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Frisk

A Terran Times Tale

By

Viola Grace


Chapter One

Lera Douglas shifted in her riot armour. The Nyal Imperium had their Peacekeepers in heavy plates when they wandered into a fight, and as a member of the Nyal-Alliance Peacekeeper-Enforcer exchange program, she had to abide by the rules of her new unit.

“Private Lera, what are we looking at?” Captain Drular asked her quietly. Their unit was facing the prisoners who had crashed their shuttle perilously close to the city of Feural.

“Nine handheld blasters, twelve knives tucked into boots, a Delclaron with venom coming out of his claws.” She looked across the approaching field of escapees. “That is all I can see unless I can get closer.”

A new voice came through her com. “Thanks for that, Peacekeeper. We can take it from here.”

A skimmer roared overhead, and the Guardians of Jennila dropped into fight formation in front of the ten Peacekeepers. With a rush, Lance, Coma and Shatter wrapped up the incoming wave of violent prisoners.

Lera flexed her hands and grimaced. On Jennila, it seemed that Peacekeepers were only allowed to handle the bar fights and parade routes. Everything else was left to the Guardians.

Once the prisoners were wrapped up, the Guardians beckoned the Peacekeepers forward. “A little help with the restraints, please.”

“Well, Peacekeepers, at least we have something to do.” Captain Drular beckoned them forward, and they stomped out with the cuffs and bindings that would be needed to prepare the escapees for transport back to the prison world they had just left.

Lera set out with the rest of her unit, and they flipped the unconscious bodies over and cuffed their hands behind their backs. Lera went the extra mile and used her talent to frisk each and every prisoner before they woke. She pulled out wires, knives, a packet of acid and bone spikes in the first three prisoners she examined.

Looking down at them, she saw their weapons glowing hot. It was something she had always been able to do, and it was the skill that had propelled her into the Volunteers. Now, the psychic frisking was giving her a new set of aliens to search, and she had to admit that her strange talent was enabling her to meet new kinds of people and travel much more than she ever imagined.

The Guardian, Lance, came up to her. “What are you doing?”

“I am removing all hidden weaponry so that they can’t pick the locks or stab their pilot on the way home.”

“How?”

“I am looking for it.” She paused and looked up at him through the faceplate of her uniform. He appeared to be made of ivory and the palest gold.

She continued her work, ignoring the shiver that ran through her body at his lithe and athletic appearance. Half of her attraction was pheromones, the other half was the breadth of his shoulders. He was exceedingly handsome, but then, his people usually were.

He followed her, watching closely as she extracted a vast variety of weapons.

He cleared his throat. “We are having a recruitment drive in Feural tomorrow. You should come and try out.”

She snorted. “I am sorry. Tomorrow is my day off. I am not allowed to try out for anything strenuous.”

She finished and chucked the last weapon into a pouch that she handed to her captain. “They are as clean as I can make them, Captain.”

Lance was persistent. “Captain, I think your private here has what it takes to become a Guardian. You should insist that she attend the recruitment.”

“Her private time is not mine to control, Guardian. We were lucky enough to get her here.” Captain Drular was calm. He was always calm, it was his species’ characteristic.

“Where is she from?”

Lera blinked. They were talking about her as if she wasn’t even there. Shrugging, she helped arrange the prisoners for pickup.

Once the situation was under control, she was assigned to stand watch while the pursuit ship made its way to their location.

She ignored the Guardians and their curious looks as she watched the prisoners for any sign of a weapon she had missed.

The Guardians and half the Peacekeepers left, and it was four hours before the pickup ship arrived.

The pilot of the ship was cybernetically enhanced but obviously a Terran. Lera gripped her hand. “Hello, cousin.”

The woman winked. “Hello, cousin. Peacekeeper?”

Lera laughed. “Exchange program with the Enforcers. You?”

“Surgery to repair some genetic damage. The Alliance wouldn’t do it, but the Nyal Imperium would, so they made the arrangements, and here I am. Tobitha Morris.”

“Lera Douglas. Pleased to meet you.”

They weren’t able to continue chatting. The prisoners were loaded on board, and Tobitha waved farewell. “Sorry, duty calls. This is my sector, so if you want to go for caf next time I am in the area, I could call you.”

Lera grinned. “I would like that. Peacekeeper Outpost Feural. Ask for Frisk.”

They hugged quickly. “See you then, Frisk. Call me Gadget.”

“Bye, Gadget.”

The last of the groggy prisoners was locked in the transport, and Gadget was on her way.

Lera marched away with the rest of her unit and watched as the ship flew off. It was a high-tech restraint transport. Gadget’s implants let her control every motor and mechanism on the ship. The prisoners were locked in place by their own susceptibility to magnetic fields. Lera had seen the setup before, but in that case, the transporter was a Nyal male, not a Terran woman.

Private Toimar walked with her on the long trek back to the city, his long legs creating a challenge for her to keep up. “So, are you going to go to the recruitment tomorrow?”

Lera grinned under her helmet. “I might, but as an observer, not as a participant. It might be fun to watch.”

Lieutenant Hormik chuckled. “Would you care to meet for dinner, Private? You can regale me with tales of your home.”

Lera grinned at the gender-neutral lieutenant. “That sounds nice. I am going to hit the groomers in the morning, so I should be presentable by the evening.”

Hormik shook its head. “I look forward to seeing it, and I hope your groomer is up for the challenge.”

Lera wanted to smack her current commanding officer, but instead, she sighed. “I hope you are right.”

She chuckled to herself as they made their way back to the barracks. “Enjoy your paperwork, Lieutenant Hormik. Ping me and tell me where you want to meet.”

“Will do.”

Private Toimar elbowed her. “May I come too? I am interested in seeing your magnificence.”

Lieutenant Hormik shook its head. “No, she does not need to be written up for fraternization. She has seniority on you and having her returned to the Alliance is not in the cards for me, so I will meet her alone.”

Lera laughed. Hormik loved to act as chaperone. It had no urge to see her returned to the Alliance, and they had a strange sort of relationship. One day, Hormik would have to choose a gender, and it was gathering all the information it could from Lera on what it meant to be a woman in the Peacekeepers.

Back in the barracks, Lera stood in front of her wide locker and stripped off her armour, one piece at a time. Her helmet went back on its stand, her body armour hung on a rack and her weapon was deactivated and locked in the case at the base.

With only her city suit on, she grabbed her baton and headed back to her beat. It was time to check in with the citizens of Feural and make sure that all was well in her section of the city. Being law enforcement had never been on her list of things she wanted to be when she grew up, but now, she couldn’t think about doing anything else.

* * * *

Lance looked around casually, and he nodded toward the Peacekeeper who was talking softly with the proprietor of a fruit stand. “I can’t believe that they have female Peacekeepers in this city.”

Coma snorted. “It took a while to get them to authorize it, but the population is warming to it rapidly.”

Lance watched the gentle sway of the woman’s hips, highlighted by her weapon belt. “It is certainly warming.”

They were seated at an outdoor café and enjoying a quiet moment after the activities of the morning. Lance couldn’t get the scent of the Peacekeeper out of his head. It was sending signals through his body to either fight or fuck, and since he couldn’t do either at the moment, he was stuck.

“You look like you need a workout, Lance.” Coma was noting his tense hand on his cup.

“I do, but not the kind you are thinking about. Something about that Peacekeeper.” He shuddered as he tried to get control of the lust running through him.

“Your kind is rather fixated on reproduction, aren’t they?” Shatter sneered. He considered himself to be above hormonal effects, though his species was so close to Lance’s, it was ridiculous. He was dark where Lance was light, and it was enough of a difference that few, if any, folks noticed the similarity.

“We aren’t fixated on it, Shatter. We just enjoy it. Finding someone compatible is a worthy pursuit. Proving that compatibility is simply mind-blowing fun.”

Shatter rolled his eyes, Coma snorted and Lance looked for the Peacekeeper, but she was beyond his field of view, leaving only the faintest of scents on the wind.

Coma shook her head. “I pity the recruits coming tomorrow. You are going to kill them.”

He smiled. “Then, they aren’t worthy of being Guardians.”


Chapter Two

Five hours after she had entered the groomer’s spa, they ejected her with her hair, nails, makeup done and a new outfit gracing her form.

The dress was slit up both legs to mid-thigh, allowing her to walk with ease and sit without flashing her bits. Hormik was meeting her at the recruitment drive. The afternoon had been reserved for physical talents, and both Lance and Shatter would have their talents on display.

The costume she was wearing was a lot more revealing than her uniform, but she enjoyed feeling like a girl once every eight weeks. It made her feel pretty.

Hormik waved her over, it’s long body covered in a neutral tunic and trousers. “You look lovely, Lera.”

“Thanks. It took three groomers and several prayers to get this result.” Lera grinned.

“Come on, Lance is just warming up.”

Hormik took her hand and hauled her to the front of the crowd on the upper level of the arena. They could see everything going on down below, and it was quite the show.

Lance was stripped to the waist and speaking quietly to the lineup of men and women on the side of the arena floor.

When he left them, he took a small metal bar from his belt and it expanded into a spear with a wickedly sharp tip. This was Lance’s skill, and he began to go through movements. His mastery of his own body was apparent.

His pale hair swung around his chalky body, his muscles began to gleam with sweat, and the blade he whipped around so effortlessly moved in deadly arcs through the air with every movement. It was a dance, and he was an excellent dancer.

The dark pigmentation around his eyes gave him a natural mask that made the gold of his eyes gleam, even from Lera’s vantage point. He was beautiful to watch, and she could stare at him for days.

His lower limbs were encased in loose trousers held in place with a tight sash and tucked into knee-high boots. He lunged, twisted and whirled, and it was only when he walked back to face the first of the recruits that Lera exhaled the breath she was holding.

Hormik was amused. “You are giving off pheromones that even I can sense. Is his physique that impressive?”

Lera leaned in and whispered, “Sometimes it is all about the first impression. The first impression here is that he is quite fit and very graceful. It is one of the first times since I came here that I have been struck like this.”

“What were the other times?”

“A Darkoli ambassador who was disturbed by my interest and a Genaran who wasn’t sure that I would be a good match. He was willing to screw me though, so I pushed that one aside and concentrated on training.”

“You don’t engage in sex for pleasure?” Hormik was surprised, and a few folk in the crowd around them were listening.

“We do. I do, but only when there is a chance for a bit more than a one-night stand. Never just for the purpose of satisfying the curiosity of a male.”

Hormik nodded. “So, it is a matter of pride then.”

