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Chapter One – Gaia

 

Gaia watered the small rose bush that was the last of her mom’s plants. After her mom’s death a year ago, she had felt compelled to keep this plant alive. It symbolised the difficult relationship she had endured with her mom. It also symbolised the last fragments of her love for a woman who had given her a difficult childhood. Gaia’s fear was that if she had allowed this rose to die, any love she had held onto for her mom would finally die too.

So she had nurtured it, watering it with purified water and feeding it with special food, looking after the plant better than she looked after herself. In return, it had bloomed, its small frame covered in the most vibrant of blooms, one splash of colour in an otherwise grey world.

“You will take care of it?” she asked.

“For the hundredth time, Gaia, I will look after it like it was my own child,” Ola said.

“I wish I could take it with me,” Gaia said sadly.

“I know how much it means to you, Gaia. It’s a pity the Karal don’t allow you to take plants to their planet. Surely, they couldn’t be against you taking a small rose bush. You could plant it there and watch it grow.” Ola leaned down and sniffed the blooms. 

“I have some pressed leaves I am taking. I don’t think they will object to those.” She placed a book in her purse. Between the pages were two deep red petals that she had pressed when the rose had begun to bloom two months ago.

“Listen. This is what your mom dreamed about. If only she had been alive to see the day the Karal landed, she might have found the will to live. A planet filled with life, filled with the power of nature. It’s perfect for you. So go and enjoy it, and fill your senses and your heart with new plants, new life.” Ola hugged Gaia tightly. 

“I can’t believe I’m not going to be able to walk down the street to your house and gossip about the small stuff that’s happened in my day,” Gaia said sadly. “I will miss you so much.”

“And I will miss you. But this doesn’t mean we might not meet again. The Karal need lots of women, and you never know, I might get picked too,” Ola said, releasing Gaia, who picked up her luggage and stood looking around the room for one last time.

“I’m going to miss this house so much,” Gaia said, and her voice cracked with emotion. She never thought she would feel this much sentimental attachment to the place where she had cried so many tears, and lost so much of her joy.

“I’ll look after it too. I can’t tell you how happy you’ve made me. I thought I’d never have a place of my own.”

Gaia smiled. “At least you can still run home to your mom if you need to.” Ola had lived only a few doors away from Gaia’s house her whole life. They had been lifelong friends, always there to support each other. This had been particularly fortunate when Gaia’s mom had passed away last year. It had been Ola who had stayed with her and comforted her.

Since then, Ola had practically lived with Gaia, although officially she still lived with her mom and dad. Now that Gaia was going to Karal, she had given the house and everything in it, including the rose bush, to Ola.

“It’s the one reason I doubt I’ll ever use my tag to enter the lottery. I couldn’t bear to leave them,” Ola said, looking sadly at Gaia. 

“I know, and you are truly blessed with having such wonderful parents. But for me, since my mom’s death, I have struggled to find happiness.” In truth, Gaia had struggled to find happiness her whole life. But her mom’s passing had made it clear that it was time to move on, find her inner joy, or she would spiral into the depths of despair. And she was determined not to be like her mom. She couldn’t give up on herself before she had even had a chance of a life of her own. “Maybe I’m running away, but I kind of need to find a way to feel alive again. And that is hard here on Earth.” She stroked the petals of her red rose one last time. “But I will miss so much.”

“And we will miss you. My mom sends her love, but she couldn’t bear to come and say goodbye.” Ola let out a sob. “I promised myself I wouldn’t cry. Because I know this is the right thing for you, but I am going to miss you so much. I’ve always thought of you as my sister.”

“We are sisters, Ola. To me we always have been. I could never have wished for a better friend. Never.” Gaia began to cry too, big heaving sobs, but she breathed them back in and stood up straight. “This is no way to go and meet the Karalians, is it?”

“No,” Ola agreed, wiping the tears from her face. “You go and have the best time. You make sure to breathe in lots of their fresh air and eat loads of yummy food.”

“I will. Each time I take a breath I’ll think of you.”

“No you won’t,” Ola said firmly. “You will let go of thoughts of us and find happiness with one of those big, brooding Karalian men. I hope he knows how lucky he is, because whoever gets to have you as the mother of their child is the real winner.”

“Thank you, Ola.” Tears threatened once more. “OK. I’m going to leave now. Please, don’t come to the door; you stay here, or else I’ll be a blubbering mess.”

They embraced one last time, Gaia bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself from crying, tasting the blood as she pierced the skin. She had to keep herself together and be strong. Coping with her mom, she had learned how to find her inner strength, and that was what she needed now.

“Goodbye, Gaia. May we met again,” Ola said, as Gaia left the room.

“In this world or the next,” Gaia replied, thinking how strange that of all the times she had heard that phrase, she had never thought of it in the context she saw it now. She had whispered it to her mom as she lay dying, meant as words of comfort to a woman who believed in a spirit world. But today Gaia was going to a different world: to Karal, a world that was very much alive.

These thoughts kept her occupied as she made her way out into the grey streets. She had a long journey ahead; it would take her two hours or more to travel to the airport where she was to meet the Karalian spaceship. In that time she planned to let go of her life on Earth and be ready to begin again. Yet as she walked past familiar sights, buildings she had walked past every day of her life, people she had known from the day she was born, a deep sadness settled on her.

Was this a mistake? Should she have simply accepted her life here on Earth and stayed? Her family had never had much, but she had still experienced a richness many never did. Despite her mom’s condition, Gaia had still felt love, laughter, and the feeling that she belonged to something greater. Now she was leaving it all behind.

