrupts before standing and facing the control panel. “Sending signal to display.” 
 
    The interruption doesn’t bother me nearly as much as my inability to receive the message internally. Dr. RenShell is back on screen. “Hello again. Did I mention I left Ghar last week for a conference and vacation? I’m not landing on Emol but am in the neighborhood. Obviously, since I’m in orbit above you.” 
 
    Xell glances at me, frowning. I know she’s doing the math and there’s no way someone could arrive here so quickly unless… I glare at the doctor. “Or, you left as soon as you heard Emol was involved?” 
 
    “All right, yes.” She crossed her arms and I could almost imagine her tapping a foot. “When the Emperor asked about the nanos down there, I couldn’t resist. You hadn’t landed on the surface or even thought about doing so when I threw clothes into a bag. At the very least, I expected stranded Vahdmoshi. An Earther and Gharian both infected is vastly unfortunate but great for research.” 
 
    “Yay?” Xell says. “Glad we could help?” 
 
    “Make no mistake. I’m not happy with you two being there and ill. However, I can promise I’ll do everything I can to help you live a decent life on or off of Emol.” Her eyes cloud with internal processing. “Expect occasional supply drops of possible cures. I’ll make sure they land near your location. One is on its way now.” Her eyes clear and she give us a slight smile. “I’d prefer G’nar to take the dose, since the mixture reanimates dormant bionans. I’d planned on you both, but Xell’s system is working.” 
 
    I hear a thump outside. Xell tilts her head toward the door. “Well, let’s get started on rebooting your system before the quiet drives you nuts.” 
 
    She leads the way, getting to the box first. The outside of the container was white once but now is charred black up the sides. She stops and gives me a grin. “It’s your present. I should let you do the unboxing.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” Yet, this does feel like a holiday present. I pick it up and take the medicine back to the shuttle. Dr. RenShell is still on the viewer. The package is easy to open. Soon, I’m staring at a blue vial. “Do I injest or inject?” 
 
    “It’s an air injection. Effects won’t be immediate but will be measurable. Let me know when your innercom is back online. I want to run tests.” 
 
    “Will you need me?” Xell asks. 
 
    “Yes, but later. You’re asymptomatic right now. I want to reconnect G’nar for now.” 
 
    She nods before turning to me. I give her a grin despite being a little nervous over my new status as medical test subject one. “Here goes.” I press the head of the vial against my arm. The formula goes into me with a hiss. All three of us seem to be holding our breath, waiting. Nothing happens and I shrug. “You did say it’d take time.” 
 
    Both women’s eyes cloud. I’m a little pissed they’re silently talking to each other, leaving me out of the loop. Still, I’ve done the same thing often enough. While they’re talking, I can see every emotion Xell’s feeling on her face. I can’t help but grin because she doesn’t know about dampeners. Most of us in the less emotionally driven branches of the Alliance rely on the dampening function to appear impartial when necessary. Xell would make a lovely, if easily read diplomat. 
 
    There’s a scraping noise, sharp, sudden, and echoing. I check to find the probe is still hovering, motionless, and the two women are still talking. I look out of the open door but don’t see anything. I move closer to learn what’s clawing at the hull of the ship but nothing. After doing a walk around inspection, I can’t find the source of the noise. Worse, it’s getting louder and beginning to hurt my head. The scratching doesn’t bother me as much as the flashes of light and pain behind my eyes. I go inside the shuttle. “Hey, Dr? What exactly are the side effects of this stuff?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Xell 
 
    G’nar’s voice interrupts the doctor’s and my conversation. She sends What? to me before adding, Could you please scan him again? I nod as she says to both of us, “Enforcer MaKrell, I’ll need another check of your medicine’s effects.” 
 
    I do as she asks, sending the probe to scan him. The glowing circuits are broken up. Are they supposed to be dissipating, I ask her? 
 
    No. After reactivating the bionans, the Emol nanites have been attacking the current setup as if Alliance hardware are a disease. Biological metals are accepted in our bodies currently, but the Emols don’t know that. Eventually, the infectious nanites will shove out his additions via waste or directly through the skin. The only good thing is he won’t live long enough to endure much pain.  
 
    “What?” G’nar takes my shoulders. “What’s she telling you, Xell?” 
 
    The fear in his face matches my own. I send to the doctor, All right, try another cure because he deserves better.  
 
    I clear my throat. “There’s a bit of a problem with the Emol nanites just packing up. They see your Alliance nanos and the enhancements as something to remove.” His hands fall. “The doc will keep working on a cure, of course.”  
 
    “Absolutely,” Dr. RenShell adds. “I have a lot of other solutions to restore your bionans. I can’t guarantee any of them will work without issue, but it couldn’t hurt to keep trying.” She glances off to the side. “In the meantime, make yourself as comfortable as possible.” The screen goes back to window. 
 
    “Why do I not share our doctor’s optimism?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I do, either.” Shaking my head, I go for the analgesic Dr. RenShell mentioned via the innercoms. “There’s something you can take for the pain until she gets her act together.” I bring the tube to him. “Not that she’s inept. Even the nanites’ creators couldn’t contain them.” He shoots the stuff in his arm similar to the failed cure.  
 
    Is the pain reliever working? 
 
    The doctor’s voice startles me again. I need to go to settings and create an incoming message warning. G’nar’s tense expression relaxes as the medicine takes effect. It seems to, I reply.  
 
    Good, because a suffering patient is a huge distraction and I need to think. 
 
    Instead of retorting back with a snarky comment, I choose a different tone. You’d said something about eliminating his circuitry through the waste. Do you all have food poisoning on Ghar? 
 
    Ha! No. I mean, several of the colonies have had issues with spoiled food supplies. Digestive issues now happen to our undercover officers in backward worlds. Why do you ask? Is he sick or are you? 
 
    Neither, I reply. I’m just wondering if the fastest way to remove bad nanos is similar to removing bad scallops. 
 
    Bad what? 
 
    An edible Earth sea creature. Very good when thoroughly cooked, devastating when not. Remembering the last time I had food poisoning makes me queasy again. Anyway, you’d mentioned the nanos pushing everything out and I’d though why not push them out? 
 
    Can you switch to enhanced vision? Wait, no, you shouldn’t be able to without the programming. 
 
    I try and she’s right. The attempts only lead to a nope tone in my head. What would that gain me? 
 
    You’d see how thick the air is with nanite tech. It’s why we can’t bring anything back from the surface. The air in your lungs would contaminate a ship with your first exhale. It’d be easier to remove every bacterium than the nanos. They’re far more clinging. Unless, do your Emol nanos have a shutdown mode? 
 
    You all didn’t check that first? I send before searching and finding none. No. The bionans do and that’s good to know.  
 
    Even they can’t be turned off completely. A fail safe in case someone hacks another person. 
 