“I suppose so. Hormones can only take you so far. Eventually, you have to look to the future.” Her words were spoken absently. Lance was up against one of the possible Guardian recruits.

The male had two blades and whirled them expertly, but he couldn’t land any solid contact with the graceful shifts that controlled Lance’s fighting. In a few strikes, the blades were in two pieces.

The attacker got a pat on his shoulders for his efforts, and Lance was on to the next recruit.

When Lance had taken care of his recruits, Shatter came up to work with his own batch of opponents, and the folk of Feural had the joy of watching one after the next fail the attack.

Lera sighed. “They don’t get it.”

Hormik was surprised. “What? What don’t they get?”

“A Guardian rarely attacks. They have to defend themselves and others behind them. It is in their very name.”

Coma was sitting still, and her head came up. She reached for the com unit, and as Lera made eye contact, she spoke. “Will the Peacekeeper who was at the prison shuttle yesterday please come down? You know who you are.”

Hormik grinned, “She doesn’t mean me.”

“I don’t want to muss my hair.”

“You won’t. Just wait for their attack.” Hormik grinned and prodded Lera down to the arena floor level.

Lera grumbled and went over to speak to Coma. “You called?”

Coma grinned. “You certainly look different.”

“It is my day off.” Lera put her hands on her hips.

“I would like you to pair off against Shatter. I heard what you said about waiting, and you were right.”

“Whoa. Shatter? I don’t have an active talent that can counteract his.”

“But you do have Enforcer and Peacekeeper training. Those can be useful. I promise to replace your dress if you rip it.” Coma’s orange hair complimented her pale yellow skin.

“Fine. Can I at least go now so that I can head off to dinner with my friend?”

Coma grinned and got to her feet. “Come along then. They will enjoy seeing this.”

The they she referred to was the audience. There was a general murmuring since Lera had sashayed across the arena floor. Shatter was busy using his concussive force to knock attackers off their feet, and he blinked with surprise when she stepped toward him and put her hands on her hips.

“Let’s get this over with.” She waited for Shatter to move.

“No!” Lance shouted from the sidelines where he had been involved in deep flirtation with one of his recruits.

Shatter lifted one eyebrow. “Lance? Would you prefer her to be your target?”

Lance frowned. “No. No one should be fighting with her.”

Lera sighed. “Then, why did you repeatedly try to get me here? Let’s get this over with. I have a dinner to get to, and Hormik is paying.”

Lance sighed. “Fine, Shatter, she is your opponent. I will not raise a hand to her.”

It was all the warning Lera got. Shatter attacked, and the ground under her feet cracked and rocked.

She sidestepped the attack, and when the next one came, she dodged the column of power instinctually. She shifted, moving closer to Shatter but still avoiding his attacks until she was able to kick him in the abdomen and elbow him in the sternum.

He dropped to the floor, and she stepped away as the audience gasped. Lera nodded to Coma and swept out toward the shadowed hallway where Hormik was waiting for her.

They laughed together and headed out to the restaurant for drinks before dinner.

* * * *

“She’s the one that I want. She’s the scent that has driven me to the edge of control. Impressive against Shatter too. He wasn’t expecting that.” Lance laughed. “Neither was I.”

Shatter rubbed his chest. “She’s good. I will give you that. But a Guardian? She only has the one ability. To see the weapons that people hide.”

“She has one ability that we know of. Who knows how it could be developed if she practiced a lot. Not to mention, she knocked you down without ruining her dress or her nails. That has to count for something.” Coma was firm.

“Can we get authorization from the Alliance?” Shatter was grim.

“I already have it. And authorization from the Nyal Peacekeepers organization. They both say that if she will agree, we can have her.” Coma nodded.

Lance grinned at the phrasing. “We can have her? Excellent. I have been looking forward to someone giving me a nod in her direction.”

Coma grinned. “Well, if you want to accidentally bump into her this evening, she is dining with a gender-neutral colleague in town. You could ask her to dance or something.”

He was surprised. “She told you all that?”

“No. She was broadcasting it while talking with her friend. They were headed for drinks when I saw them last.”

“Where are they going?” Lance got up and was ready to leave that instant.

Coma looked him up and down. “You are going to need a shirt.”

He sighed and headed to their shuttle where more formal clothing was waiting. He was trying to make a good impression, and now that he had seen her out of uniform, he was even more determined to make her his. The curve of her thighs and hips was going to haunt him. She was made for his hands, and he knew it. He just had to figure out a way to introduce that fact into conversation.

Coma and Shatter followed him.

Shatter checked his notes as they walked. “Well, we found four candidates for Guardianship, not including your Peacekeeper friend.”

Lance sighed, “She isn’t my friend, but she did knock you on your ass, so that gives her extra points on my front.”

Coma laughed, “Mine too. She did a good job, and I don’t think she smeared her pedicure.”

Shatter was scowling. “Fine, she knocked me over fair and square. With that talent for finding weapons, she would be a great candidate to be a Guardian. Satisfied?”

Lance shuddered at Shatter’s turn of phrase. “No. Not yet. But I hope she will be agreeable.”

* * * *

Hormik raised its glass. “To showing the Guardians that they aren’t the best fighters on the planet.”

Lera lifted her own glass and grinned. “To a good day off and a better evening.”

They sipped and set their beverages down. Hormik had taken on softer features in the last four months. The hard-sculpted mahogany blank that had been Hormik’s face was gradually shifting into something a little more recognizable as a face.

“So, you have decided on female then?” Lera chuckled as the server came by to bring them new drinks.

“I have. You seem to have so much fun with it that you were able to bring an aspect to it that I hadn’t considered before. I do love to tease, and it will be easier to do as a female than a male.” Hormik smiled, and the soft curve of its lips was definitely taking shape.

“So, you want to be a female to satisfy your sense of humour? I can get behind that. If you don’t like it, can you change again?”

Hormik shrugged. “Sure, it will just take a year or two. With my kind, the physical is changeable. Besides, I have already had my requisite five offspring. My body is my own now.”

“It must be nice to self-procreate without a worry about sexual roles and such. Where are your children now?”

“Two are adults and the other three are in the crèche. They will be educated and eventually find their own way in the worlds, or they will die. Hopefully, they will reproduce before they leave home.”

“So, that is your only social duty?” Lera sipped at her third drink and was feeling decidedly relaxed.

“Pretty much. I got into peacekeeping because it let me use my peculiar strength to an advantage. Plus, it would give me the opportunity to meet the greatest spectrum of life forms on which to base my retirement shape.”

“So, who have you picked?” Lera idly looked around the elegant lounge attached to the most exclusive restaurant in Feural.

“You. Well, your species. I am using you as my template.”

Lera spluttered. “I knew you wanted to ask me about home, but I had no idea that you were going to use me as a building block.”

“Why wouldn’t I? You have a skill that sets you apart, but you still thrive in a group environment. You are well respected by your peers but have an independence aside from the group dynamic. You are yourself, and it is a very rare thing in social species that a member can be a solid individual and an excellent co-operator. You are a wonderful role model.”

Lera blushed and swallowed. “Thank you. That is quite the honour. I have never considered myself as a role model.”

“I know, that is what makes you perfect for my template. You honestly don’t care.” Hormik raised her glass, and they toasted each other.

A server came up to them, and he seemed a little star struck and nervous at the same time. “Ladies, your table is ready, but there has been a slight alteration to your reservation. I am sure that it will not be objectionable to you.”

Hormik and Lera looked at each other, getting to their feet slowly.

Hormik scowled. “I made these reservations last week. What is wrong?”

“Well, Peacekeeper, the Guardians are in town, and they didn’t have time to make a reservation, so since you are both in law enforcement, we put them at your table.”

Lera groaned. “Wonderful. The restaurant is picking up my beverage tab for this inconvenience. Is that understood?”

“Yes, lady. It will be done.” The waiter looked relieved.

He led the way into the dining room with the fountain in the centre of it. Tables and booths were arranged in a wide circle that allowed for both privacy and maximum people watching.

The Guardians were ensconced in a large booth, and they got to their feet as Lera and Hormik arrived.

“Ladies, we apologize for hijacking your reservation.” Coma smiled winningly.

Lera gave her a narrow-eyed look. “Really? I do not accept your apology as you planned this event. Let me guess, passive telepath?”

Coma blushed, and Lance immediately spoke. “She knew I wished to speak with you again, Peacekeeper. This was the most expedient way, as we leave tomorrow.”

Hormik was amused. Lera could almost see her making notes in her mind.

“Fine, let’s just have dinner and some polite conversation as you are leaving tomorrow.” Lera inclined her head, and they all shuffled back into seats in the curved booth.

Lance ended up on Lera’s left, Shatter on Lera’s right. Coma and Hormik immediately launched into a quiet conversation, and Lera caught the waiter’s attention. She definitely needed another drink.


Chapter Three

Lance’s thigh was pressed against hers under the table, and she was having a hard time concentrating on Shatter’s question.

“Do you always drink this much?”

Lera grimaced. “When I only have one day off every eight weeks, when that one day is taken over by my being weaseled into a public display and then my nice evening with a friend is run over by three bullies, then yes, I drink this much. Do your ribs still hurt?”

He looked at her with dark silver eyes that were almost lost in the grey mask that was made of skin pigments against the midnight of the rest of his skin. His black hair was tipped with red. It was the only colour nature had provided him with. The rest of him was monochrome.

“My ribs are fine. Coma also has healing skills. How is it that you were able to dodge my strikes?”

“Well, you were not trying very hard, and I have been training for the last six years to avoid getting struck. It comes as second nature by now.” She shrugged and took the cocktail that the waiter placed in front of her.

Lance spoke softly. “Why did you come to the recruitment?”

She swallowed and looked at him under her lashes. His gold eyes glowed in the pale expanse of his face. “Into the arena or in the audience?”

“The audience.”

“I wanted to watch. You are very graceful.” She inclined her head as she gave the compliment.

He smiled. “Thank you. Years of practice. Have you ever done any blade work?”

“Not like that. My work has been mostly with short blades at close range. It is how I learned to dodge and how I was able to check out the Feural medical system.” She chuckled and sipped at her drink again.

That got Shatter’s attention. “You have been wounded in the line of duty?”

“Of course. Several times. It is part of the Peacekeeper job description. Our bodies for theirs.” She shrugged and sipped again as their waiter came up to them and respectfully offered the daily specials.

Their gathering was getting plenty of attention, and Coma and Hormik were oblivious.

Lance pressed his thigh to yours. “That drink is having an effect on your senses, isn’t it?”