“Goodbye, Gaia,” a voice called.

She turned. It was Mr Hargreaves, the baker. Not that he had much to bake these days. Fresh ingredients were scarce and practically everything was simulated. Still, on days when he got hold of flour, the smell of fresh bread would fill the air. “Goodbye.” She waved, smiling despite the heaviness in her heart.

“May we meet again,” another voice called out, and she turned to wave again. Her reply, in this world or the next, stuck in her throat, because to speak would be to unleash tears that she could not afford to let loose.

Ducking her head, she walked on, the edge of the town appearing. A dirty river, polluted and stinking, marked the point where she would leave the place she was born, never to return.

“I thought you might need a lift.” There, waiting for her on the road, was Johnny Marshall, the man she always thought she would marry.

“You don’t have to,” she said, but was grateful he was here. They had parted on bad terms when he found out she had entered the lottery, and he hadn’t spoken to her since news she had won had spread.

“Yes I do. I need to say I’m sorry.” He opened the door of his car, and she got in, not wanting to offend him with a refusal.

“The gas will cost too much,” she said. “Just take me down to the factory and leave me there. I can walk the rest of the way.”

“No. I have some deliveries to make and errands to run. And if these are the last minutes I’m going to have with you, then the gas is worth the price.” 

“I wish it could be different,” she admitted when they were driving along the road and she trusted herself to speak without bursting into tears.

“So do I. But I have been thinking about everything and I know you are right to go. I also know that if it was the other way around and I was the one leaving, you would wish me well.”

“I hope I would,” she said, looking at him. The lump in her throat grew bigger and threatened to choke the life from her. Why was she doing this? Why didn’t she accept things as they were, settle down, and have a child with Johnny?

“You would,” he insisted. He fell silent and they drove on, each lost in their thoughts until the city loomed in the distance.

“I hope you find the right woman for you, Johnny,” she said, and she meant it, she didn’t want him to pine for her.

“I thought I already had,” he said, smiling wryly.

“I was never going to be what you wanted. What you needed. But I do love you.” It was the truth, and maybe then she realised the other reason she was leaving Earth for Karal. All their lives everyone, including her mom, had thought that Gaia and Johnny would marry. And she had gone along with that to keep people happy, to keep her mom happy. Gaia was scared that if she made it clear she wasn’t interested in Johnny romantically, her mom, who had lived as a single woman all her life, would have slipped back into despair. Ironic that that had happened anyway.

When her mom died, a weight had gone from Gaia’s shoulders. Suddenly Gaia could be who she wanted to be, and that wasn’t Johnny’s wife.

“There it is,” Johnny said, pulling the car over to one side. “Your destiny awaits.”

“Thank you, Johnny.” She took off her seatbelt and opened the car door. “One last thing I think you should know.”

“But I don’t want to hear…”

She shook her head. “Probably not.” Gaia leaned forward and kissed Johnny one last time. “I wouldn’t have made you happy, Johnny.”

He nodded. “But it was a good dream.”

“Yes, it was.” She shut the door and watched as he drove away. Turning, she headed for the airport and her new life on a new planet. 

 


Chapter Two – Rikka

 

“Do you ever get tired of returning here, Okil?” Rikka asked as they crossed out of the wormhole and headed through the beacons and on towards Earth. 

“I thought I might. Once Tikki was with me on Karal. But no, I still love the first glimpse of the planet, so blue, so filled with knowledge beyond ours.” Okil smiled to himself, and Rikka found himself shaking his head. He would never understand what Okil saw in the human race; they were so flawed in their thinking.

“What knowledge can they possibly hold that is greater than ours? They have destroyed their planet and have no way of saving themselves unless we intervene.”

“It is something deeper, more profound than that. Their art, their music, it inspires me. They laugh at themselves in ways we would never dream of. They love, they hate, they have emotions we can only dream of possessing.”

“And that is why they have gone to war over and over again with themselves. Never learning that they were heading towards their own destruction.”

“And are we any better? So careful in everything we do. So blind to the joys of life,” Okil said, his eyes taking on a faraway look.

“Our sons will bring us joy,” Rikka said, and he meant it. He looked forward to the day he could point to the stars and tell his own son of the places he had visited, the things he had seen way out in the vast universe, places so far away you could not see them from Karal. 

“They will, Rikka. They will. And when you take a mate you will see another kind of joy, a joy you never anticipated, or expected. A joy that will overwhelm you.”

“I doubt it, Okil. I am not as soft in the head, or in the heart, as you.” Rikka looked at his fellow Karalian and then thought he should temper his words. Okil had risen to some kind of power in the last few months since the discovery of Earth and its females. Rikka’s father had taught him to observe and respect those with more power than you. “I meant no disrespect.”

“None taken, Rikka. You can speak your mind with me. In fact, I appreciate it. In that way we can be sure we are on the same wavelength. It is of the utmost importance that you choose the right female to take with you on your mission, and to do that you have to be able to talk to me frankly.”

“I always thought the doctor, Darl isn’t it, made the matches. Is his selection process flawed? Is that why I have to choose?” Rikka began the descent through the atmosphere and down to the Earth’s surface. 

“No. And he predicted the right choice for the first mission. But it is a far harder task than simply picking the right DNA. Your mate has to have the right temperament or else you may find yourself arguing for months, rather than fulfilling your duty to the Karal and making a child.”

“I do not need to be able to get on with a female to endure her company. I have travelled into deep space with Karalian warriors I would rather have left in some far unreachable zone, than journey back with. But I have never carried out those wishes and abandoned even the most infuriating warrior. So rest assured, a female will not get under my skin, no matter how annoying she may be.”