    That is beyond scary. But I can think about my brain being compromised later. Right now, G’nar is laying on the bench on his side, covered up with a blanket. I go to sit on the floor next to him. 
 
     He caresses my face. “Are you and the doc solving this world’s problems?” 
 
    “Trying to.” I rest my head against the seat cushion under his chin. “I can see why Earth isn’t allowed access to your tech. It’s bad enough when you know what you’re doing. We’d probably wipe out every living thing.” 
 
    “Um hmm,” he responds and I glance over at him. He’s asleep. 
 
    I could use a shower right now, wanting a chance to hide from all of this. That whole getting clean via blowdryer still doesn’t seem like I’m truly germ-free. I reach out to the Alliance datalinks on how the process works. There’s lots of quantum physics involved, oddly enough, instead of isopropyl alcohol. Physics is not a rabbit hole I want to go down, but something about spraying particles gives me an idea. Dr. RenShell? 
 
    Kinda busy. 
 
    Sorry, but I have to ask, could we melt the Emol metal like we do dirt and germs in the bathroom? 
 
    It won’t be that easy. 
 
    I almost laugh because nothing ever is. Didn’t expect it would, but is it possible? 
 
    Her excitement transmits through to me. Let me find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    G’nar  
 
    I open my eyes to see Xell still next to me. It’s dark outside and my stomach growls. She’s staring with glazed eyes. “Hey,” I whisper, “Sorry to interrupt, but have you been there all day?” 
 
    She shakes free from her distraction to look at me with a smile. “Not the entire day. I snuck out to retrieve some wild nanos for the doc.” 
 
    I sit up, not happy with what she’s done. “Without me? What if you’d been hurt or covered by an exploding stem tree?” 
 
    “You forget I’ve had a lot more experience with roaming around Emol than you have.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but pain is pain, sweetheart.” I shake my head, trying to wake up a little more. “What is she working on at the moment, or do you know?” 
 
    “I assume she’s tearing apart the nanos, figuratively speaking.” Xell nods at the probe while getting to her feet. “She had me open the drone for samples and has been quiet ever since.” She opens the food dispenser. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    I have to think for a moment. “My stomach says I am even if I don’t feel it.” 
 
    “Then you’ll want something light”  
 
    I look sideways at her while she sets up our meals. “We haven’t spent any time in the Vahdmoshi ship. Are you homesick at all?” 
 
    She gives me my food. “No. My home is with you.” 
 
    “I feel the same.” The answer seems so inept, yet I still don’t think at a hundred percent just yet. Despite how fast our dinners cook, I wait until she’s seated and eating before I begin. “What did you study today.” 
 
    Xell settles in next to me. “As much as I could about ordinary Alliance life.” 
 
    “You know different parts of the Alliance have different customs?” 
 
    “I do, and concentrated on Ghar with a little bit of the best of Fleeg thrown in.” 
 
    “Best of?” I snort. “There’s nothing good about Fleeg except not being there.” 
 
    “Maybe, yet I found a couple of holidays worth celebrating. First Child Day is sweet. Founders Day, too, is a great time to pig out on some seriously crazy desserts.” 
 
    She’s right. The first child born on Fleeg benefitted all of us kids. For one day out of Fleeg’s long year, double Earth’s, we were spoiled rotten. “First Child is like your birthdays but on only one day a year.” 
 
    “Pleasant memories for you?” she asks with a side-glance. “Don’t answer if you’re not comfortable doing so.” 
 
    “It’s fine and as a kid, yeah.” Lots of memories, but before my nanos so all I have are organics. She’s wired so there’s probably no need to tell her how faded those are. 
 
    “Good. Tell me how you liked Founders Day. Is it true the only ingredients you all had were shortening, flour, and sugar?” 
 
    “That happened before my time. The refrigeration stopped working. Fleeg is as warm as here and whatever was organic rotted. We had salted meats and canned vegetables, but very little. Animals died in the heat, along with a lot of people. When the food storage was fixed, the settlers wanted to celebrate but only had a few ingredients. Someone came up with a meal of desserts and a holiday was born.” 
 
    “Sounds like your parents didn’t celebrate.” 
 
    “They did, just not enthusiastically. My mother was usually too tired and my father would forget to bring home anything special. My brother, Chin, who isn’t named after a body part, and I would make cookies as an improvisation.” 
 
    Her eyes cloud and she nods. The command screen brightens and it’s Dr. RenShell. “Sorry for interrupting but I thought you might want preliminary results.” 
 
    I smile. “You guessed right.” 
 
    She addresses Xell. “The shower idea didn’t work with any corrosive substances we tried.” 
 
    “We?” I ask. 
 
    “My team back on Ghar is helping as is most of the galaxy. You two being trapped has revitalized everyone’s love for puzzles.” 
 
    I exchange a glance with Xell before saying, “Maybe it’s just as well. After the stem tree acid ate through one of my uniforms, I’m done with corrosion for a while.” 
 
    “Stem tree?” the doctor asks and Xell must have sent her a mental image. “Oh, and there’s acid in the trunks?” 
 
    They’re speaking out loud for my benefit and I appreciate it. “A lot. Thick and the moss here neutralizes it.” 
 
    “Interesting. I want a sample. Our uniforms are nearly indestructible.” 
 
    “Not against the acid,” I counter. 
 
    “Hmm.” She taps a fingertip against her cheek. “I’d have to solve the problem of killing you with the cure or dissolving the shuttle and everything in it.” 
 
    Xell snorts. “I’d like a solution to both, please.” 
 
    Dr. RenShell smiles. “Understood. Gather a sample, giving it the probe. I’ll run preliminary tests this evening. Set your access accordingly for sleep.” 
 
    “Yes, doctor,” Xell replies and when the screen fades, she turns to me. “I know where some good and fat trees are. Won’t take me long to have the drone take a taste for the doc.” 
 
    I set my plate aside and stand, my legs a little unsteady. “Not alone you won’t.” 
 
    “Yes, I am.” She takes my upper arms, trying to maneuver me into sitting down again. “I’ve been all over this area and know where everything is. I’ll be back before you know I’m gone.” 
 
    She leaves, followed by the probe first, and then me. There’s no way I’m letting her run around, curating acid alone. I might not be at full strength, thanks to the painkillers, but I’m more than half. “The sunsets are terrific when the trees let you see the sky.” 
 
    “You’re not even supposed to be here.” 
 
    Xell isn’t looking back at me. Like I’m a charkin who goes back home when ignored. Not happening. “Do you have a particular stalk in mind?” Her exasperated sigh amuses me. “Or are you going to be on the hunt for the perfect one?” 
 
    “Perfect is nice, but I’ll bet they’re all the same inside.” She shakes her head, stopping at a short specimen. Peering into the depths, she adds, “Nothing ever makes it out of these things and after your uniform, no wonder.” 
 
    “How will you get a sample?” 
 
    She reaches into a pocket. “Voila!” A slender metal tube shines in the dimming sunlight. “I’ll slide this into one of the stems.” She opens up the blade. 
 