She smirked and sipped again. “Not only is it deadening my susceptibility to pheromones, but it is relaxing me on several levels.”

Shatter let out a bark of a laugh. “So, you knew he would be here?”

She smiled at him. “No, but I know that watching his warm up and processing of the recruits started my body warming up. Cooling down with a little beverage was always on the agenda.”

Lance was grinning. “You enjoyed watching me?”

“I am a living, breathing woman, and you have a way of moving that catches my attention and holds it. Is there something wrong with that?” She blinked innocently.

Lera felt a foot hit her leg under the table, and she jumped. “Ow. What?”

Hormik scowled, “I am fairly sure that you would not want to say that if you were not drinking.”

She shrugged. “Probably not, but I am here and he is here, and the only way I cannot crawl into his lap is by continuing my beverage consumption.”

It was the most logical thing she could think of at the moment. She was staring into Lance’s eyes, and he had a pleased amusement in his expression.

“You are defending yourself against your response to me?” He reached out and took her hand.

Heat shot up her arm, across her breasts and pooled between her thighs. She blinked and leaned away from him, into Shatter. “Um, yes.”

Hormik covered her face with her hand.

Lance lifted her hand to his lips and smiled after he placed a soft kiss against her skin. “That is the most charming thing I have heard all day.”

Lera sighed and pried her hand out of Lance’s grip.

“You were flirting all day with anything you had a chance with, Lance. Leave Lera alone.”

Lera blinked and sat back. The cold sensation of hearing that Lance had been after other women rapidly sobered her. When the waiter returned, she placed her order and remained silent for the rest of the meal, no matter who tried to engage her.

It was one thing for him to try with other women when she wasn’t around, but she had been right there in the same arena with him. She ate her meal in silence and even Shatter was trying to draw her into conversation by the end of the third course.

Lera eventually started answering in monosyllables.

Hormik propped her chin on her fist and watched.

Coma asked, “So, Lera, what do you miss most about your home?”

Lera answered as many of her kind did. “Coffee. It is similar to caf, but it provides a much harder kick to start your brain in the morning. Several countries on my world prefer tea, but I grew up in a coffee area.”

She prodded at her dessert with her eating prong and put another tiny bite between her lips.

Lance frowned. “Why do you not find a substitute?”

“Caf is the substitute, but it is not the same. You and Shatter are similar, but you are not the same. Close only gets you so far.”

She ate another nibble of her dessert as music started up on the dance floor. She watched couples take to the floor, and she smiled at the grace and style with which they moved.

Shatter smiled at her. “Would you care to dance?”

She blinked in surprise. “Um, sure. I am not very good though.”

“That will be up to me. Come, you can work off some of your intoxicants.” He grinned.

Lera slid across the seat and put her hand in Shatter’s. Lance made a noise, but she didn’t look back.

Shatter was wearing a pale grey tunic with a scarlet sash that matched the ends of his hair. He held her against him politely and started to move around the dance floor with her.

“So, Shatter, why are you dancing with me?”

“Because Lance was an idiot, and he needs to admit it. He means well, but he is so outgoing and used to women fawning all over him that I am afraid he might not know when it is time to change his ways for the woman he wants more than anything.”

That brought her head up with a jerk. “What?”

Shatter sighed. “I may not be of his exact kind, but I know the signs of when one of our kind finds their mate. You feel it too, I can see it as well as sense it in the air.”

She blushed. “I don’t care whether I feel it or not. It is outside of the parameters of my exchange program. I am here to be a Peacekeeper, not a Guardian’s girlfriend.”

He turned her in a slow loop. “Why can’t you be both?”

“I only get one day off every eight weeks. The timing would be unlikely.”

Shatter grinned. “He doesn’t have much patience so that would be an issue. He would probably find a loophole in your program.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Like what?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps something like creating a Peacekeeper-Guardian liaison position. Something like that.” Shatter chuckled, and he dipped her before bringing her back up to upright.

She blinked. “That position doesn’t exist.”

“Didn’t exist. The paperwork should be through by the end of the week.” He chuckled. “It was Coma’s idea technically, and it was also the reason that she wanted you to demonstrate your skills in front of the Feural arena.”

“Oh geez.” She was about to add to her statement when hands spun her around and she thudded up against Lance’s body. The music was moving at a faster beat, and he stepped and twisted with her in a rapid set of moves that left her dizzy and clinging to him.

“I thought you were supposed to ask me if I wanted to dance.”

Lance grinned. “I didn’t want to take the chance. I wanted to explain.”

He twirled her, forcing her to cling to him from shoulders to ankles.

She gasped and held onto him with desperation. His black tunic fit him well, and she felt hard muscle under her fingers as she struggled to find a grip.

The chalky colour of his skin and the pale gold of his hair stood out in sharp relief against the high-collared black tunic with the brilliant blue sash.

“Explain what?”

There were image captures going on around the room as Lance slowly twirled her around.

“Explain why I was flirting with the other females. Frankly, I didn’t know you were there.”

“So, if you had known…”

“My attention would have been on you. It certainly was after I saw you. Once you entered the arena, I could not think of any other woman.” His words were whispered against her ear.

“So, I need only be out of your field of vision and you will forget me? Good to know.”

His breath whistled past her ear as he exhaled sharply. “That is not possible. Now that I have been in contact with you, you are definitely impressing yourself on my senses.”

She wanted to say that the feeling wasn’t mutual, but her body was humming happily where she was in contact with him. Fortunately, it was the entire front of her body, so she was getting quite the buzz.

“I see, well tomorrow, you head off to wherever you guys go between assignments, so this is a one-time thing.” She licked her lips and whispered into his ear. “I don’t do one-time things.”

His hands clenched on her waist as the music slowed, and their dance took on more of a sway. “This is not a one-time thing, Lera. This is simply a beginning.”

She slid her hands under his arms and around his back. “Fine, it can be a beginning, but I still don’t screw around on day one. Are we clear?”

He sighed. “It would be easier if we could.”

“No. It would not be easier. It would be harder for me to face work tomorrow. At this point, I am already going to be dealing with any number of morons who are going to take this dance as proof we are intimate. Tomorrow is going to be awkward once this hits the news vids.”

“You could just come with us tomorrow. I am sure that Coma could manage whatever paperwork was necessary to keep you with us.”

“I will not blow my contract with the Nyal Imperium. I am a Peacekeeper. The next day off that I have is eight weeks away. If you choose to return, that could be our second date.”

His hands squeezed her again, and she was reminded of how large he was next to her. “I am going to try and shift that timeline.”

“That is up to you. I have my own duties to attend to.” She pulled back as far as she could, but he slammed her back against him.

“Fine, but tonight is not over. I reserve the right to dance with you again.” Lance leaned forward, and his kiss drifted over her left cheekbone.

“It is getting late.”

“It is barely sunset.” He swayed with her and kissed her other cheek.

“I have to be on duty at dawn. Tomorrow is market day.” Her words came out as a breathy whisper.

“You have time for another dance.” His tone took on a low rumble, and she could feel his erection nudging at her belly as they moved slowly to the music.

“Just one more, I guess.”

His lips were an inch from hers, and they were about to make contact when a peculiar sound made her back away. “What is that?”

He cursed, and Shatter came to his side. “We are needed.”

Lance grabbed her quickly and gave her a kiss that melted her bones and sped up her heart. She staggered back as he released her, and a moment later, the three Guardians were gone with only a regretful look from Lance to prove that they had not been planning it.

Hormik scooted her back to the table and paid the cheque. “I think you have had enough relaxation for tonight. A walk perhaps?”

Lera nodded and left with her friend, trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.


Chapter Four

Putting on her uniform, Lera heaved a sigh. She had gotten less than two hours of sleep, and what she had gotten was full of the sensation of Lance pressed against her body. It was something that had kept her awake with blood pulsing through her groin and breasts, as her arousal seemed destined not to fade.

She got to her desk and checked the roster of the previous night’s events. A call was waiting for her, and she flicked open the com, reading while she waited.

Several petty thefts and one stabbing had marked the evening shift, but nothing was in her segment of the city.

“Morning, Peacekeeper.” The chirpy voice came from the com unit.

“Hiya, Rhoda. What is up?” Lera pivoted and smiled at the other Terran.

“Oh, I just got a call to do a destiny portrait with you as the subject. Care to guess who it was?”

“I am guessing one of the Guardians. Lance perhaps?”

“Close. Coma. She sent me your specs. Now, how long do you want me to wait before I show them the portrait?” Rhoda fiddled with her white locks.

“A day? Maybe two? However long you can keep Charm from investigating. We don’t want to tip our hand.”

“I don’t know why you are fighting this, Lera.”

“Because I want him to be sure that he is making a choice. Life with a Terran is trying and life as a Guardian is dangerous. Meshing the two is not something that most Guardians are prepared for.”

Rhoda snorted. “Tell me about it. I try to adapt to Genaran traditions, but there are some that I just can’t get behind.”

Lera nodded. “I know. It is like going to a foreign country every time you open your door.”

A chime rang in the headquarters, and Lera smiled. “That is shift change. I will talk to you later, Rhoda. Be well.”

“You too. I will keep it under wraps for a day or two. If Charm catches on, I will have to come clean though. Are you ready for that?”

“Of course. Have a good day, Rhoda.”

Lera disconnected the call and got to her feet. She headed for her locker and put the stunner, the baton and her light armour in place. Lera left the headquarters and walked toward her beat.

It was going to be a warm day, so she was just as happy to be out of the riot gear of her previous shift. With a wave to her regulars, she walked the market area of Feural and went about her job.

Her wristbands and collar had recorders in them, and she was thankful as she cuffed her third pickpocket of the day one hour into her shift.

“This is Private Douglas requesting prisoner transport and two more sets of restraints.” She spoke quietly while she kept her prisoner in place with her foot on his groin.

“What are you doing down there, Lera?”

“It’s a bondage party, Hekolo. You weren’t invited.” She chuckled as the pickup skimmer appeared at the edge of the market.

With a blast of air, the skimmer lowered itself to the pavement. Lieutenant Hekolo Molu shook his head as she handed over the pickpocket. “I have the vid feed in the system. He can be booked right away.”

Lieutenant Molu handed her two sets of restraints. “Here you go. Stop having fun without me.”

“Aw, Lieutenant, since I have never had fun with you, that wouldn’t leave me any fun at all. Oh, and I restrained this one with a foot to the groin. He kept trying to squirm away when I pinned him with any other technique.”

“Noted. Is it on the record as well?”