Okil laughed. “You say that now, but wait until you have been shut in a space cruiser for a week with a woman whose voice grates on your ears and whose very presence makes your skin vibrate with violet pulses.”

Rikka grinned at Okil. “No woman could be that bad,” he said.

“I kid you not. Some humans are that bad. I know I like them, but I am not so soft that I would not like to leave a few of them on this dead, decaying Earth.” 

“It must have been beautiful once,” Rikka said as they drew closer to the ground. From above the decay was not as obvious, but now he could see the grey pall of smoke that hung over everything, contaminating all below, and he shuddered at the thought of being intimate with a creature who dwelled on such a dirty, dead planet.

“Yes. And I hope if we can ease the burden, there might be hope for it to rejuvenate itself.”

“Now you do sound like you live in a fantasy world; there is nothing in our known universe that can help this planet. Even if you removed every last human parasite.”

Okil chuckled. “Once you have met some of your human parasites, you might hold a different view. And as you said, nothing in our known universe, but don’t think we hold all knowledge. There is always something new to find. Something we have not explored. As you will find out when you experience love for the first time.” They came to a halt and Okil undid his seatbelt.

“So this is it. You expect me to walk down the exit ramp and be somehow transformed into thinking that humans are wonderful and should be saved?” Rikka asked.

“No. This is where you walk down the ramp and wonder how anyone survives in this atmosphere. The air is terrible. Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Okil said as he pressed the button to lower the ramp.

Rikka went to stand by the side of Okil, while he introduced them to the Earth females. An unusual sense of excitement was building up inside him. He had to concentrate hard to keep his colours under control, something he never before found difficult. However, as the ramp lowered and he saw the faces of the human females in front of him, he struggled not to find them attractive. He had visited the sim; he knew how a male and female fit together to make a child. Yet being with the sim, no matter how realistic it made the experience, did not educate him on what it was like to stand before seven real, warm females, any one of which could be his mate.

It was like the morning of his birthday when his father would come into his room and give him a small gift. No matter how hard Rikka tried to guess, his father always chose something that was exactly what Rikka wanted, yet had no idea he needed.

It was like a sixth sense. As Rikka got older, he would spend the whole year trying to look for the signals in himself that his father noticed. All those little signs that led his father to his choice. Yet not once did he guess the gift, and not once was he disappointed in his father’s choice.

Would one of these females make him that happy? Did one of them possess the ability to give him exactly what he wanted, but didn’t know he needed? Would he once more feel like the child he once was, or would she leave him bitterly disappointed.

Before he looked on these faces, he hadn’t cared, but now he did. He found himself wanting to experience what Okil did everyday with his mate, Tikki. And as Okil looked at Rikka, he gave him a look of deep understanding. 

“Embrace the adventure,” Okil said, and then took a step down the ramp, with Rikka following.

Rikka had landed on planets where he had no idea of what he would find, what adversity he would endure. Yet taking his first step onto the planet Earth, to stand before the lottery winners, was the most frightening step he had ever taken. Ridiculous, when you were a mighty warrior of Karal! 

 


Chapter Three – Gaia

 

Gaia stood alongside the other six females who were about to embark on a new life on a distant planet, and excitement filled her. Until the spaceship had landed in front of her, she had thought that maybe she would wake up and it would all be a dream, or the lottery was one big joke. Aliens couldn’t possibly be real.

Yet two of them stood in front of her. Both impossibly tall and broad, like human men of centuries ago. Lack of food and good clean air had diminished the human race, and the men were often weak and pale. These two Karalians were a stark contrast; dark haired and dark eyed, they had an underlying vibe of danger. That once the gathered females stepped on to their ship, their free will would be taken from them.

Gaia felt a shudder of apprehension. The lottery was backwards in so many ways: the winner got to live on Karal, with good food and clean air. But in return, they gifted a part of themselves to Karal. Once she entered the spaceship, she would relinquish her freedom and agree to breed the next generation of aliens. The aliens were the real winners in the lottery.

Was that what she wanted? Or should she turn and walk away now? Turn and run back to her old life and her old home with its ghosts of the past? 

“Welcome, ladies.” One of the Karalians spoke, his voice softer, more gentle, than his manner conveyed. “I hope you are all looking forward to this new adventure. If you bring your luggage, Rikka here will show you where to stow it. Then we can depart. Our first stop is a space station that orbits Karal; from there we will travel to our beautiful home planet.”

“I might need some help with this,” one of the women said, indicating her suitcase, which looked huge.

“I’ll help,” Gaia said, stepping forward. She shouldered her pack and went towards the woman, who scowled, making Gaia pull up short. “Or did you want to struggle on your own?”

“No. What I wanted was for one of those strapping young Karalians to come to my aid,” she said bluntly, but then her face relaxed. “Sorry. I have been dreaming of meeting the Karalian of my dreams and I can’t wait to get to know them. Silly, I thought maybe this would be love at first sight.”

“You don’t even know if these two are any of the aliens who will be matched to us,” Gaia said, holding the handle of the suitcase in one hand and lifting it. “What have you got in here?”

“Shoes. It’s my passion and I couldn’t bear to leave them behind. I’m Issy, by the way.”

“Gaia.” She nodded to Issy as they lurched forward with the overpacked suitcase. “How many pairs have you brought?” 

Gaia only owned three pairs of shoes; they were seen as a luxury to most people. One for everyday use, one for when the ground was wet and muddy, and if you were lucky, one pair for best. Although the best pair were often poorly fitted hand-me-downs.