    “I’ve seen those in rest stops on Earth.” 
 
    “Souvenirs.” She slowly slides the blade into the stalk. “This is from one of my friends who didn’t survive the landing. I have no idea how he got it.” 
 
    A thin trickle of goo begins running down the tree. The probe comes up, reaching a flat tongue like appendage from between the lens and the curved bottom half. “I hope the acid doesn’t destroy the device.” 
 
    “Me too, or the doc is back where she started.” We’re both watching the probe to see if anything goes wrong. I feel Xell touch my hand and our fingers intertwine. “Nothing is melting, which is good. These things are tough, though.” 
 
    “Oh?” She pauses for a second, “Oh, yeah, they’re very versatile. I’d love to have a couple just to explore Earth with. It makes our deep ocean robots look amateurish.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. “Considering your society’s age, they are.” 
 
    “Come on, be nice.” She leads me back to the shuttle. “I’d ask you lots more about your part in the Alliance and how everything started. Especially about the Originators and how they seeded the galaxy.” 
 
    “But?”  
 
    “Everything is in the datalinks. I don’t want to pester you for answers I could search for on my own.” 
 
    “You can ask anything at any time.” I try using my bionans with no results. Frustrated, I admit, “I may not be able to answer, but I wouldn’t mind discussing whatever I remember.” 
 
    “I’ll bet you used the datalinks as a backup brain a lot more than you thought you did.” She squeezed my hand. “If it helps, I don’t know anyone’s phone number. My phone stored everything for me.” 
 
    We’re back at the shuttle. The first star of the night twinkles. “About those carnivorous plants, shouldn’t we be inside right now?” The probe is already there, sitting on the floor like a waiting pet. 
 
    “Yeah,” she says, leading me onto the craft. “I wouldn’t mind keeping the door ajar to let some fresh air in.” 
 
    “I can solve that with a shower.” 
 
    Xell laughed, wrapping her arms around me. “You smell terrific. I don’t know how your cologne smells like bergamot and chocolate, but it does.” 
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “Love. Is it an Earth brand?” 
 
    “It’s natural. Something about our bonding means my scent attracts you and yours attracts me. Our systems reach out for each other based on the best DNA match. There have been enhancements over the centuries with personality and bionans being the latest. But, when our bodies decide who our bondmates are, resisting is nearly impossible.” 
 
    Her eyes glow. “How do you cope with all of the “accept match” queries?” 
 
    I give her a long, lingering kiss before answering, “Since it’s just you and me here, you accept.” 
 
    She stares at me for several seconds. “If I do, will you regret being tied to me?” 
 
    Xell can’t be serious. But then, she’s had difficult relationships and I understand her insecurity too well. I cup her face in my hands. “Never. I’d be the happiest person in the universe.” 
 
    She presses her lips against my palm. “Not just the galaxy?” 
 
    “Everywhere.” 
 
    “Match accepted, then,” she whispers. “If you weren’t so ill, I’d set notifications to do not disturb.” 
 
    Unable to resist, I kiss her again. “I’m not too ill for sealing our union. Parts of me are doing quite well, in fact.” 
 
    “Maybe later, when you don’t need pain meds to function.” 
 
    She’s not wrong. Several parts of me have begun to ache and the microexpressions must be giving me away. I help her spread out our mattress and bedding for the night. The earlier nap refreshed me but I’m exhausted. Neither one of us talk while getting comfortable. She turns down the lights and keeps the door open a small bit. All silently communicated through her internal system. I try to not be jealous, but I am. I want my access back soon or I’ll go crazy from the isolation. 
 
    Xell snuggles me, pressing her cute butt against my hips. She chuckles when my cock responds. “Down boy. Tomorrow, if you’re better.” 
 
    “Tomorrow it is, then.”  
 
    I didn’t think I could fall asleep with her body against mine but the shuttle’s incoming message chime pulls me into consciousness. She’s still out. I disentangle from her and go to the command center. Dr. RenShell’s face appears. Going by the dark circles under her eyes, she hasn’t slept since she left Ghar. I greet her with, “Good morning.” 
 
    “The acid works. It dissolves the Emol nanos and is the only thing that will.” 
 
    I don’t think I’ve seen anyone so pleased with themselves since graduation day at the academy. Reluctant to destroy her glee, I try to keep my question soft. “And the host body?” 
 
    Her expression changes. “All right. Yes, there are a few more problems to solve, but one at a time. I hate to admit if I do administer this and it doesn’t kill you, all of your internal systems built up by the prior Alliance nanos will need replacing.” 
 
    “They’ll melt too?” 
 
    She nods. “Like they are now, only this time, the Emol nanos are the ones removed instead of doing the removing.” 
 
    “It’s progress, right?” I shrug. “If they could be built in the first place, they could be rebuilt.” 
 
    “Yes, very true and it’s tremendous progress because I didn’t know what else besides throwing them in a black hole would kill them.” RenShaw all but claps her hands as Xell comes up beside me, rubbing her eyes. “About time you woke up. I’ve isolated a few elements in the acid’s fluid which might leave biological components unaffected. All I need now is a true sample, isolated in a containment field, to double check my theories.” 
 
    “Does that mean…?” Xell begins. 
 
    “Yes. Director LureShell has sent the unlock codes to your shuttle. Please bring the craft up to my ship as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Xell 
 
    I’m beyond happy. Even if nothing works out and we have to return to Emol? We’ll have left the planet for a brief moment in our lives. I can’t help but stare at G’nar for a moment. I see my own hope echoed on his face. “This is good news,” I say, ever the savant for stating the obvious. 
 
    G’nar laughs. “Very. I just need to remember how to fly this thing without internal help. 
 
    “Eh,” I wave away his concerns. “It’s just like riding a bike.” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s pretend that’s true.” He kisses my forehead. “If she clears us of the contagion, we might not be able to return.” 
 
    “I see.” I put my arms around him. “I’d like to go visit the graves one last time and gather a few things.” 
 
    “Do you need me to go with you? Or would you rather have the time alone?” 
 
    I almost ask him to come along, but can feel his worry over piloting the shuttle. “I’ll be fine. Just a quick goodbye to them and good riddance to the Vahdmoshi ship.” 
 
    “It made a pretty good home, though.” 
 
    “It did.” I give him a lingering kiss. “Contact me the instant anything changes, okay?” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    I glare at him. “No leaving me behind?” 
 
    “Never do.” 
 
    “Good.” One more kiss and I leave to let him run through the prelaunch tasks. There’s not a clear path to the other ship and I smile. Seems G’nar and I are homebodies. We might change after the honeymoon is over. I can’t help but love at how he and I connect. Mentally and so wonderfuly physically. If we were somewhere even a little more lush with running water, fresh fruits and vegetables, and a solid bed? I could be happy not returning to Earth. 
 