“It is.”

“Then, I will drop him off and continue my rounds. Oh, by the way, you clean up really nice.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I know. You should try it sometime, but I don’t think that purple is your colour.”

He chuckled and lifted off.

The teasing she was getting wasn’t nearly as bad as she had anticipated. The members of the public who spoke to her about it wanted to know if Lance was as nice in person as he seemed to be in the news vids. She simply smiled and said that she didn’t know, but he was a good dancer.

With her new restraints clipped to her belt, she continued her rounds. It was time to pass the fruit stalls. It was a day like any other, and when she stopped for her lunch, she watched the news vids of the Guardians helping to evacuate a town facing a volcanic eruption.

Lance was wearing a black bodysuit with blue highlights as he helped families board an evacuation craft. Coma was soothing those who were hysterical, and Shatter was working on making diversions for the incoming rock. It might help to get the lava around the town, it might not, but at least they were trying.

Once Lera finished her wrap, she got up and disposed of the wrapper. It was business as usual for the Guardians, so she had to get back to her own job. As she headed out of the shop, she heard—

“And in local news, who was the dance partner of the gregarious and attractive Guardian Lance? Why, it was no one other than our local Peacekeeper, Private Lera Douglas. How did the Peacekeeper get the Guardian’s attention? She assaulted one of his companions during the recruitment.”

The image of Lera knocking Shatter down was replayed in slow motion.

“How could a man pass up a woman like that? Here is hoping that the two branches of protection can get along well together. I would hate to see the fistfight that would ensue if they were to face a nasty breakup.”

Lera exited the shop as several of the locals stared at her. It seemed that the steamroller was just a little slow to get going. She was still going to be squashed under the wheel.

Shaking her head, she got back to business, and the wave of gossip was nearly visible. By the time she was at the end of her shift, she had been posed with, pinched, quizzed and fondled with alarming regularity. It seemed that if they perceived her to be having sex with someone, it made her a target for the lust of anyone.

Lera’s co-workers were no better. The men suddenly eyed her with interest, while the women asked her what Lance had been most interested in.

Lera’s head was spinning, and she quickly filed her reports and changed into her civilian clothing, sneaking out and back to her quarters as quickly as her feet could carry her.

She froze when she saw the exterior of her building. Men and women, who were looking around, seeking any sign of her, surrounded it.

Lera crept into an alley and sighed as she lifted her personal communicator to her cheek. “Lieutenant Hormik, please.”

There were a few clicks, and Hormik was suddenly there. “Hello?”

“Hormik, I need a place to stay for a few days until this Guardian thing blows over. Do you know where I can get a room that won’t publicise my whereabouts?”

“Go to my place. I will have the monitor let you in. Pick up some clothing on the way and an overnight kit.”

“Will do. Thank you, Hormik.”

“It is the least I can do for having the bad taste to make you a target.”

“It wasn’t you. It was him. See you when you get off shift.”

They disconnected the call, and Lera headed out to grab some casual clothing. Her spare uniform was at the headquarters, so all she had to do was get in a few minutes early the following day so she could change.

One night on a dance floor and she was barred from her home. Imagine what would have happened if she actually had slept with him.


Chapter Five

Two days later, she was on desk duty, rubbing her forehead.

“Having trouble sleeping?” Captain Drular stood next to her desk.

“Hormik’s couch is comfortable enough, but I miss my own quarters.” She scowled and looked up at him.

“Well, that will no longer be a concern for you.”

She blinked and rubbed her eyes. “You are firing me?”

He paused and blurted out a laugh. “No. You have been assigned as the Peacekeeper liaison with the Guardians. You will live at their base and go where they go, making sure that they don’t step on the toes of other Peacekeepers.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You are now the Guardian Liaison. Go home, there are officers coming with you to help you pack. The Guardians will be here in two hours to collect you.”

“Just like that?”

“No, not really. They have been trying for three days, but the imperium finally put through the order today. If this works, there will be liaisons assigned throughout the imperium. It will be a great thing for the Peacekeepers. Folks tend to forget we are there when the Guardians appear.”

She twisted her lips in a grimace. “No kidding. Fine. I will go under guard and provided that I can land on my roof. There are way too many crazies at ground level.”

“Done. Now, clean out your locker and get going.”

Lera emptied out her desk and headed for her locker. It took two minutes for her to gather everything and return her weapons to the armoury.

Hormik and Toimar were her escort, and they landed the skimmer on her roof. Down below, cries went out, and Lera knew they were running out of time.

She used her pass codes to get inside and sprinted to her apartment as quickly as her legs could carry her.

Inside, she grabbed two duffels and shoved all of her clothing into one while her objects from home went into the other. She was ready to bug out in five minutes, which was a good thing when Hormik and Toimar were having trouble keeping the crowd back.

If she had been on earth, she would have thought that she had been linked to a Hollywood star or some other kind of performing artist. Here, she had been seen in a clinch with a Guardian and that was just as good.

Lera heaved the duffels up and hauled ass back to the roof. The moment the bags were in the skimmer, she whistled sharply, and the footfalls of the two Peacekeepers followed immediately. She warmed the engine so that the instant that Hormik was in the skimmer, they were lifting off leaving the followers behind.

Toimar pulled in the lieutenant, and they were on their way back to the Peacekeeper outpost and headquarters.

Lera sighed as she touched down, leaning back in the pilot seat. “Well, that was fun. I wonder if I am going to get my damage deposit back.”

Hormik laughed. “I doubt it. I am pretty sure your new position will pay a bit better than being a private.”

“Huh. I never checked to see if I get a promotion.” She snickered. “I might outrank you when this is ratified.”

Hormik grinned. “I would hope so. You are going to need to control Peacekeepers all over the world.”

Lera snorted and boosted her bags over her shoulders as they headed for the conference room where Lera was to wait for her pickup. “I have thought of this as me controlling the Guardians, so I wonder who is going to win.”

She dropped her bags on the floor and went to the caf machine, settling in for a wait.

Hormik sat next to her. “I am going to miss you, Lera.”

Lera sat straight and looked at her friend. “I will still be on Jennila, Hormik. I will be here to see your change when it completes.”

“Maybe. I have a personal question to ask in case you end up on another world with the Guardians.” Hormik looked shy, her female features more pronounced every time Lera looked.

“What is it?”

“I want to take a form of your name when I complete my change. Can I name myself Arela?”

Lera was stunned. She got to her feet and bent over to hug her friend. “Of course you can. Please, I would be honoured.”

There was a lump in her throat when Hormik hugged her back before grinning at her. “Thank you. We try to find a role model that we can live with, and I think that I have found such a person in you.”

Lera wiped a tear from her eye. “It is very touching.”

“Well, you have been very important to me. It is not always easy for my kind to enter a world where facial expressions tell more than psychic imprints. You have helped me to learn how to deal with people in a manner that they find socially acceptable. You have helped me to grow.”

Lera sighed. “It was my pleasure. This exchange was difficult for me at first. Your lack of emotional display helped me push aside my insecurities and just act as a Peacekeeper. It was a good thing.”

They sat in the warm silence of two friends waiting for one to leave. There was a little bit of sadness but also a chunk of excitement. Where Lera went, she would take Hormik with her in spirit and report back on her adventures.

Shatter appeared in the doorway. “Are you ready, Liaison?”

She got to her feet again and hoisted her bags up onto her shoulders. “Ready.”

He took her duffels from her with a grunt and gestured for her to follow him.

Lera lifted her bag of office memorabilia and pattered after him.

The sleek lines of the Guardian skimmer made the Peacekeeper skimmers look like farm wagons. He boosted her bags into the storage area of the skimmer and stowed her small bag next to them.

“Is that it?”

“Yup. That is my life.” She twisted her lips in a frown.

“Are you serious? Don’t you have a home world with an actual home?” He was shocked.

Lera settled into the passenger seat and gave him a surprised look. “Of course not. I am a Terran Volunteer. The moment that I left, there was no going back. It was a one-way trip to the stars.”

“What? How could a species do that?”

“We are the first two thousand to leave our world on a deliberate and permanent basis. In the Alliance, that means we have to have five successful champions and an ability to adapt and flourish in the variety of environments we were placed in.”

“Did you get them?”

“We did. Now, we are in a holding pattern or something before others of our kind can leave the protectorate and join us. They might be able to come and go as they please. We don’t know.” She kept talking as he settled into the pilot’s seat and took off.

The city of Feural was quite pretty from the air. It was a vantage point Lera rarely was able to enjoy. She smiled as they passed her building. “I can see my house from here.” She lost herself in giggles.

“I am guessing that it is a private joke?” Shatter smiled at her.

“It is a cultural reference. No matter where you are, when you are in the air or elevated above the cities in any way, you indicate that you can see your house from that vantage point.” It was not the first time she had described the reference.

“Ah, so the amusement comes in the self-involvement or the desperation to see a recognizable reference point.”

“Something like that.”

He smiled softly.

She could see him putting it into something he could understand.

They flew quietly over bodies of water, along the foothills of mountain ranges, and finally, he grinned outright. “I can see my house from here.”

Lera laughed. “That is it.”

The Guardian base was rather pretty. It had the appearance of a cross between a castle and the forest it was butted against. The open courtyard was the landing site for the skimmer, and as Shatter set them down, Coma and Lance came out of the base itself.

Coma smiled. “Welcome to the Jennila base, Liaison Douglas.”

Lera left the skimmer and walked around to the back. “Thank you for your greeting, Coma.” She took one of her bags, and Shatter had the other two. She turned and bumped into Lance. “Oh, excuse me, Guardian.”

His golden eyes were fixed on her. “Welcome to the base, Lera.”

His use of her first name and the low tone he was using sent a shiver through her. “Thank you, Lance.”

He held out his hands. “May I take your bag?”

She blinked and placed her desk bag in his arms.

He slipped the strap over his shoulder.

“That is my portable office stuff.”

He offered her his free arm. “There is a desk in your quarters.”

Wrapping her fingers around his bicep caused her heart to flutter in her chest. “Thank you.”

They walked behind Shatter, and as he elbowed open a door, they followed him into her quarters.

“Oh, wow.” Her room was split into two floors. The lower floor was her office, and the upper floor was her bedroom. Lera thanked them both and then sprinted up the spiral stairs to her bedroom. There were floor-to-ceiling windows and a widow’s walk that allowed her to look out and over the forest canopy.

The wind tugged at her hair, and the air had the hint of pine that she remembered from home. It was a sweet place to be.