“Twenty. And then there are matching purses.”

“Matching purses? I only have three pairs of shoes and one purse,” Gaia said. “Why would you need so many?”

“For going out. You know, to the malls and restaurants.” She looked up at Gaia’s expression. “You’re a skim?”

“Yes. And I guess you are a pent. A very rich pent,” Gaia said, trying not to let it sound like an accusation, but knowing it did.

“A pent, yes, not so rich though. My mom owns one of the boutiques in the Regale Mall. She gets shoes at wholesale.” They reached the bottom of the ramp and began dragging the suitcase up the steps. 

“And you think there will be an opportunity for you to wear all these shoes on Karal?” Gaia asked. She had always imagined the planet to be wild and untamed, a bit like the two aliens who were waiting at the top of the ramp as they heaved the heavy suitcase up. One thing for sure, they weren’t gentlemen. They were happy to stand and watch while the two women struggled.

“Why not? And if not, then it’s something I could help them with. Have you ever thought about how many women are going to be coming to live on Karal over the next few years? Soon they will have to speed the lottery up even more. My mom said they will need to clothe them.”

“And your mom wants to expand her business to a new planet?” Gaia asked, admiring the thought process of Issy and her mom. “Is that why you entered?”

“Partly. And partly because I wanted to see something else, other than the inside of a mall. I know you think we are lucky, but life does get dull. There is only so much coin a person can spend before it becomes meaningless.”

“Tell that to the skims who have no roof over their heads,” Gaia said.

“That’s just lies spread by those who want to raise our taxes,” Issy laughed.

“I have seen plenty of people who have no homes. Even in the small town I live in. We do our best, but yes, when there is little in the way of work, people go hungry and lose their homes.”

Issy stopped, standing up straight to look down at Gaia. “I always thought that was a lie.”

Someone bumped into the back of Gaia, and she turned round to see a nervous-looking slim woman. “Sorry. Was too busy looking at the aliens to see you stopped there.”

“No problem, come on, Issy. Time to get your travelling boutique stowed away.” Issy took hold of her handle and began to tug the suitcase up the ramp. 

“You know, I have no idea about the world really, do I?” Issy said.

“That’s not true,” Gaia said. “You know lots about your life, I know lots about mine. But as of right now, none of that matters.” They had reached the threshold of the spaceship. “Because as of right now, we are about to enter a new life, in which we are all equals.”

Her eyes met one of the Karalians and she smiled; he just stared at her. They weren’t exactly the friendliest of people, but then taking a gaggle of females in a spaceship halfway across the galaxy might not be the most appealing thing to an alien. Especially when behind her, raucous laughter erupted as someone’s suitcase toppled off the side of the ramp and landed with a crash on the ground, its contents spilling out.

“We can all see the colour of your underwear,” one voice yelled and then more laughter erupted. A small timid-looking girl ran back down to retrieve her belongings, and from the shaking of her shoulders, Gaia was sure she was crying.

“Can you help Issy from here?” Gaia asked the woman behind them. Before the woman answered, Gaia had gone back down the ramp, pushing past the laughing women and jumping off the edge of the ramp to help the timid girl.

“Here, let me help you,” Gaia said.

“You don’t have to. I can manage.”

“No problem. Quicker we get it all packed away, the quicker we can get going. Here.” She passed her a hairbrush and a lacy bra. “I’m Gaia, by the way.”

“Berni. And thank you.”

“We should all help each other,” Gaia said, and handed over more lacy underwear and a pretty dress covered in a floral print. “You have some lovely clothes.”

“My mom brought me pretty things to disguise the fact that I am so plain.” Berni pushed her curly hair back from her face. “My mom is stunningly beautiful; she never quite got over giving birth to a plain Jane.”

“Berni. You are beautiful; we all are in our own way.”

Berni shook her head. “It’s why I entered the lottery. My mom said I would never catch the eye of anyone eligible on Earth. She laughed when I won and told me that at least the alien who was saddled with me wouldn’t be interested in my face … just what was … well, down there.”

Gaia laughed. “She might be right. I had never thought of it that way. Oh well, we really are all the same now, aren’t we? Seven Earth females about to be fed to seven horny aliens.”

“Do you think they really are horny?” Berni asked fearfully.

Gaia placed her hand on Berni’s. “I think they will be kind. And I think you will be happy.”

Berni smiled and her eyes lit up, making Gaia wonder how her own mother could ever have called her plain. But a sadness settled on her heart. At times like this, she missed having a mom, even one as mentally unstable as hers. Fighting back tears, she gathered up the rest of Berni’s belongings and helped shove them in the case and shut it securely.

As Berni stood up, Gaia pressed her hand down onto the hard ground and said a final farewell to the Earth and all of her memories.

 


Chapter Four – Rikka

 

“Do they always make so much noise?” Rikka asked as he waited for clearance to leave Earth.

“Yes. When they are together. Tikki often invites her sister and some of the other females over on an afternoon. They make more noise than a herd of coracora.” Okil laughed. “But when you go into space there will only be the two of you, so make sure you choose a female who you can talk to.”

“Or one that knows how to sit in silence for long hours. I do not crave, nor do I desire to listen to a female talk to the edge of the universe and back.” Rikka had spent his previous deep space missions with other Karalian warriors; they sometimes went days without speaking more than the minimum of words to each other. And those words would be details about the space cruiser, not discussing how pretty the inside of a wormhole was.

“You will learn to appreciate the chatter,” Okil said, his eyes filled with amusement. “Even our great leader, the Hier Ruler, was not immune.”