    The Vahdmoshi ship now seems shabby now that I’ve lived in the Alliance shuttle. G’nar’s right. It made a good temporary home. The crack in the hull is bigger than I remember and mold is growing along one of the walls. Everything material I wanted is already in the other vessel. Kik bird tracks run through parts of the cargo bay. I consider following them to see how far into the ship they go. But no, because I know I’m stalling. After a deep breath, I walk around and over to where my friends lie in peace. 
 
    Their graves are still undisturbed. Now, I know there are no animal predators on Emol. Still, I’m glad I didn’t wait before taking care of them. My hip hasn’t bothered me since the antidote. Not much, anyway, and I remember the horror and pain of that day. I shiver despite the warm morning. “Goodbye, everyone,” I whisper. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t do more.” 
 
    Tears fill my eyes and I can’t go on. Silently, I apologize for not being able to tell their families where they are. If I was in their place, and I sometime wished I had been, I hope I’d understand. Besides surviving the crash, happiness over being able to leave enhances my guilt. After a few more minutes, my innercom notifies me of a message from G’nar via the shuttle. I open it and smile at how he’s sent feelings instead of words. I didn’t know such a thing was possible. There are plenty of sensations I’d love to transmit to him. I give one last look, press my fingertips to my mouth in a goodbye kiss to them, and return to the ship. 
 
    The look of happiness and relief on G’nar’s face makes everything I’ve gone through since Earth worth it. He turns back to the control panel. “Good timing. Secure whatever you’ve brought back and strap in.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I quip, sliding into the co-pilot’s seat. “Do you want me to download a Flying Shuttles for Earthers manual so I can help?  
 
    He laughs. “Would you?” After giving me a wry glance, he adds, “No. I’m good. You were right about how fast this is coming back to me. Part of our training is to turn off everything inside and use natural skill to do the basics. I’d still prefer every bit of artificial help I can get in a fight, but this is good.” 
 
    The craft lifts off and he’s right. This is good. I think about what outside must look like and options to view through various shuttle cameras pop into my mind. Nice, and I cycle through several. Mountains lie in the distance, as does a large body of water. Big enough to be an ocean, maybe? I’m not sure because there are so many other things to examine. A desert in the middle of one continent. I had learned a lot of the geography in the Emol database but to see it first hand is awesome. “I can’t imagine why the fight to clean up the planet hasn’t been more aggressive. A little bit of development and you’d have a tourist destination.”  
 
    “Just not at night and stay away from the stalks.” 
 
    “Good point, though people go on safari in Africa. I feel like stalks are a lot more predictable than lions.” I turn to him, remembering his lack of bionans. “Do you remember them?” 
 
    He nods before relaxing a little. “Yes. We took the prince to the zoo when he was younger to let him see Earth animals up close.” 
 
    I have a feeling his time there is somewhat classified. Especially after I ping the datalinks and very little comes back. It doesn’t matter. I’m nervous and chattering. 
 
    “We’re not going as fast as Dr. RenShell’s cures because the forces aren’t as kind to us.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re taking it easy on me. It’s only my second time in space,” I add and laugh. “Not a whole lot of Earthers can say that.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “You lived there and still have hope for us?” I shake my head, watching as another spaceship looms larger in the forward windows. “I’m not sure I do sometimes.” 
 
    “You’re a very promising species of humanoid. A little too much like the Vahdmoshi at times, but for most of you, your hearts are in the right place.” 
 
    “I’d like to think so.” I watch as a door in the side of the ship slides up. This all doesn’t seem real. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear I was in one of those tricked out movie theaters. I keep cycling through the shuttle’s cameras but only a couple of viewpoints are interesting. There’s no frame of reference for how big Emol is. I switch back to the doctor’s ship, which is impressively large. “Are all medical spaceships this size?” 
 
    “This is a middle sized. Some are faster and smaller, like ambulances, and others are hospitals.” 
 
    He’s frowning a little. I’ve already grown so used to bionans, I’ve forgotten his are offline. Letting him concentrate, I stay quiet while we enter the larger ship. There’s a huge difference in the Alliance vessel and the Vahdmoshi’s. It’s brighter with more grays than anything else. The lighting is much better, too. G’nar’s landing is perfect and I don’t feel when the feet touch the floor. I look at him, wondering what to do. 
 
    “We’ll need to be disinfected first. Outside, then inside, then us.” He unbuckled and stood, looking out. “Although, I don’t know how she’s going to clean us entirely. We might be here a while.” 
 
    “Welcome.” The doctor is a small figure in a large bay window. She waves. “I have a primary cleaner being sprayed. It’s beneficial to humanoids and will allow the probe to give me the sample.” 
 
    G’nar opens the shuttle. A rush of the mist wafts in, smelling like Emol’s plant life after a hot and humid day. I want to breathe deep but my throat tickles. The probe rises and floats out toward an open door. 
 
    “Relax for a while. The medicine will clear out the inactive nanos in both of you. Expect coughing and needing to visit the facilities.” 
 
    “I don’t know if I like this,” G’nar mutters.  
 
    I look to see what he means and he’s right. The mist is coating our shuttle in a gray film. “Me either. Dr. RenShell, are you sure we should be breathing in something like this?” I send an image of the slime and of lungs. 
 
    “Absolutely. Those are the inactivated nanos floating around. They’re in your body even more than in the air.” 
 
    “Yech.” 
 
    “Agreed,” G’nar adds. 
 
    I give him a wink. “We could shower the slime off of us together. Might be fun.” 
 
    “Hm, would be very except for the coughing.” 
 
    The suggestion leads me to clear my throat before giving into coughing. He joins in while going to the washroom for wipes. We each have a stack, using them and going to the restroom as needed. An Earth hour goes by before I realize we’re both getting better. No word from Dr. RenShell, but I feel comfortable talking to G’nar without having to interrupt myself. “I hope she’s close to a cure.” 
 
    “This is more than I hoped for when landing.” 
 
    My heart expands in my chest with love for him. “Thank you for staying with me. Your kindness is why I want the best for you.” I take his hand. “No matter what happens, you’re my bondmate.” An incoming message alert, high priority, distracts me. “There’s something important. Let me send it to the display.” 
 
    I do and the best looking man I’ve ever seen is on the screen. I whisper, “Holy shit.” 
 
    “Hello, Enforcer MaKrell, Ms Perches, a pleasure to meet you. The circumstances are unfortunate, but I hear are improving.” 
 
    Words escape me and I sit there transfixed. He speaks English and did I mention gorgeous? Like, wearing a uniform similar to G’nar’s, only white with gold piping. He’s very clearly a Gharian and if all the men look like him? I can see a mass exodus of Earther women headed for Ghar. “It’s a pleasure and yes, improving.” 
 
    “Do you need a towel for the drool, dearest?” G’nar hisses. 
 
    “Possibly,” I whisper back. “Do you allow polygamy for your women?” 
 