Lance stood beneath her, and to her shock, he rose without any mechanical assistance, coming to stand next to her on the widow’s walk. “So, are you enjoying your new living space?”

“It is lovely.”

“You will get more than one day off every eight weeks here.”

Her lips quirked as she focussed on the view. “You don’t say.”

He moved behind her and placed one hand beside hers on the railing. “I do say. In fact, if the world is quiet, your time is your own.”

“Really?”

“Really. For example, right now, all is quiet, and I believe that the last time I had you in my arms, we were about to kiss.”

She kept herself facing away from him, but the heat and scent of him were surrounding her and doing more to seduce her than any blatant foreplay would have. “I think I need a tour of the facility.”

“I am still waiting for that kiss, then I will give you the tour.”

“Fine. One more question before we get distracted. You can fly?”

“I can levitate short distances.” His hands turned her in his embrace. Lance stroked her cheek and pressed a kiss to her skin.

Lera lifted her face to his and let her lids slowly close as he brushed his lips over her cheeks, eyes, chin and finally her lips. The deliberate stroke of his lips against hers caused her to inhale on a ragged breath.

She took his breath into her lungs and went up on her toes as he brushed his lips over hers again. Lera slid her hands up his chest and cupped his jaw, pulling his mouth to hers fully to hurry the moment of contact.

His hands clenched on her waist, and he lifted her against him, a low growl emanated from deep in his chest, and his mouth was suddenly less teasing and more seductive.

Lera held on as his tongue slid along hers, his teeth pressed against her lips and his jaw moved against hers in ferocious repetition. She moaned lightly and let the pheromones filling the air bring her arousal higher.

A sharp whistle parted them. Lera blinked up at Lance in a daze, and he stared down at her with a possessive gleam in his eyes as well as a ferocity that she hadn’t seen before. Suddenly, his arms didn’t seem like the safest place to be.

Coma whistled again. “Lance, Liaison, it is time for dinner.”

Shivering, Lera pushed away from Lance. “We are summoned.”

“This isn’t over, Lera. We are meant for each other.”

She nodded and looked over his shoulder. “I know. I have known longer than you have.”

He gave her a shocked look, and she was relieved. The aroused focus was a little hard to face close up. “Explain.”

“Over dinner. It is kind of a fun story.” She patted his arm and smiled brilliantly at him. It worked. The next moment, they were back in her bedroom and walking down the stairs.

He gave her the quick and dirty tour on the way to the dining room with his arm around her waist.

Lera just knew that now that he had her in his grasp, he wasn’t going to let her go. In that moment, she was almost convinced she was in the hands of a villain and not one of the good guys.


Chapter Six

They were seated and platters of food were being passed around when Lance reminded her of her tease. “How long have you known?”

She nibbled at her salad and smiled. “Four months or so.”

Coma blinked. “Really? You didn’t let any of it slip.”

“I didn’t think it was reality. I thought it was simply a pretty picture of a fantasy that the artist had linked to in my mind.”

Lance frowned. “You know Charm’s wife?”

“She is one of my people. After a few of ours ran afoul of Janial, she took an interest in finding all of the Terrans in the Nyal Imperium and seeing if she could foresee their romantic destinies. I got to be one of her projects. The picture is quite pretty, but I wasn’t sure that it would happen until the other day.”

Lance looked at her as if she had betrayed him. “You knew, and yet, you kept yourself from me?”

Shatter was rapt with the goings on, and Coma was making inroads through her meal.

“Of course. The timing was never right, and I didn’t own that dress until a few days ago.”

He scowled. “Dress, what dress? The image that Rhoda sent to me didn’t have any clothing on it. Don’t get me wrong, it is a lovely portrait, and I look forward to seeing it in person, but we definitely were not dressed in that picture.”

“Oh my. I guess Rhoda did a second portrait. She didn’t tell me about it.”

“You were in communication with her recently?”

Lera squirmed in her chair. “Sort of. I called her the day after the restaurant. By the way, you guys owe Hormik for skipping out on the cheque.”

Coma sat up and addressed Lera. “Well, Lera, as our new liaison, you are here to run interference for us with the local Peacekeepers in the area we have landed in. We need to gain their cooperation, and you have been promoted to captain in an effort to give you rank over those you will be dealing with. We can go as high as general but that was thought to be overkill at the outset.”

Lera nodded. “Right. Captain Douglas. Got it.”

“Captain Lera has a more friendly tone.” Shatter smiled.

“In that case, it would be General Lera or no one would follow orders. The Peacekeepers do not give respect easily, and a captain who went by their familiar name would not be considered serious.”

Shatter frowned. “Captain Douglas it is, until we can get the promotion to general put through.”

Coma chuckled. “You are correct. You need to command respect, and you need to be approachable. I believe that can be combined with a call sign that harkens to your previous occupation. Didn’t you introduce yourself to the transport pilot as Frisk?”

“I did. It was my riot sign. After a crowd was subdued, I would be called in to remove anything sharp or deadly.”

Coma nodded her head. “Excellent. In true liaison fashion, you will wear two names. Captain Douglas and Frisk. Now, we need to address your clothing. Your regular uniform is not suitable.”

Lera frowned and nibbled at her food. “Why?”

“You are a Peacekeeper of Jennila, but if and when we get transferred to another world, you will come with us and deal with the local law enforcement there. You have to look the part, not to mention, you need far more body armour.”

Lera shrugged and had to admit that she had a point. “All the Peacekeepers on Jennila need more body armour. I am not the exception.”

Lance sighed, “But you will be facing situations that even the Peacekeepers won’t go near. You need the extra help and extra training.”

Shatter nodded. “They are correct. You are coming with us to natural disasters, you will help with evacuations and even stand beside us during incursions. You need as much protection as we can give you.”

“So, how and where will this magical protection arrive?” She drummed her fingers against the table next to her plate.

“Charm and his wife are coming here for a visit. He will help you with your armour and your wardrobe.” Coma smiled.

“My wardrobe? What is wrong with my clothing?”

Lance coughed and looked to Shatter.

Shatter looked out the window.

Coma sighed. “You don’t have anything appropriate to the amount of vid time you will be pulling when you are representing us in the cities and negotiating for cooperation.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa. What am I here for, precisely?”

Coma grimaced. “You are here to ensure the cooperation of local governments and administration. You are not only going to speak to the Peacekeepers for us, but also the mayors, governors and presidents of the countries we are entering to offer aid. It has been a bit of a trial for us to have to lose one of the Guardians to keep the governing body calm while we did what we had to. That will now fall to you.”

Lera groaned and put her head in her hands. “Why did I just get a sudden headache?”

Lance reached over and started to rub her shoulders with a slow massaging rhythm. “It will be fine, Lera. You will see. We will be there to coach you until you get the hang of it.”

“And after that?”

“After that, you will be on your own, on our behalf.” Shatter’s tone was helpful.

“Oh. I can’t wait.” She leaned into Lance’s hands as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

He tugged and turned her so that her back was fully facing him, and he went after the knots in her muscles with focus. “How is it you can even move?”

“I used to go to a massage therapist every few weeks, but I have been short on time. If I had gone on my last day off, you wouldn’t have even seen me.” She chuckled and groaned as he found a particularly stubborn knot.

When she squinted her eyes open, she saw Shatter watching her with an amused twist to his lips. Coma was busy eating her dessert.

“Why are you smiling, Shatter?”

“Oh, a few days ago, you didn’t want him near you, and now, he has covered a quarter of your body in a public space and you aren’t even trying to avoid him. I find the female mind fascinating.”

She scowled at Shatter. “Have you ever been in pain?”

“Of course.”

“Have you ever been relieved when someone saw your pain and offered you assistance?”

His features twisted into an embarrassed cast. “I apologize. Pain is not a matter for mockery.”

Lance’s voice was calm. “No, it is not, but she wasn’t in pain. She was merely tense. I just don’t want to stop.”

Lera wrinkled her nose and sighed. “He’s right. I should see if I can find my way around and check my mail.”

She tried to stand up, but Lance held her in her chair. “I am not done yet.”

Lera’s butt thudded back into her seat. “Mm. Okay.”

There was no arguing with him, so she sat as he knuckled her muscles loose until she was slumped over and limp.

Coma and Shatter were talking quietly when she asked, “So, when does Charm get here?”

Coma looked at her with surprise. “I thought you fell asleep.”

“Nope. I can’t sleep sitting up.”

“Well, they are on their way right now, so the day after tomorrow is my guess.” Coma smiled. “Go to bed. Get some sleep. Spend time trying to keep Lance out of your room. We will see you in the morning. You have five days before you are on official duty.”

Lera was shocked. “Really? I get time off?”

“Of course. You need to learn how things are arranged before we head out with you as a team member. That will take a few days. Lance and Shatter will be in charge of your physical training, but sleep in tomorrow if you can. You will be hitting the ground soon enough.” Coma waved her off.

“Thank you, Lance. I think it is time for bed.” She pushed herself to her feet and felt the blessed relief from the tension that had plagued her.

She turned, and he was right there, a black and white figure with a supporting arm around her waist before she could say another word.

His gentle coaxing ushered her along the halls, and she had to ask, “So, who is doing the dishes?”

“Charm made some bots that are used for housekeeping. It is handy, as we are frequently called to duty during meals.”

She nodded. “I thought it was Charm’s brother that made the clothing.”

He laughed. “It usually is, but he doesn’t have the clearances for this facility, so he explained the procedure to Charm. Since he is mostly doing overlays, it should be fine.”

She chortled. “He is bringing stuff that his brother made, isn’t he?”

Lance sighed. “He is. He is just making a few alterations while he is here.”

“Heh. Well, I will look forward to seeing Rhoda then. She seems nice via com chats.”

“You have never met?”

“Nope. When we left earth, we were on different shuttles. She went into psychic artist training, and I went into Enforcer training.”

“This is our medical space. It has most standard equipment and some specialized for precise species.” He continued the tour.

“I thought I was supposed to go to bed.”

“You are, but no one says we can’t take the long way around.”

He grinned, and she felt her heart flip in her chest. Despite his ferocious demeanour when she had first seen him, his actual treatment of her was caring and comforting when he wasn’t heating her senses to a fiery frenzy.

The tour of the base took close to an hour, and she was swaying with fatigue by the time they were standing in front of her door. She yawned behind her hand and opened her door. “Thank you for the tour, Lance.”

He moved to kiss her, but she yawned again, swaying alarmingly. “Sorry.”

He frowned. “Coma must have done something.”

She shrugged. “I haven’t been getting much sleep for the last few days. I will see you in the morning.”