“I sometimes wonder how he came to take a female. I always thought him sensible, immune to the distractions the rest of us have to endure.” 

“Wait until you have chosen. And then you will take her to your bed, and the world will seem a different place. There is little more I can say. It is something you will experience. And then you will get to know her, and she will begin to understand you and the two of you will form a bond so close, you will wonder where you end and she begins.”

“You are a romantic fool, Okil.” Rikka could never allow himself to think or behave in such a way. He had his pride, after all.

“I’ll lend you some old Earth movies to watch. They are quite enlightening in the ways a woman likes to be spoken to and treated.”

“So that is what you do all day? I wondered how you learned so much about Earth and its inhabitants.” They had clearance and he powered up the engines, the vibrations making the cruiser shake and the cacophony of noise in the hold went to a whole new, ear-splitting level.

“No. I learned it from the first females. Knowledge is a thing learned through experience, not the watching of movies. Or interacting with the sim,” Okil advised.

Rikka slid the controls forward and the cruiser began to lift off the ground. They held steady for a moment and then they were powering away from Earth, the atmosphere slowing their speed for a heartbeat, and then they were flung out into space.

The sounds from the females were muted as they all looked out of the windows, their attention grabbed by the sight of their home planet disappearing below them. Rikka banked the ship and headed towards the moon. There, hidden behind it, were the beacons, which kept the wormhole open. The wormhole that made the long journey to his home planet into nothing more than a pretty light show.

Reds and greens circled the ship, and the sounds in the back changed to “oohs” and “ahhs”. But Rikka ignored them all. His hand hovered over the control stick, waiting for the moment they would exit the wormhole. It was a part of his training, and despite this wormhole being stable for months now, he could not sink into complacency. Any warrior knew that was how deep space warriors ended up dead.

“Relax a little,” Okil said, seeing the strain on his face.

“I will relax when we are back on Karal. It worries me sometimes that this wormhole has been open for so long. It was not stable when we first entered it.” Rikka flexed his hand and adjusted his grip.

“The beacons are more than sufficient to keep it open and the course correct,” Okil said. “Every time we have travelled through, I have noted the readings; they are never off by more than a degree or two.”

“It only takes a small shift and we will be flung across the universe into unchartered space.” Rikka watched for the exit hole, checked the readings, and only removed his hand from the control stick when the sight of the space station, bright in the light of the two suns, met him.

“I thought you were used to traveling through and mapping unchartered space,” Okil said, removing his seatbelt and standing up.

“Not when I am unprepared and the hold is filled with a gaggle of females. We should go more prepared, Okil,” Rikka warned.

Okil placed his hand on the big Karalian’s shoulder. “And you need to relax. The trials will begin as soon as we land. I need you to be calm.”

“I am calm,” Rikka insisted, but to himself, he had to admit, he would never know what it was to be calm and relaxed until all of these females were off his ship. He had no idea which one would be accompanying him into space. All he knew was he would base his judgement on lack of giggling, rather than their effort in the trials.

 


Chapter Five – Gaia

 

“We are about to enter the space station, There you will be assigned a decon’ room.”

“What is a decon’ room?” Issy asked.

“It is a room where you will strip and our technology will purge you of any disease or bacteria which may threaten our planet.” He went on, despite the complaints, which revolved around having to strip. “At the same time, the cruiser will be purged. Then we will continue our journey and land on Karal.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” Issy said as she walked in front of Gaia onto the space station. “I don’t remember stripping being part of the terms of the lottery.”

“Issy, when you entered you practically gave your body to aliens. I wouldn’t worry about stripping now, I would be more worried about how big a Karalian’s cock is, because one things for sure, if it’s proportional to the rest of their body, it’s going to sting,” one of the other women said.

“What does she mean, sting?” Issy whispered to Gaia.

“I think she means when we … you know…” Gaia couldn’t say the words. The thought of being intimate with an alien seemed so absurd, and the walls of the space station seemed to crowd in on her, making her feel sick. 

“Are you all right?” A deep voice, that belonging to the second Karalian, Rikka, brought her back to her senses. Her eyes fixed on his face, and she tried to use that as a point of focus, to stop the thoughts of just how far away from home they were pulling at her consciousness.

“Yes. Haven’t got my space legs yet,” she said. “That’s all. I’ll be glad to reach the planet.”

“We are safe here. The station is very stable,” Rikka said calmly.

“Yes. But it’s not the ground, is it?” she said, forcing her panic back down. “We’re hanging in space.”

He titled his head and examined her before saying, as if she were a simpleton. “A planet hangs in space just the same.”

Gaia frowned. “I had never thought about it like that.”

“Do they not teach you about space in school?” he asked.

“Of course. But it’s not until you leave your planet that it all becomes so real. Before I got on the space ship and left Earth, I never actually connected the pictures we see of the Earth from far away, with just how small and insignificant we are.”

The others had all followed Okil along a corridor, while she stood talking to this strange Karalian, who looked at her as if he would like to examine her further. And maybe she wanted that. He was so tall, making her feel tiny and vulnerable, despite her curvy body. He also made her want to question him, to ask him all about the universe.

“You must know a lot about space. Have you travelled much?” she asked, as if they had met in a corner store on Earth and he had arrived from out of town, not outer space.

“Yes. I am a deep space warrior,” he answered, indicating the way to the decon’ rooms. “We should go.”

“Then why are you transporting us?” she asked, hesitating as he stood outside a room, which she guessed was where she was supposed to strip.