    “Some do.” He takes my hand. “I don’t.” 
 
    “Have I contacted you at a bad time,” the Emperor asks. “You both seem distracted.” 
 
    G’nar lets go of me and sits up straight. “Not anymore, sir. Please continue.” 
 
    “As I was saying, the Empress is eager to meet Ms. Perches in person. I’ve warned her doing so may not be possible, given the nanobot situation. I’ve explained I may have to sentence you both in absentia.” 
 
    “Sentence? What? Like for a crime?” I manage to croak out. 
 
    “Yes, for a crime. Dr. RenShell has briefed me you have bionans. Your accesses to our datalinks prove your ability. You’re a Sixth Worlder who’s off planet—” 
 
    “Come on, Eldan. You know that isn’t her fault,” G’nar interjects and I turn to him, my mouth a little agape. He’s arguing with the Emperor of the entire galaxy? He’s crazy. “Plus, you can’t charge her for being on Emol when it wasn’t her choice.” 
 
    “You were reading my mind. She is in fact charged for violating the Emol Quarentine. I would punish the Vahdmoshi who left her there but they’ve succumbed to the contagion. Enforcer BaKrell found them on his way to Pon.” 
 
    Now that I know my accesses leave digital footprints, I’m loath to look up all the punishments for the crimes they want to stick on me.  
 
    Still think he’s hot? enters my mind.  
 
    I nearly break my neck to look at G’nar. You’re back! He’s still talking. Should we be paying attention? 
 
    Slowly, but yes. He coughs. We should, but did you know you can play all of this back later? 
 
    What about sexy times? Can we play them back as well? I send a few choice memories from our lovemaking.  
 
    He laughs, covering it up with another cough. That too. 
 
    “I’m glad I amuse you two. Get better, then get back home. You’ll have a reception, provided you’re allowed in public, and then we’ll talk about your punishment.” 
 
    Punishment from him? Nice, I think before realizing I’m still transmitting to G’nar. 
 
    Stop it. “Thank you sir. I’ll keep you informed.” 
 
    I love G’nar’s voice in my mind. Feels like a caress. While I don’t like making someone jealous, it’s nice to feel his possessiveness. Stop what? 
 
    He’s most certainly not punishing you like that. You’re mine and I’m yours. 
 
    His thoughts warm my heart. Always, my bondmate. 
 
    Good. Remember that. 
 
    I laugh at the mutinous expression on his face. “So are we never going to talk out loud again?” 
 
    “Some people don’t. You can tell how old a person is by how much they speak. My parents paid for mine and Chin’s at the same time. He spoke far less than I did, thanks to being several years younger.” 
 
    “You’re not all that old. He must have been a kid when the mine collapsed.” 
 
    “He wasn’t legal to work there.” 
 
    “Oh.” I want to talk more about his family but when I did a search for where we were in relation to Ghar? We’re headed there right now. Which means we’re closer to being sentenced for the various crimes. “You’re good friends with the Emperor, right?” 
 
    “Somewhat. As much as a citizen and their ruler can be, I suppose.” 
 
    I shouldn’t keep teasing him, but then, I am rather worried about what will happen to us when we’re in front of the Emperor. “What sort of punishment will we get, because I don’t think it’s the one where I wear a short skirt and call him daddy.” 
 
    “That, no, you won’t, but I wouldn’t mind us playing that game.” 
 
    I offer, “Maybe when we’re released from custody in a couple of hundred years.” 
 
    “It won’t be that bad.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask and he hesitates for far too long. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    G’nar 
 
    Xell’s reaction to Eldan is his payback to me. Or rather, Origins’ payback for my taking his Pax out on a date. We didn’t even kiss, but then, after seeing Xell go blank for Eldan? They weren’t even in the same room and I wanted to smash his face. I take a deep breath and notice Dr. RenShell is at the viewer again. I venture a greeting through my innercom. Thank you for the reboot. 
 
    Excellent and you’re welcome. I’ll patch through to Xell, too. After a click, she continues. Round one is complete. There doesn’t need to be a round two, but I’d feel better with another sweep.  
 
    Xell and I look at each other and nod. We’d like that, please, she says. But could we leave the shuttle for this one? 
 
    Of course. I’ll send another dose. There are waiting areas on either side of the viewer. Make yourselves comfortable there. 
 
    The shuttle door opens and Xell takes my hand. “Thank God. I was feeling claustrophobic in there.” She leans against me once we’re on solid deck. “Is that an Earther thing? Are you all used to taking spaceships everywhere?” 
 
    “No, not just an Earther thing.” I lead her over to the waiting area. The seats look comfortable and there is a food and drink dispenser. I’m hungry for real food and know Xell must be. But with the second dose already falling over us? We can wait. “Plenty of Gharians have never left their homeworlds. Vhadmoshi can’t stay on theirs and some of the Fifth Worlders have environments not suitable for space travel.” 
 
    She sits in a chair opposite me and puts her feet up. “Like?”  
 
    “Gleets. One of my Earther friend says they look like your frogs. Having seen these animals for myself, she’s right.”  
 
    The look on her face is part horrified, part disgusted. “Jeeze, how big are they?” 
 
    “They tend to be a little shorter on average than Earthers.” I put my feet up next to her and slump in the seat. “You all are so varied, though. A very wide variety, comparatively speaking.” 
 
    “Which sounds great until you think about how those differences gives us reasons to kill each other.” 
 
    I shake her foot to dispel the pessimism. “Come on, you’re not that bad. There are property disputes, jealous rages, all sorts of valid reasons for conflict.” 
 
    “About jealous rages…” 
 
    I laugh. “No, I’m not jealous of the Emperor. Not beyond the obvious but even then, no. He’s had centuries of attractive people in his family, the best everything Ghar has to offer, and yet? So much responsibility and he lost his bondmate to an assassin’s strike. I kept guard over him and his son for three Earth years and I don’t envy him at all.” She smiles and I add, “I might not like how much you like him, though.” 
 
    “Oh, he’s gorgeous, no doubt about it. Seems like a wonderful ruler, too. But he’s not you and you’re my everything.” 
 
    Before I can reply, a door opens. “Enough with the mushy stuff. Let me scan you two so I can declare you Emol nano free.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you do this from a distance?” Xell offers. 
 
    The doctor is busy running a device over first her, then me. “I should, but the preliminary results show you’re clean.” Her eyes cloud and she nods. “Yes, completely cleared.” She refocuses. “Congratulations. You’re the first survivors of the Emol outbreak. There are residual nanos in your systems. Expect the waste to reflect this.” She turns to me, her eyes sparkling with glee. “Your former setup is gone, I’m sorry to say, as is all the data collected. I assume your backups are current?” 
 
    “They are.” 
 