He kissed the back of her hand and her cheek before letting her retreat into her quarters.

She closed the door and leaned against it, exhaling sharply. “Well, that was a helluva night.”

She headed up to her bed and peeled off her suit, grabbing her silk gown and slipping it over her head. A quick visit to the lav and a brushing of her hair and she was ready for bed.

Her silk gown was one of a dozen that she had brought from earth and one of only six survivors. She embraced the comfort of the familiar fabric and settled against the sheets and pillows, sliding into slumber. Tomorrow had to be less surprising, because she didn’t know how much more she could take.


Chapter Seven

Waking before dawn was going to be a hard habit to break. Lera got out of bed, took a shower, changed into a comfortable tunic and trouser set and then she headed for the kitchen.

Her memory for interior layouts was excellent, and it helped her find her way back to the source of all snacks. She hummed to herself as she made a batch of pancakes, put it under the warmer and then prepared some berry syrup.

By the time she finished the syrup and turned around, she had an audience. Apparently, for breakfast, shirts were optional. Coma was wearing a loose top, but her cleavage was easily visible in the open neck of her sleepwear.

“Oops. Did I wake you?” She was embarrassed. She had made enough pancakes for six, but she wasn’t sure if all the Guardians ate them.

Coma came forward, her dark purple hair tousled. “What is that smell?”

“Pancakes. Um, a sort of flat breakfast cake eaten hot with a syrup.”

Shatter stumbled past her, and he brought a pack of sausage out, putting it in the heater.

The bots already had a table set, so there was nothing left for her but to shepherd the Guardians to their seats and put a pot of caf in front of them.

Lance wasn’t speaking, but he poured caf for everyone and handed the cups around.

“So, how early is it?”

Coma smiled. “We would be getting up anyway in an hour or so. The smell grabbed us and hauled us out of bed.”

Lance grunted. “Do you always rise so early?”

“My shift would start in an hour. I had better be up and ready to work.” She put the sausage patties down and slid the first pancake stack on the table.

She sat and noticed that they were watching her for the clues. She took two pancakes and set them on her plate, poured syrup over them and hoisted a sausage patty onto her plate.

With quick motions, she took a wedge of pancake, speared the sausage and ate it.

The others immediately followed her example and soon exclamations of surprise rang out.

Lance was rapidly waking up. “I had no idea you could cook.”

“You didn’t ask. In my home, it was cook for yourself or go hungry.” She quickly got up and retrieved the rest of the pancakes.

“Why?”

“My mother worked, and we had no one else to cook for us, so we learned.” Lera smiled. “It made for some interesting food combinations and prepared my stomach for life in the stars.”

Her three companions laughed. She grinned. Anyone who had been to more than three worlds with differing species knew what a gut bomb felt like.

“So, what is your impression of a sampling of Terran food? Almost every culture on earth has a version of this item for breakfast or a light snack.”

The plates were empty, the platters were empty and the Guardians were looking at her hopefully.

Coma cleared her throat. “How long would it take for you to make more?”

Lera chuckled. “A few minutes. How many do you want?”

Shatter cleared his throat. “The same again?”

She nodded and paused next to Lance. She kissed the corner of his mouth, licking at the syrup that was standing out in purple on his skin. “Morning, Lance.”

He tried to get up to follow her, but Coma hissed at him. Apparently, no fooling around until breakfast had been served.

Lera mixed, flipped and served another eighteen pancakes, keeping them all under the heater until another batch of syrup had been created. The sugar and berries bubbled away, and when the bubbles were large enough, she pulled it off the heat and poured it into the jug. She set the jug in ice for a moment to stop the molten death that she had created, and when she was sure no one would be injured, she set the fresh stacks on the table.

Forks stabbed and pancakes flew. She snuck one more onto her plate and grabbed the syrup while the others were fighting for the last one.

With easy movements, she finished her breakfast and cleared her place. The bots chittered at her for interfering, but she slid the plate and cutlery onto the counter.

The feeding frenzy was almost over, but she slipped her hand forward and filled her cup of caf. “I am going to go for a walk outside. Can I get up onto the outer wall somehow?”

Coma sat back and sighed happily. “To the right there is a staircase. Thank you for this. You are a better cook than my mother.”

Lera inclined her head and took her caf out to watch the dawn. The stairs were indeed on the right, and she climbed them to watch the light come over the horizon.

“Were you always a morning person?” Lance spoke from behind her.

She turned, and his pale skin was glowing in the dimness. “No. It took a few alerts to get me into the habit of rising early.”

She could make out muscle and shadow as he moved toward her. His eyes glowed against the dark pigmentation that created a built-in mask for him. “I apologize again for getting you out of bed this early. I just like to cook to make myself feel at home.”

He stepped closer to her, and she could smell the distinct aroma of his skin. She took a step toward him, and the heat from his body radiated out to warm her. “If you don’t get a call today, will there be training?”

He put his hands on her hips and kissed her slowly, warming her skin from her lips downward. “Good morning, may the brightness of the day light your eyes.”

She shivered, and he smiled as dawn cascaded over them, painting them both with golden-pink light. “That sounds lovely.”

“It is the traditional greeting for a man to his mate.” He brushed her hair away from her cheek.

“Presumptuous.” She leaned into his hand, belying her words.

“You are mine. We are both aware of it. Why do you still put up resistance?” His fingers caressed her neck, and he rested his palm over her heart.

She tried to keep her breathing calm. “It is my nature. Few males I have met would accept a woman if she simply welcomed him at first sight. Women who engage in that practice are not mate material, they are for one night at most.”

She could see a darkening of his cheeks, and she knew that he was going over the memory of many such women.

“You may have a point. Nothing worth having comes easily.” His hand spread warmth through her torso with that one little touch.

She stepped toward him in the light of dawn, and she stroked her hands over his shoulders. “Sometimes, you just have to ask the right way.”

In a flash, he wrapped his arms around her and launched them from the outer wall to an inner balcony.

She was drawing breath to scream when he landed with her firmly in his grasp. Lera struck his shoulder with her fist.

“Ow.”

“What the hell was that?”

He grinned and moved until his lips were almost touching hers. “That was me asking.”

She whispered, “Remind me not to be around when you decide to demand.”

“I will try, but since you will be under me at the time, I don’t think you will be able to retreat at that point.” Lance kissed her passionately until she was clinging to him

He kicked his balcony door open and swept inside with her still tucked in his arms.

Lera shivered as she realized that there was no going back, so it was a good thing she didn’t want to.


Chapter Eight

To her surprise, he got naked first, allowing her a full view of his body. She was already familiar with the breadth of his shoulders and the heavy musculature of his chest and abdomen. His thighs were thick columns that flexed as he let her take him in. His erection was a strange serpentine shape that caused her to stare. A muscle low in his belly flexed, and the length of him undulated as she watched.

Lera licked her lips. “Nice trick.”

He inclined his head. His shoulder-length hair swung forward against his bare skin. “Your turn.”

She hesitated but decided that it was better to go in under her own power rather than hide behind seduction. Lera slipped out of her shoes and removed her trousers with a few tugs of the fabric sash that held them up.

She kicked them aside, showing him the curves of her limbs from mid-thigh down. With her hands shaking, she unknotted the tie of her tunic, and once it was hanging loose, she whipped it over her head and to the side as quickly as she could.

She closed her eyes as he stared at her, wearing nothing but daylight on her skin. She held her breath as she felt him come closer.

“Open your eyes, Lera.”

She opened one and exhaled as she saw that he wasn’t disgusted by the peachy tone of her skin. “I am sorry, no part of me moves independently.”

He chuckled and used his fingertips to caress her neck, slowly moving downward. “That is not a necessary criteria for me. I merely want to touch every inch of this lovely body and then slowly stroke my cock into your heat.”

The shiver that ran through her puckered her nipples as he watched. The temptation was too much apparently, he leaned forward and took her left nipple between his teeth, pulling before he covered her and sucked hard. Her knees buckled, but with his teeth working at her, she was not about to collapse.

The surge of slick invitation between her thighs made her blush. She could smell her own heat, so it was a surety that he could. Instead of rushing things, he continued to stroke her skin, exploring on the way down. Her other breast was treated to the same attack and attention and a low moan emerged from her throat.

His sucking and stroking was driving her to distraction. Her skin tingled and a fine veil of sweat coated her when he finally started stroking the slick folds between her thighs. She could hear how wet she was as his fingers moved around before delving inside.

A furious blush ran through her skin as Lera experience the combination of humiliation and arousal at her own body’s responses.

She swayed in his grip, and only his hand on her back kept her from falling over. His fingers slid over her clit, and she jolted as her body revelled in the electric shock. She saw his gaze flick to hers as he caught on to her uncontrollable responses.

He stroked her clit again, and this time, she gripped his shoulders, digging her nails into his skin. He rubbed against her until her gasping turned into low moans that caused her to shudder in his grip while he teased that tiny bud of sensation.

The coil of arousal that he had twisted inside her snapped without warning, sending her to her knees. He caught her on the way down and laughed against her neck.

She moaned low in her throat as he lifted her to his bed and moved over her. “My mate, now and beyond.”

Lera looked up into his eyes, and the bright gold was blazing with more than heat. “Yours. Now and beyond.”

“Good enough.” He fitted his cock to her, and it undulated in her wet heat, working into her with only light pressure from his hips.

She lifted her hips to his, pressing up against him, her channel wrapping around the invader and holding him tight.

He groaned. “I thought you couldn’t do any tricks.”

She laughed. “It is a reflex. Once you are inside, I want to either hold you there or expel you. Which one is up to you.”

He nuzzled at her neck. “Birol.”

“What?”

“My name is Birol. I want to hear it on your lips when you surrender.” He smiled against her neck and shifted his hips while his cock continued its undulations inside her.

Lera stroked her hands up his ribs and wrapped her arms around his back. “Birol. I am pleased to meet you.”

“Not yet, but that is my goal.”

He moved slowly against her and within her. Each thrust stroked the inner walls of her channel until she was staring blindly into his eyes and clutching at him desperately.

His movements picked up ferocity as his own eyes showed that he was taken over by his body. He rocked into her with heavy beats, his hands clutched the bedding to either side of her head, and he started to shudder with every thrust.

He shifted his weight and pressed his hand between their bodies, his fingers sought her clit with determined attention, and when he found it, she screamed, “Birol!”

His name seemed to be his trigger. He shook violently as he plunged wildly into her over and over. He threw his head back, his neck corded with tension as he groaned, his cock bucking inside her.