“It is Okil’s idea. It allows me to have a longer time to choose who will accompany me into deep space,” he said.

“Into what?” Gaia asked. “I thought we were all going to live on Karal. That was what the lottery was for. To come to your home planet and have babies.”

“And that might be your fate. But there are missions to find your kind a new planet, and one of you will accompany me on one such mission.” He walked forward, his body crowding hers so that she stepped back into the room. “Strip.”

She stood looking at him, not sure what to make of his words. No one from the lottery on Earth had said anything about travelling to anywhere other than Karal. “What if we don’t want to go?”

“Then you should hope you are not chosen.”

“Why weren’t we told?” she asked.

“I do not have that information.” A burst of laughter sounded down the corridor, and his attention shifted from her. “Strip. Put your clothes on the side there. I will come back and set the decon’ once you are ready.”

She didn’t answer, just watched him walk away, sure she must have misunderstood him. And even more sure she wouldn’t be chosen; she could think of nothing worse than being stuck in a spaceship with a stranger 24/7. Yet the thought of finding a new Earth, a place where children could thrive, where fresh food could be grown and the air didn’t kill you slowly with each contaminated breath, that thought wormed its way into her brain as she began to quickly remove her clothes. Embarrassed at her own nakedness, she slid onto the chair and closed her eyes.

“Ready?” he asked, reappearing at the door so suddenly he made her jump, her eyes flying open.

“Yes,” she squeaked pressing her legs together and covering her breasts with her arms. Stripping hadn’t been a problem, but seeing this alien made her body feel alive. A heat inflamed her skin, and it was only his evident coolness towards her that stopped her flesh from turning pink as her arousal grew. 

“Then I will set the decon’.” He pressed some buttons and turned a dial, then turned to leave. She thought he was unmoved by her, yet as he turned, she caught the first glimpse of colours as they skimmed across his skin. She had heard that was how they showed their moods and their emotions. And now she had seen it, seen him feeling something about her.

Yet when more laughter and loud hoots, as if they had a banshee on board reached them, the colours darkened and she began to question whether the colours had been for her, or if they were his reaction to the other females.

Closing her eyes, she tried to relax and not think what the decon’ was doing to her body. Instead, she became fixated on what Rikka could do to her body with those broad hands and his full lips. A heat grew in her core and fanned out to make her writhe with desire. Gaia caught herself squeezing her thighs together, trying to satisfy the ache in her very core.

Opening her eyes, she stared guiltily around, hoping no one could see her behaviour, but the room was empty. Lifting her head, she checked no one was in the corridor, looking through the clear doorway at the horny Earthling with her naughty thoughts, but the corridor was clear. Lying back down, she put it down to the decon’ and persuaded herself there must be something in the gas which made her feel like a bitch in heat.

Yet deep down she knew it was the thought of being with Rikka on a new planet and being his Eve. Yes, she could see it now, making love endlessly until she had a child, the first of many to populate a new world. Wasn’t that what her mom had often told her, that she was named after the Earth, destined to help with the rebirth of a new world?

Gaia shook her head. But her mom had been wrong about so much; there was no way she could blindly think she was destined to find the new planet. The more she thought about it, the more she realised that the best thing for her own mental state, was to forget about going into space again and stay with her feet firmly on Karal.

Beeping broke through her thoughts. An alarm was going off. Gaia lifted her head, assuming the decon’ was over. She also took it as a sign. Her mom’s words held no truth. Gaia knew that, knew how the people of the village thought her mom was eccentric to still believe in an old Earth-based religion when the Earth was dead. 

Reality stared at her from the stark white instrument, the silver walls, and the lack of life on the space station. 

The whole reason Gaia had entered the lottery was to live on Karal. Going into space for months was not what she wanted. Growing crops and sitting by a river that didn’t flow with putrid water was what she dreamed of. 

Yet when Rikka appeared and let her out of the room, she still couldn’t quite convince herself that she wasn’t experiencing love at first sight. 

Another of her mom’s beliefs. Another reason why her mom had been left alone with a child to support. No. Think with your head.

Gaia had long ago turned away from her mom’s beliefs. Yes, she held on to the love of life, the love of things that grew. But not the other stuff, the stuff filled with magic and make-believe, that didn’t have a place on Earth, nor did it have a place on Karal.

There was a strong possibility that if she mentioned tree spirits, which her mom had claimed to have spoken to once, she would be shipped back to Earth as not suitable material for the mother of a Karalian child.

No. Be normal. It was what she had taught herself to be. No adventures. No winning trials. Just settle down and breed an alien baby.

Yes. Completely normal.

 


Chapter Six – Rikka

 

“They irritate me,” Rikka said through gritted teeth. He was at the controls once more, longing for the journey to be over with.

“They are excited,” Okil said, turning round to look at the seven females, all strapped into their seats, awaiting the journey to Karal. “Although, I must admit I have my reservations about two of the females. I wonder if Darl’s DNA matchmaking and character references were not working properly this time.”

“Not working? Is that possible?” Rikka asked. “I would gladly go alone or with one of my fellow Karalians than take a female who will drive me utterly insane.”

“It is the Hier Council’s ruling that you take a female with you. If not, you might miss your prime.”

“I understand. But my prime could last for years. I have lots of time to father a child.” Rikka understood the arguments. If for some reason he was lost in space, his prime—the period when he was able to father a child—might pass, and his genes would be lost to the Karal forever. The Hier Council had ruled that every eligible male on Karal had to father a child in the next five years.

“I do not make the laws, Rikka. I wish I did. Anyway, the female you take will help make sure, if you find a planet, that it is suitable for human habitation.”