    “Good. When the rebuilding is complete in another couple of hours, you can transfer your data into the new repositories.” She smiles at Xell. “Schedule regular backups as soon as possible. You may never need them, but then, G’nar here probably didn’t think he would, either.” She pauses, tapping her cheek with a finger for a second. “You know, follow me and I’ll add a few bionans to both of you, just in case. They’ll help speed up the cleaning process and I’ll feel better about letting you roam my ship.” Follow me. 
 
    We do, into a larger medical area. It’s pretty standard. Healing pods with a large basin for the wetter species. Xell wanders over to the water. “Oo, a hot tub? I could have used one of those a month ago.” 
 
    “Were you a Gleetar?” Dr. RenShell asks. 
 
    I laugh and Xell grins at me. “No, but bubbles are bubbles.” 
 
    “I agree,” the doctor comes to me first. “Let’s set you up, then your bondmate.” I push up my sleeve and she injects me with fresh bionans. “I’ve sent instructions to you for living quarters. We’re two days from Ghar if we don’t hurry, and yes, you’re together.” She injects Xell. “I don’t want you two wandering my ship, mooneyed for each other and getting in my way.” 
 
    Xell grins at me before her eyes cloud. “Wow, these nanos don’t mess around, but if they’re working, why am I so tired?” 
 
    “The illness, new environment, long day for an Emoli? Take your pick.” Dr. RenShaw shrugs. “You’re still humanoid despite the tech. You’re going to feel things. Also, I know you’re freshly bonded, but you’ll want sleep more than anything. The bionans need you unconscious to build the networks.” 
 
    “Do we have to sleep the entire way back to Ghar?” Xell asks and I love the sly glance she gives me. 
 
    “Oh my Origins. You’re all alike.” The doctor begins to put equipment away. “No, you don’t have to do anything more than be intimate. Just don’t expect to stay awake through the entire event.” She shook her head, leaving the room. “I’ve just dispensed a breakthrough cure and all anyone can think about is sex.” 
 
    I’m trying to not laugh when she pokes her head back into the room. “Forgot to tell you, you can go now. Eat, sleep, and you know, in that order.” 
 
    She disappears again. I grab Xell, hugging her. “You heard her. We have to follow instructions.” 
 
    “Let’s go. I don’t want to anger someone of an advanced race.” She steps back, leading me out of the medical area and into a hallway. 
 
    The walls light up as we go, showing us the way to our quarters. I haven’t shared a living space officially with a woman in a very long time. Xell’s hand is warm in mine. I can almost feel the bionans at work in her because they’re running amok in my system, too. Soon, the door to our room slides open and we hurry inside. I kiss her, holding her close while I rake my tongue across her teeth. Her moans kill me and I want more but not until after I’ve given her something decent to eat. “Food?” 
 
    “Please. I love you but I’m too hungry to focus right now.” 
 
    She loves me. I bask in the sentiment for a few milliseconds before going to the food dispenser. “I’ll come up with something filling.” 
 
    “I trust your judgement.”  
 
    I dial up something Pajii-based, similar to her beef, and in a rills sauce. Sweet and savory. The food is soon ready and she’s already at the table. “Me too,” I say, bringing our plates to her. She’s set out glasses of water and our utensils. “We get metal injections after receiving the older nanos, but the bionans need food and water.”  
 
    “Makes sense. Biological nanites need biology, not metallurgy.” She takes a bite and rolls her eyes. “Mmmm.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “Umm hum.” 
 
    “I’m glad.” We’re hungry and there’s not a lot of talking. Xell yawns, making me yawn, too. “We can have and be desert later if you’d like to sleep now.” 
 
    “Yeah, as much as I want more, I’m dragging.” 
 
    Picking up the dishes, I put them in the cleaner. “I’ll admit this is tougher than I remember. On the positive, we don’t have to make the bed.” 
 
    “No, that’s a good thing.” 
 
    She’s already under the covers by the time I’m done, struggling to keep open her eyes. I peel off my clothes and join her. 
 
    A soft, “Oh damn,” wakes me up.  
 
    “Huh?” I look over and Xell is staring up at the ceiling. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “We’re in Ghar’s solar system and nothing happened between us.” 
 
    I can’t help but laugh. We’ve slept nearly an entire cycle. “Don’t be frustrated. Think of it as resting up for a lot more later.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    “You know I do.” I pull her to me only to find she’s just as naked. My cock is instantly hard. I know the pheromones I’m giving off affect her when I notice the hunger in her eyes. 
 
    “Do we have time?” 
 
    “Pless, no. We have enough to clean up and dress. I didn’t think to set any sort of alarm.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    I get up, throwing back the covers. “We’d better shower separately.” 
 
    “Yeah, otherwise we’d keep the Emperor waiting for a while.” She frowns. “He’s the one person in the galaxy I don’t want to anger.” 
 
    “How about you shower first and I’ll follow.” 
 
    “Shower?” 
 
    I hate to disappoint her but say, “No, not with water. Not on ships. The medical was the exception.” 
 
    “Damn.”  
 
    As soon as she disappears into the cleaning room, I ping Eldan. Can I have a preview of your thoughts concerning Xell? 
 
    I don’t know, can you? 
 
    Pless it, Eldan, I’m not your son. 
 
    Thank Origins because of all the people in my command, I thought you would follow the laws about Lesser Worlds. 
 
    You know what happened, I send. 
 
    I do. It’s why I sent our best team to cure you as soon as I learned. 
 
    Thank you. All I ask is that you punish me as you see fit but spare her. She’s innocent and a victim of the Vahdmoshi. 
 
    There’s a slight delay before Eldan asks me, Is it true she buried other Earthers while injured? 
 
    Yes. She dug the graves herself. 
 
    I see. My decision for her will be merciful. For you, it will be just. 
 
    I’m so relieved, the air seems to go out of me. That’s all I ask. Thank you, sir. 
 
    Don’t be late. 
 
    I stop short of reminding him I never am, but let him have the last word. Xell opens the door and comes in gorgeously naked. 
 
    She nods at me before coming over to give me a kiss. “You’re still not ready to go? It’s a real shame we’re in a hurry.” 
 
    “Yeah, and the Emperor reminded me to be on time.” 
 
    Her expression changes from lusty to fearful. “Shit. Let’s go, then.” 
 
    I sit up, kissing her again. “After my shower.” 
 
    “Hurry.” 
 
    I take her suggestion and rush through my own washing up. By the time I exit, Xell is dressed in a smaller and more fitting Alliance uniform. She gives me a wan smile. “Is this all right? My choices were a uniform I don’t deserve or a surgical gown. My other clothes are still on the shuttle and need scrubbing.” 
 
    “You look great. Everyone will understand.” 
 
    “I hope so.” We walk out together. “Why does every medical gown open enough to show your butt? Is there something coded in our DNA for such a thing or is it just a happy accident?” 
 
    Other personnel pass us in the hallway. Our signal shows us where to exit the ship. “Someone has been studying the Origins, I see.” 
 