She felt the jerking of his cock, but the pleasant soreness of her channel was the only throbbing that she cared about. Lera ran a hand through his hair, stroking it from his face.

He muttered against her neck, “Don’t think that this lets you out of blade training.”

She yanked on a lock of hair. “This was your idea. I just wanted to know if training was still on the schedule.”

He rolled, dislodging from her but taking her with him. She ended up sprawled across his chest. “You seemed to enjoy yourself.”

“I didn’t enjoy myself. I enjoyed you. There is a vast difference. When I enjoy myself, there is no one else in the room.” She smiled primly at him and propped her chin on one fist.

He chuckled, and his cock twitched, coming alive once again.

She smirked. “I am guessing that that idea met with your approval.”

“I would enjoy seeing how you pleasure yourself. I might pick up a tip or two.” He ran a hand through her hair and down her back, cupping her buttock before giving it a light slap.

“I will have to know you a lot better before you get to see that. Heck, I don’t even watch it myself, and I know what I am doing.”

“Why do you pleasure yourself if it is embarrassing?”

“To relieve stress mainly. It is also a way of getting in touch with my own body. It is difficult to be so far from home. I have to remember who and what I am now and then. The pleasure anchors me if that makes sense.”

“It does. Sometimes, sex with a partner takes you out of yourself, you give yourself to them in a way and that piece is gone forever. With the right partner, you are more than you were before, not less.” He stroked his hand up and down her spine.

She definitely felt like there was more to her now, but it was still so new that she was afraid to verbalize it. “It sounds nice.”

“It will be. This was a first exercise, just as this afternoon will be our first time training. Its only purpose was to get some of the awkward newness out of our contact. After this, there will be less embarrassment and more enjoyment.”

She looked into his features and saw that he was completely serious. “So, this was a throw away?”

“No. I will always remember our first time, but next time, neither of us needs to be so careful with the other.”

She took a mental inventory and realized that she wasn’t sporting any of the bruises that she thought would come with him in her bed or her in his bed. “That sounds fair. Is there anything off limits?”

He winked. “Not on my body. Yours?”

“I have some scars that you probably have spotted already, but aside from them, no. You have free rein on my body.”

She felt the shudder that went through him.

“You have no idea how happy I am you said that.”

She glanced down at the erection that was weeping with eagerness. “I have a pretty good idea, but if you tire me out, I am not going to be able to play with you this afternoon.”

He grunted. “I understand. We are not in a hurry, but expect me in your quarters this evening.”

She laughed. “Fine. I think now I should get dressed and we should have a training session to work off the tension.”

Lance sighed. “Are you sure?”

“I am sure. Too much of a good thing just ends up with me chafed and you cut off for a few nights.”

“Ouch. Fair enough. A quick shower, and then, you can return to your lackluster clothing.” He helped her stand and led her to his lav. His idea of a quick shower was to stroke every inch of her body with slick hands.

By the time she was clean, she was also shaking with need and really resenting her determination that she needed fight practice. Lera wrapped herself in a towel and retreated to the bedroom where bots had folded her clothing. She slipped her tunic and trousers back into place, stepped into her slippers and tied her sashes. She was ready to go.

Birol returned to his bedroom wearing nothing but damp skin and a smile. He pulled out a pair of those loose trousers and tucked them into boots before he wrapped a sash around his midsection.

“That is all you are wearing?”

He grinned and took a few flat pieces of metal from a drawer. “It is all I need at home. Now, come out to the practice area. I need to assess your competency.”


Chapter Nine

She lunged at him, grazing his ribs with the blade. It was the first contact she had made in the practice, and after one hour, she was ready to take her triumph.

“Very nice. I was beginning to lose hope, but surprisingly, the more exhausted you are, the better your technique.” Lance blocked her next attack and turned her so that her back was pressed against his front. The loose trousers did not leave much to the imagination.

Pinning her to his body seemed to be his favourite way to chastise her as he whispered into her ear. It was also distracting enough that she was amazed she hadn’t stabbed him by accident.

“That happens sometimes. I get better aim. My question is why don’t I see any of your blades as weapons until you shape them?”

He held out a flat piece of metal, and it extended into a graceful and glossy blade. “Like that?”

“Yes.”

“Because until I use my talent, there isn’t a weapon. Just metal. No potential to be anything else.”

“Ah, well, can you get your erection out of my spine so we can continue?”

He pressed his hips against her. “As your instructor, it is my duty to make you uncomfortable.”

She turned in his arms and wrapped one arm around his neck while the other fondled him through his clothing. She kissed him, nipping at his lips until he frantically pressed his mouth to hers. “Turnabout is fair play. Now, either instruct me or let me get some lunch.”

His body shook at her bold caresses. He deliberately moved her hands away from him with a sigh of regret. “Lunch it is. Afternoon has been given to Shatter, so be on your best behaviour and do not use this technique to distract him or it will cause a problem.”

Lance pinned her hands behind her and pressed a kiss to her neck. It was her turn to shudder as he used his teeth gently on her skin.

“I didn’t mean you could eat me.” Her whispered words made him chuckle.

He sighed and pulled away from her. “Too bad. I will have to save that for dessert this evening.”

A harsh beeping stilled what she would have said next.

Lance stiffened and sighed. “It seems playtime is over. Don’t get into trouble while you are alone here.” He left her and leapt to his balcony.

A moment later, she saw the gathering of Guardians in their work gear, meeting in the dining room. She walked toward them, but they ran past her with regretful smiles.

The skimmer took off, and they were away.

“Well, hell. That sucks.”

She made herself some lunch, unpacked her bags and did some light exercises in the gym. Her body was humming pleasantly with exertion when she heard someone clearing their throat behind her.

She paused and set the weight pack down. “Rhoda?”

“Hello, Lera. Sorry to have come early, but Charm has created a new engine configuration, and he was only too delighted to get an early start with it.” The pale human entered the gym with a smile. Her gown spoke of grace and wealth. Neither of which Rhoda cared about.

Lera grabbed a towel. “Do you mind if I take a quick shower?”

“Please. I will wait for you in the dining room.”

“You will wait? Where is Charm?”

“Helping out with the three-block arson fire in one of your cities. He took the personal transport and dropped out the back of the shuttle. It is a damned good thing that it has comprehensive autopilot.” Rhoda sighed and shook her head.

Rhoda winked. “See you in a few.”

Two hours later, Lera determined that Charm would only need to make changes to her bodysuits. Everything else was well fitted and draped wonderfully.

“I still don’t know why I need a new wardrobe to do this job.”

Rhoda was sipping at her caf and grinning. “Because, you are the ambassador of the Guardians by your job description. You will smooth over any problems they have with local government, including damage done by a rescue effort. It happens. Well, not on Yaccaro, but it happens elsewhere in the imperium.”

Lera twisted from side to side in the fluttering clothing that Rhoda swore was a respectable day gown by Jennila standards. Her shoulders were bared, the sides of her waist were exposed by the fluttering charmeuse-type fabric. “It feels weird.”

“Yes, but you have seen highborn and business people wearing them. You have to appear to be one of them. Each gown is marked with an area that it is suitable to wear it in. You can’t very well go shopping in each area when you have your first assignment there. This is just a starter kit, if you will.”

Lera wrinkled her nose and sat carefully. “Thank you, and thank your husband and brother-in-law.”

“Kebril enjoys it. Now that Meena is finally there, he can only create so many outfits for her before she complains that she is not his Barbie-doll. After that, she has to explain what that is and the whole thing falls apart.” Rhoda chuckled. “Did you want to see the portraits?”

“Please.”

“Stay there.” Rhoda got to her feet, and her gown pressed against her abdomen for a moment.

“You are pregnant.” Lera was surprised. She knew that Alliance species could mate with Terrans under ideal conditions, but she had never thought about the imperium races.

“I am. There is a reason that he doesn’t let me out of his sight.” Rhoda smiled, and it was the soft smile of someone whose attention was turned inward.

“Wow. I didn’t think…”

“Well, the Genarans are a little different than most races. They create their match via nanites. It hurts like hell at first, but once they are in, it is fine. Technically, I could make the adjustments to your clothing, but Charm is thinking of me as a delicate ecosystem at the moment, and he would tan my hide if I exerted myself in any way.”

As she spoke, Rhoda popped the case of the portraits and hefted them one by one until they were lined up against the wall. “Sorry that I kept going, but I had no idea what I was going to paint next.”

Hot colour moved up Lera’s cheeks. “Six of them?”

“You two were fascinating. I had to find out what happened next.” Rhoda smiled.

The first image was the moment that they were on the dance floor. That was the one Lera had requested. She wanted to know her perfect man, and the image of her in his arms had haunted her since Rhoda scanned it and sent it to her.

The other images were far more graphic. “What did he ask you for?”

“The image of his true lover. I am pretty sure that those are all you. They all have the same beauty spot on the right hip, so…” Rhoda shrugged. She wasn’t embarrassed by her images, so Lera unbent and began to look at the pictures in detail.

One image had her turning her face away from the viewer, but Lance’s arms were across her breast and belly, holding her tight against him. There was no slip of fabric to cover the juncture of her thighs, and he was obviously nude as well.

The other images were more active. She was astride him in one, in his lap in another with her hands holding him tightly to her. The next one involved tilting one’s head to the side to figure out what she was looking at. She gasped and quickly looked at the final image.

Naked in his arms, they were in the air over the night sky of Jennila. The four moons gave the location, and the burning focus in his gaze was all for the woman he held.

Lera sat heavily on the floor. “That one is intense.”

Rhoda squatted next to her. “Isn’t it though? I swear, I lost my breath for a moment when I saw it. I wish I could exhibit it, but there is a little too much of you on display for you to be comfortable with it.”

“Yeah, you are right about that. So, where do we hide these?”

Rhoda laughed. “We don’t. The last five are all his commissions. They belong to him. You can hide the first one, but that is it.”

“Damn. This is going to make for an awkward dinner.”

“Think fast. They are approaching.” Rhoda chuckled and got back to her feet, wandering over to the dining table and taking a seat.

“How do you know that?”

“I share more than a bed with Charm.” She held up her arm, exposing a silvery scar. “The mating scar is where a knife bound us together. His nanites are in my body. I can sometimes hear him think and definitely tell when he is on the way. They are landing right now.”

Lera got to her feet and joined Rhoda at the table. “Fine. I will deal with it. I will be embarrassed, but I will get through it.”