“Another thing I do not understand,” Rikka said. “Don’t my instruments tell me exactly what I need to know? And if the female is carrying my child, I would never put her in jeopardy by sending her to a planet that might kill my son.”

“And that, I think, is why the Council has made the ruling. It means you will check everything is perfect.”

“As if I wouldn’t anyway,” Rikka said haughtily.

“You might, my friend, but there are some among the Karal who might like to see a few thousand humans die on an alien planet. It would destroy any trust humanity has in the Karal and ruin the agreement we have.” Okil’s face grew serious; this was news to Rikka.

“Are you saying that there are Karalians who would defy the Council? I have never heard such rumours, and certainly not among the warrior class.” It puzzled Rikka. Of all the Karalians, there were none more loyal than the warriors. They were raised to protect the Hier Council above all else.

“There are murmurings. You forget that this is the first time we have tried to integrate the mothers of the next generation of our species into our society. Sharing our way of life with humans is not something many traditionalists favour.”

“I see. And some of them would like to see these missions fail? And the humans taken to the new planet die. Then what? If Earth no longer agrees to the lottery, we go back to our old ways of stealing the females we need?” 

“That is exactly what some on Karal would like. The breeding house is where women belong. That is the view held strongly by some factions.”

“Factions? That is not a word I have heard used on our planet for some time.”

“It is more from the miners. The labourers who are happier to have their children raised in daycare rather than by alien mothers. They can be underground for two or three days at a time. The thought of alien females running amok while they are working does not sit well with them.”

Rikka laughed. “Can I guess where these females are headed?” He pointed to the females who had gone quiet as the ship came into land.

“You would make a good politician, Rikka. The miners are indeed about to have their first mates. I am sure once they get used to having females around, they will be more than happy.” Okil still did not look happy, and Rikka wondered how much trouble there would be, and whether the human females would settle down in the homes of men who resented them.

“Why? Why are you integrating them, Okil? It would be so much easier to have them all walled in at the breeding house. It is where our mothers lived.”

“Because everyone should have freedom. Our mothers were forced into a life they did not choose and did not want. Our fathers forced them to breed, and I would not have my son growing up in that kind of world.” He took a deep breath, glancing at Rikka. “If I tell you something, do you swear to keep it to yourself?”

“Of course,” Rikka said. “As long as it does not involve treason.”

“No. Nothing like that.” Okil looked over his shoulder, but the females were all still seated in the chairs. Intrigued, Rikka waited for Okil to speak. “There is a chance that these females will breed a new generation of Karalians.”

“Isn’t that the point of bringing them here?” Rikka said, not sure why Okil would class that as a secret.

“I mean a completely new generation. There is a chance that Darl can perfect a way to reintroduce true Karalian females back on Karal.”

“You mean we won’t just have sons?” Rikka asked. That was news he never expected to hear.

“Yes. The first human female, Elissa. She had some of our DNA introduced into her body. By complete accident. Any day now she will give birth to a girl.”

“Then why the search for a planet? Why help the humans on Earth? We could just take what we need and leave them to their fate.”

“We could. But there is no guarantee that any Karalian females born will be fertile. We will not know that for another hundred years.”

“So this new colony is a back-up plan?”

“Yes,” Okil nodded.

“And what if the colony is set up and the females are fertile? Do we abandon them to their fate?”

“No. Because there will be some Karalians among them.”

“Who would be stupid enough to go and live among humans?” Rikka watched Okil’s face brighten and then he laughed. “Oh, you volunteered for the job?”

“I wouldn’t say volunteered. But yes. I will be sent to the new planet. So choose the new planet wisely. If only for my sake.”

The space cruiser touched down at the airport and before Rikka had chance to question Okil further, he had got up and moved away, to talk to the females. As Rikka scanned their faces, he wondered which one he would choose. But he found none of them appealing. 

Because he would never let his emotions make such an important choice. Not when whoever he chose would bear him a son and a daughter.

 


Chapter Seven – Gaia

 

They landed on Karal, passed out of what appeared to be an airport, and, without stopping, journeyed on. Green filled the cruiser’s windows: vast expanses of grasslands, filled with animals. Some on four legs, others flying high in the air.

Her mind was reeling, trying to piece together all the colours she had seen. They circled in her head, broken fragments, like a kaleidoscope, nothing fitting together. So much life! In the short time since they had entered the Karalian atmosphere, she had seen more animals and plants than she ever had on Earth in her whole life.

“Gaia,” Issy said, touching her shoulder. The spaceship had stopped and the others were standing up, beginning to move to the hold to collect their luggage.

Gaia looked up into the concerned face of her new friend. “Sorry. I was lost in thought. Did you see those animals? They were huge.”

“Arunda,” Rikka said, his eyes fixed on her, no doubt weighing up how he could get her removed from the trials. If she went into shock at the sight of the animals on Karal, what would she be like in space when they found a new planet?

“They had such long necks,” Gaia said incredulously. Yes, she sounded like the town simpleton, all right.

“They move in vast herds across the grasslands,” he said. “When you leave the breeding house and journey to your new home on Karal, you will have plenty of time to see them all. Right now you need to get up and collect your luggage so we can begin.”

With no other word, and expecting them all to obey, he went to the top of the ramp, as if he couldn’t wait for his ship to be purged of humans. She unbuckled her seatbelt and got up, picking up her pack. She then followed Issy to the hold and helped her drag the heavy suitcase down the ramp.

The first breath of air she took made her brain buzz. Oxygen overload.