    “Yes, I went down that rabbit hole of information.” 
 
    I pull up rabbit hole and agree with the twists and turns research can take. “Setting limits on diversions is one of the first things we learn with new nanos. Otherwise, we’d sit in a stupor all day being entertained or educated.” 
 
    “Entertained? Oh, I can get shows here. Ha! English subtitles, too. I’m doomed.” 
 
    I want to tell her to focus on the upcoming hearing, but her enjoyment of the new worlds I’m giving her is so pleasing. Still, she needs to be ready. We’re at the airlock between the medical ship and Ghar. The door opens and I feel Xell’s pulse spike a bit at the harsh rush of air over us. “Don’t worry. It’s another brushing off of any germs. Very ordinary.” 
 
    “All right.” She brushes her bangs from her eyes. “Glad I didn’t fix my hair.” 
 
    I lean over to kiss her cheek. “You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “I need peroxide.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I say and she laughs. I grin until we approach a long vehicle. It’s the Emperor’s white with gold accents to show his status. I nod to the driver and open the door for Xell. 
 
    Sweet ride. 
 
    He’s the ruler, I reply and we’re both quiet on the way to the palace. The driver sneaks peeks at Xell and I don’t blame him. She has a freshfaced beauty and sweetness about her. I take her hand, wanting the physical connection. I’m certain Eldan will be fair with her and I’m afraid he’ll be fair to me, too. I don’t know if I could take being apart from Xell. Even imagining how I’d tell her goodbye hurts. 
 
    I can feel your thoughts, even if I don’t know them. 
 
    She obviously hasn’t hit the access laws portion of our data links. I don’t mind, but need to warn her. That’s a little intrusive when it’s not me. 
 
    Oh, sorry. 
 
    Taking her hand, I send, Don’t be. You have access to everything I am. 
 
    I don’t want it. You deserve privacy. 
 
    I smile. I have enough, don’t worry. The car slows as we approach the palace. When it stops completely, the door opens. Seeing the tech through Xell’s eyes, I’m impressed, too. We slide out and am greeted by Eldan’s imperial guards. We wear similar uniforms, the difference being theirs are gray with gold piping instead of my gray with silver. 
 
    The piping is status, isn’t it? 
 
    Yes, or rank and branch of service. 
 
    And black is? 
 
    I smile at her because her uniform is lined in black. It’s Helper or Giver, depending. 
 
    Oh, crap, it’s housekeeping. I’m a maid on Ghar? Damn. 
 
    Everyone is essential, I respond. 
 
    That’s just crap people say to keep the underlings in line. 
 
    I cough a laugh before engaging the emotional dampeners. Not here it isn’t. Our population is half Earth’s with several times the planets. 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Exactly. 
 
    Eldan stands. He’s dressed far more regally than usual. Nice cape, I send to him. Is it new?  
 
    He narrows his eyes at me and I rely on my controls to not smile back. He steps down halfway. “So. Another Lesser World Order broken. This time by one of my most trusted Enforcers.” He continues down to stand in front of Xell. “I almost approve.” 
 
    I glare at him. Not so much for the warm way he’s looking at her but for the besotted stare she’s returning. I clear my throat. “I approve completely, sir. She was abandoned on Emol and I knew in an instant she was my bondmate.” 
 
    He waves a hand, circling Xell like a shark. “I know the story.” In a softer tone, he asks, “Are you from Albuquerque?” 
 
    Xell’s jaw drops before she recovers. “Yes, how did you know?” 
 
    “A guess. The Vahdmoshi who took you were after me and Daneul, my son, and found us there.” 
 
    She turns flirty right before my eyes. The woman is dangerous when she turns on the charm. Giving Eldan a smile, she says, “You lived in New Mexico? And I missed ever meeting you?” 
 
    I employ my emotional dampeners, not responding when Eldan gives me a sly grin. “Afraid so. I’m surprised you didn’t meet G’nar before now. He was much more popular with the ladies than I was.” 
 
    “I find that difficult to believe.” 
 
    Eldan laughs. “You flatter me. I know you’re bonded to G’nar and see no one but him.” 
 
    Her face reddens. “Afraid so, your highness. I am his and he is mine.” 
 
    “And you.” Eldan comes over to me and even the dampeners aren’t enough to keep me from grimacing. I don’t think he’ll be as flirty with me. “All of those lectures about Pax I had to endure? What do you have to say for yourself now?” 
 
    “I understand your actions far better now. Although in my case—” 
 
    He interrupts me. “Choose your next words wisely.” 
 
    I reconsider saying anything about how Xell was trapped and Pax wasn’t. “You’re right. I could no more leave Xell to die than you could do the same to the Empress. I have far more empathy for your plight now, great one.” 
 
    “Let’s not overdo it, hmm?” He grins, going back to his throne to sit. “Enforcer MaKrell G’nar, I am deeply disappointed that one of my most trusted Gharians managed to endanger his life by landing on the quarantined planet of Emol. You risked one of my most vital assets unnecessarily.” 
 
    You’re more than an asset, Xell sends to me. 
 
    Just go with it, he’s on a roll, I send back, and she just barely stifles a snicker. 
 
    “As I was saying, your actions are unacceptable, yet, I have to take into account this Sixth Worlder’s fate. Ms. Perches, I know you have our current technology and assume you’ve done the research. Do you have a preference in your sentencing?” 
 
    Xell looks at me for an instant before clearing her throat. “Yes, your excellency. My choice is to accompany Enforcer MaKrell wherever he goes no matter where you send him.” 
 
    Eldan steeples his fingers. “I see. Even if it’s in the depths of Fleeg as a miner?” 
 
    My fists clench. Eldan knows my past better than anyone. We had long talks about the colony while we were exiled on Earth. Xell steps forward. “I’m aware of the colony and its hardships. Even so, if G’nar is sent there, it’s my new home, too.” 
 
    The Empress touches Eldan’s arm and he leans over to her. She’s speaking to him from behind her hand. I don’t smile, even if I want to. Pax hasn’t had bionans long enough to remember innercoms sometimes. The Emperor stands, his voice in command mode. “Clearly, I’ve created a problem among my ranks by being so forgiving in breaking the Lesser World Order. My own actions have hindered this sacred trust to keep young races intact. I can’t continue to turn a blind eye to these transgressions. I will need to think about my policies on bonding with Earthers and how best to deter Ghar-Earth alliances. For now, there is a colony on Pon where the Vahdmosi have been using Earthers as slaves. My decision is to send Enforcer G’nar there to set up a rehabilitation program for the victims. His bondmate will be an excellent partner to him. They will be provided everything they need to be successful. My decision is final.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Xell 
 
    I’m not sure why the Emperor turns me goofy, but he does. Besides the looks, he has this air of command and who doesn’t love a ruler? His Empress is beyond beautiful. They make an amazing couple. If Earth ever knew about Ghar, tabloids would be all Eldax or Paxel. Or maybe not, since those sound like medicine names. 
 