“Why should you be embarrassed? Your body is beautiful. Lithe with muscle, you can obviously handle yourself in most situations. It all shows when there is nothing to distract you. That is what these sissy clothes are for by the way, a distraction so that most of the governing bodies won’t see the intelligence behind the demands. You will be a soft, pretty female of an exotic race and that is all that they will see.”

“So, it is a disguise.”

“If you like.”

They didn’t have a chance to discuss anything else. The Guardians stomped in and immediately headed for the showers. Soot and smoke marked them all with the exception of Charm. He walked over to his wife, and his faceplate and body armour disappeared, leaving him wearing a stylish shirt and trousers tucked into high boots. He kissed her, and when he raised his head, Rhoda made the introductions.

“Lera, this is Charm. Charm, this is Lera, another of my people.”

Charm was a silvery grey from head to toe. He walked over to her and took her hand to his lips for a kiss. “I am always pleased to meet a kinswoman of my wife’s.”

Behind him, Rhoda shrugged. “Close counts when you are talking stellar space. We are kin.”

He released her hand and returned to his wife’s side. The bots were setting up for dinner, and Charm relaxed easily as they scampered around him.

“So, what do you think of Rhoda’s work?”

Lera thought about how to answer. “She is excellent at capturing the emotion of a moment.”

Rhoda snorted. “That is the most polite description I have heard to date. Thank you.”

They continued to chat as the other Guardians gradually trickled in and the bots set out a meal for them.

It was time for dinner, and the family was all together.


Chapter Ten

Shatter’s shock at the content of the portraits was unmistakable but not for the basic assumption. He had far more interest in her naked body than was appropriate for a co-worker.

When he reached out to trace the curve of her spine in the portrait where she straddled Lance, her lover took matters into his own hands.

He snarled and tackled Shatter to the floor, thudding hard against the tile.

Charm got to his feet and surrounded the men in a writhing chain of energy as they fought. He lifted them and pushed them out the door into the courtyard. Once they were outside, he closed the door and returned to the collection of ladies. “Shall we commence with dessert?”

The thuds occurring outside were audible from within.

“Um, shouldn’t we stop them?” Lera wasn’t quite sure what was going on.

Charm looked at her with a smile. “You are the pivot point of that fight, so intercede if you like. None of us could make a dent. The Ekathi and Orkathi are different socially but attracted to the same kind of mate. They have each seen something in you that draws them, and they are now fighting for your future.”

Lera got to her feet. “Like hell they will.”

Coma sighed and raised her hand. “Sit down, Lera. We all know who wins, but they are men, and they have to hack it out. Their hormones need to know who the winner is.”

“How will that help me?”

Rhoda smiled, “It actually doesn’t have anything to do with you. It has everything to do with their private battle for supremacy. Their species is always in conflict. Two children born of the same womb can have the different genetic traits and they will be raised according to their appearance. Lance and Shatter are cousins in the actual use of the word. Raised apart in different societies, there is no doubt that they would have varying approaches to a mate.”

Lera blinked. “Wait, they are actually related?”

Coma nodded her head. “They do not think of it in such terms, but genetically, their parents were siblings. One brother, one sister and two different partners, but the children are out there pounding each other into goo.”

“What will stop the hostility?”

Charm sat with his arm around his mate. “Shatter will have to realize his own need for a mate doesn’t go against the natural order of things. The Orkathi believe that if they do not give into their passions and keep their species pure that the Ekathi genes will eventually cease to emerge.”

Lera took the caf that the bot offered her. “How long have they been trying?”

Coma sighed. “At last count, seventeen hundred years. They haven’t solved it yet, and now and then, this sort of thing happens. I am surprised that it happened over a female.”

Charm grinned. “Terran females are worth fighting for.”

Rhoda snorted. “Right. The ones I have met out here are a little on the far side of normality.”

“That is what makes you precious.” Charm stroked his fingers down his mate’s arm, and she sighed and curled against him.

Lera smiled and jumped as the exterior door slammed open. Lance stumbled in, and she ran to him, wrapping her arms around him for support.

He kissed her, his lips careful and slow as they skated over her mouth. “Pardon me, beloved. Shatter needed to be reminded of his manners.”

Rhoda sighed and elbowed Charm. The other Guardian got to his feet and left for a moment. He returned with a large box in his grip. “Shatter, Rhoda created this for you. We had no idea if you would need it, but it appears that now is the time.”

Shatter moved from his spot by the door and shifted toward Charm with a definite limp. “What is it?”

His breath hissed in and out through his cut lip and swollen nose. Apparently, Lance was pretty good with his hands.

“There are a few more Terrans in the area. Yours has some enhancements, but this is her.” Charm opened the package, and an image was waiting for Shatter.

The woman was in his arms, dressed in a dark survival suit. The kiss that they were engaged in was intense with Shatter’s hand cupping her thigh, pulling it high on his hip.

Lera smiled. “So, more than friends then.”

Shatter touched the cheek of the painted woman reverently. “What does her face look like?”

Lera blinked as the bodysuit suddenly made sense to her. She had met that woman. It was Gadget. “Oh my.”

Rhoda smiled, “You know her?”

“Yeah, we met on the same day I first met the Guardians up close.”

The artist nodded. “That would explain it. Shatter’s senses picked her up, but you were the only match he could see. It ran his brain a little wild. They run mostly by scent, and you must have gotten some of her on you.”

Lera frowned. “We hugged.”

“That would do it. Her scent on you would have confused matters.”

Shatter lifted his head. “What are you talking about?”

Lera pointed at the image. “That woman there is prisoner transport. Her call sign is Gadget, and her name is Tobitha. You almost met her when we were packing up the prisoners.”

He snarled and clenched his fists. “That woman was a cyborg.”

“Yes. You can see it in the portrait if you know where to look. Her face, her ears, the pattern is visible.” Lera shrugged and kept her arms around Lance.

He leaned on her a little more. “I may have won, but I believe I need a bit of rest now.”

“I will tuck you in and come back to get the clothing fit, that is unless Charm will be here in the morning?”

He smiled, “Rhoda needs regular rest, so we will be here in the morning.”

Lera waved farewell to everyone and helped Lance to his room. The moment they were inside, he straightened and lifted her in his embrace.

“You were faking it?”

“Exaggerating for Shatter’s sake. He is a bit of a girl when it comes to hand-to-hand combat. He is much better with distance between him and his target.” Lance climbed the stairs easily.

She laughed. “Well, I am glad you are doing well. Which is your favourite image?”

He sat down and pulled her into his lap.

She crossed her legs behind his back and shifted until she was pressed against the ridge inside his trousers.

He grinned, “This position with you looking at me like I am your moons and stars.”

Lera caressed his cheek. “I will always look at you like that unless you are being a jackass. Then, I reserve the right to glare at you.”

“And I will always look at you as if you are my truly precious mate. The rarest creature in all the universe. My beloved.”

She pressed her lips to his and unfastened the shoulder closures of her dress. It pooled around her waist, exposing her breasts and shoulders to him.

His low groan preceded his touch as he caressed, lifted and squeezed each soft mound with his calloused hands. He used his mouth on her neck, and she surrendered to his lips and teeth.

He drew soft patterns on her skin, blowing gently until the cool sensations shifted to heat. He ceased his caressing of her breasts, shifting his grip to the back of her thighs, shoving the skirt out of the way until his fingers were brushing against her wet heat.

“Have I mentioned I love your gown?”

He slid two fingers into her, and she arched at the suddenness of it. He groaned against her neck, gnawing at her as his fingers stroked and slid inside her.

He thumbed her clit, and she whimpered. He cursed, and his hands and their wonderful caresses disappeared.

Birol unfastened his trousers and pulled his cock free. His next move was to lift her, positioning her on his cock. She gasped as he worked into her. The speed at which her weight forced him into her sent a confusion of sensations and a flicker of pain.

His cock writhed inside her, stimulating, waking and pushing her senses into overdrive.

Birol cupped her buttocks, lifting and dropping her in short, fast bursts, which brought her release stampeding upward without warning. She screamed, but he kept moving her over him as he drew closer to his own orgasm.

The pounding heat, the endless friction pulled her into a release that matched his as they locked together, muscles, bodies and minds frozen with pleasure.

Lera leaned her forehead against his chest, and she ran her hands over his shoulders and neck. He cupped the back of her skull and drew her lips to his, nipping and licking. “I apologize for my speed. I promise to make it up to you.”

She chuckled. “I will hold you to that. We have five images to recreate and none have happened yet. I am guessing that we will see one of them when I become your ideal lover.”

He blushed. “She told you that?”

“She did. No secrets between Terrans. We are rare enough without lying to each other. It looks like Shatter will soon have one of his own. I am wondering how that will come about.”

“He will manage, but he is going to request a transfer.”

“Why?”

“You are too close to what he needs. Being with you will be too hard. A replacement will be requested and a new position sought.”

“What about Gadget?”

“He will find her in good time. You cannot rush destiny.” He sighed, and his erection moved inside her once again.

“You don’t consider that rushing?” She shifted against him.

He grinned. “Oh, I am not going to rush, Lera. I am going to take my time, and when you beg me for release, I may consider offering it.”

She pulled the dress off over her head and rocked against him. “Challenge accepted. How many days do I have before I am on duty?”

“Three more. We had better make them count.” He kept himself inside her and removed his clothing by cutting it free with a blade he produced out of thin air.

“Where did you have that?”

He chuckled and started the slow repetition of lifting and lowering her on him. “I have my secrets, beloved. You had better get used to it.”

She scowled and narrowed her eyes as she stared into his. Pleasure was building again, but she could still manage to say, “You are dealing with someone whose only skill is identifying weapons on a body. I will get to the bottom of this.”

“Feel free to frisk me before we get into bed next time. I will enjoy it.” He groaned as she leaned forward to bite him.

His cock jumped inside her, and she realized that pain was something he liked. It was a good thing too. She preferred to bite and claw her way to release, and now that the preliminaries were out of the way, there was nothing she couldn’t do to him.

This was going to be the best science project of her life.


Author’s Note

Frisk is a return to the Enforcers. Law enforcement on alien worlds is discussed in Enforce and Badge. One day, I will return to the world in Badge. Another Terran might be just the thing to keep the werewolves in line.

The Ekathi and Orkathi were another version of light and dark elves. Less elegant, more sturdy, they have serious social issues that our girls are equipped to getting to the bottom of.

In Gadget, Tobi will not only help transport Guardians and their prisoners, she will learn how she can mix a career and a love life with Shatter waiting in the wings.

Thanks for reading,

Viola Grace
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