    At any rate, I’m still a little in shock that we’re not in the Ghar equivalent of a dungeon. Instead, I’m following along with G’nar as the guards lead us somewhere. I know where I am logically but the sights and sounds around me are mesmerizing. The bionans are pulling up history on the palace as we walk. Entertaining and interesting but distracting, too. I turn them to mute while looking at the walls. Marble, I’d think, but where ours have black veins, theirs has gold. Just enough to look rich without crossing into gaudy. 
 
    That went as good as could be expected. 
 
    G’nar’s voice in my head makes me smile. We’re not being tortured at least. 
 
    True.  
 
    Two of the men in front of us open double doors. G’nar leads the way, stopping short enough that I run into him. The Empress is there and comes up to him. “G’nar, it is such a pleasure to see you again. How are you, really?” 
 
    He gives her a hug. One that lasts a little too long, but no one’s paying any attention to what I think. I don’t say anything to either of them when the cuddles stop and they talk about the whole nano disaster. Since I was there, I don’t listen as much as look around at what must be the Empress’s quarters. The bed being so prominent sorta irritates me. What if I hadn’t been with G’nar? I’m not the jealous type, but she’s really pretty and he seems to have a thing for us Earthers. I smooth back my two toned hair, wishing I’d had access to something more than a dry shower. 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” the Empress says, capturing my attention. Neither of them are looking at me, though. 
 
    “Will they be here anytime soon? I’d like to see them and the baby before we’re exiled to somewhere deadly.” 
 
    I inch closer to G’nar. I’d meant it earlier. I’d go anywhere, do anything, if it meant we stayed together. I didn’t understand the bonding at first but with the bionans, I can’t imagine living without him. 
 
    The Empress laughs. “Don’t worry. If Eldan had wanted to exile you, he’d have insisted you stay on Emol. I think he has better plans in mind for you. And, for your lovely bondmate.” She turns to me with a smile. “Sorry, but I had to clear up a few pleasantries with G’nar.” Pax takes my hands. “How are you? It’s such a pleasure to meet you and tell me all about where you’re from.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s a lot.” 
 
    “And you’re tired. I completely understand. There are fresh clothes, something less formal on their way to you.” She lets go of me. “I’m making Eldan leave you two alone until tomorrow. In the meantime, you are our guests here. Send for anything you need the instant you need it.” Pax gave a nod. “Come on in and help Ms. Perches.” 
 
    I turn and a young Gharian woman walks in with a stack of fabric. The Emperor follows her into the room quietly. “Hello again.” The server girl turns and squeaks, rushing to a dresser to drop off the clothes before scurrying away. I don’t blame her. He’s imposing close up, a little taller than G’nar. 
 
    My mate approaches his, and now our ruler, and shakes his hand. “With all due respect, you’re sending me to be a Helper when my training has led me to be an Enforcer. Don’t you think that’s a waste of an asset, too?” 
 
    The Emperor’s eyes narrow. “You think I’m not aware of your qualities. I need someone to lead the colony into being productive and lawful. I can’t think of anyone else who I’d like to be an example for a group of Fifth and Sixth World citizens. While I can’t outright reward you for your actions, I can give you the chance of a lifetime to create something beneficial from a crime. I fully expect you to come back to Ghar as one of my top Leaders in a few sas.” 
 
    G’nar puts his right fist over his heart and nods. “You honor me.” 
 
    Eldan tilts his head with a grin. “I do, but you deserve it.” 
 
    “Thank you, your excellency.” 
 
    “You saved my family’s life.” He glances at me. “I would ask you both to a private dinner tonight. Pax has been dying to spend time chatting about her homeworld.” 
 
    His wife steps forward. “No, let them rest from their ordeal. We have the best bathrooms here. Marble tubs with geothermally heated waters.” She bit her lip. “You know, Eldan, let’s have the dinner in a week’s time, and make Lin and Turkh bring the baby.” 
 
    “I need them at Bolan,” Eldan counters. 
 
    She gives him a pleading look I would have cratered in on as she offers, “Four days?” 
 
    “Very well. Four days. Tell Lin.” 
 
    “Yay! I have so much to do.” She comes over and gives me a hug. “Rest for now. We’ll talk later.” I nod as she goes for G’nar and another hug. Eldan doesn’t reach for me and I’m almost glad. I’d hate to embarrass myself by giggling if he hugged me, too. 
 
    Not until they’re gone and the doors are closed do I realize I’ve been holding my breath. “Whew. That could have been so much worse.” 
 
    “You’re not disappointed over leaving Ghar so soon?” 
 
    “I am, a little, but the chance to help? I like the idea of doing good deeds for other Vahdmoshi victims.” 
 
    “So do I.” He pulls me into his arms and I rest my head against his chest. “I’m glad we’ll be here long enough for you to meet Lin and her mate. Turkh’s one of my best friends and Lin is the first Earther I ever saw in real life. I think you’ll like them both.” 
 
    “I’m sure I will. I hope they like me, too.” 
 
    G’nar pulls away far enough to look into my eyes. “Xell, you are the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met. Anyone who’s ever been in contact with you will love you.” 
 
    I think of all the people I’ve met and while I care for them, he’s the only one who is my true mate. “Just as long as you love me, that’s all I really need.” 
 
    Taking me in his arms, G’nar holds me close. “Loving you forever is the easiest promise I’ll ever make.” 
 
      
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Author’s Note 
 
      
 
    Hello and thank you so much for reading G’nar’s and Xell’s story! I more than love forcing my heroes to eat their words. Poor G’nar, too. All of that “You need to leave Earthers alone” stuff he gave Turkh and Eldan. What happens the first time he finds a trapped Earther? Yeah, the heroes are always such pushovers for doing the right thing, even if it’s wrong. 
 
    Eldan came off as a bit of a hardass in this, didn’t he? I think we can all agree, there IS a trend of Vahdmoshis stealing Earthers, the Gharians swooping in and rescuing the victims, and then what? You can’t take an Earther back home or it all goes to hell in a handbasket. When you think about what we fight over now and throw in advanced races? No contact is the best until we grow up a little. I think we’re pretty awesome, but yeah, we’re a young race. At any rate, Eldan is trying to stop the flood of Earthers he senses are coming. We’ll see if he’s successful or not. 
 
    I want to give a huge thank you for taking a chance on my book. I don’t know if my love for my characters shows through but it’s true. It’s so much fun inventing people and situations for your amusement and I hope I succeeded. 
 
    Love, 
 
    Mara 
 
    Please come see me at www.facebook.com/authormarajaye. Hang out at my new website, www.marajaye.com or email me at authormarajaye@yahoo.com . 
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    Lin’s Challenge  
 
    Pax’s Emperor  
 
    Xell’s Entrapment (this one!) 
 
    (There are more planned, but they’re top secret for now.)  
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