“Wow. The air is so clean. Have you ever smelled anything so wonderful?” Gaia asked.

“In the oxydomes. Have you never been in one?” Issy asked, masking the shock that crossed her face. “I can’t imagine living outside of one.”

“The outside is all I’ve ever known,” Gaia said.

“You are a true skim, aren’t you?” one of the other women asked.

“Yes, I am. My name is Gaia. I hope we can all be friends, no matter what our backgrounds, now we are here on Karal. We’re all in this together.” She smiled at the other woman, taking in her appearance. 

“Sonia. And I guess we can be friends. Whatever these aliens have in store for us, I’m sure a good laugh and a joke isn’t one of them. He told me to shut up and be quiet on the space station.” She nodded at Rikka, who ignored her, going to talk quietly to Okil instead.

“They aren’t used to women,” Berni said quietly.

“In the same way you aren’t used to men,” Sonia laughed, making Berni blush furiously.

“None of us are,” Gaia said, sticking up for Berni, who looked about to burst into tears. “If we were, then we wouldn’t be here. We all know part of the lottery rules is that we have to be pure.”

Sonia laughed raucously. “Some of us are purer than others.” She winked at another woman, who grinned back at her.

“Less said about that the better. I’m Yolla,” the other woman who seemed to have drunk too much giggle juice, said.

“Hello, Yolla.” Gaia didn’t have chance to say anything else before Okil was talking again, his voice full of authority. They all turned to look at him, except for Sonia, who was making a pouting face at Rikka.

“You know, he might just be the one to make me a new woman,” Sonia said under her breath, making Yolla giggle again.

“If I can have all of your attention,” Okil said again, glaring at Sonia and Yolla. “The trials will begin now.”

“Trials?” Sonia asked. “No one said anything about trials. I thought we were just going to go to live with a man. Or whatever it is you call yourselves.”

“Most of you will, but one of you won’t.” Okil’s look made it clear that they needed to stop messing around. “First, you will be expected to show us your intelligence, strength, and other capabilities so that Rikka here can decide which female he is to take with him on his deep space mission.”

“So he can choose what?” Berni squeaked.

“Someone has to go with him into deep space and find a new Earth,” Gaia whispered.

“Not me.” Berni looked as if she were about to pass out, her face going deathly white, and she swayed on the spot. “I have no desire to leave Karal. Not now I’m here. I can’t.”

“Don’t worry, Berni. I think he will need a woman with more courage than you possess, little mouse,” Sonia teased.

Gaia put her arm around Berni. “If you are chosen, you will be safe. Once you are carrying a Karalian child, they won’t let anything happen to you.”

“Because of the child.” Berni said weakly. “But I have to conceive a child first and that means sleeping with one of them, I never realised they would be so … big.”

Sonia and Yolla collapsed into laughter, while Okil stood with a neutral expression on his face. The only sign of his growing anger were the red flashes across his skin. 

“OK. Stop it. We have to listen to what Okil has to say,” Gaia said sternly to the others. “This is why we are here. Finding a new Earth should be important to us.”

“Then you go,” Sonia said, pushing Gaia forward. “The rest of us are quite happy to stay here.”

“We did not ask for volunteers,” Okil’s voice boomed. “There are rules on Karal that have to be obeyed.”

“And if we don’t?” Sonia asked.

“Then you will live here behind these walls for the rest of your life …and you will breed with as many Karalians as we choose.”

Tension filled the women around her. “You mean we will be used as breeding machines? But that was not what the lottery said.”

“You are not ruled by Earth now. The Karal laws are plain. Females brought here are for breeding purposes. Yours is the first species we have allowed to integrate. But our sample size so far is small. If it appears we have made a mistake, all unsuitable females will be made to live and breed here.”

“I don’t think so.” Sonia moved forward, pushing her way through the others towards Okil. 

Gaia grabbed hold of her hand and pulled her back. “What is wrong with you?” she hissed.

“They took stims,” Berni said, her voice barely audible.

“What?” Gaia asked. “How do you know?”

“Because we offered some to the little mouse. It would have helped perk her up. Give her the courage to rut with one of these handsome aliens who want to stick their cocks inside us and shoot their alien cum inside us.” Sonia was getting worse; she began to undo the buttons of her shirt, and Gaia could see this ending so very badly.

Looking around, she could see no way of preventing a disaster, and then Okil was down amongst them. “What is wrong with you?” he asked. “Do you want to mess this up for everyone?”

“They took some stimulants,” Gaia said, trying to keep Sonia’s shirt around her breasts without it tearing.

“Who took them?” Okil demanded.

“I would say Sonia and Yolla,” Gaia looked at the other four women, noting their shock at Sonia and Yolla’s behaviour . She was sure they had not taken the drugs too. “Damn it. Is there somewhere they can go until it wears off?”

Okil pointed to a building. “In there. I will get someone to bring them food and water. Then the doctor can check them over.”

Sonia and Yolla fought to stay outside, but the buzz from the stim was rendering them incapable of using much force. “I’ll stay with them,” Berni said.

“That’s a good idea. Okil,” Gaia said, seeing how much Berni was shaking in fear, “those three are not suitable for this mission. Maybe one of the rest of us will prove to be the ideal candidate.”

“As I said, I was not looking for volunteers,” Okil looked exasperated. “But I don’t think even the Hier Council would be able to order Rikka to take a female who uses drugs.” 

“They probably thought it would give them courage,” Gaia said, placing her hand on his arm, feeling a slight buzz of electricity through her skin. “Is that your colours I can feel?” she asked fascinated.

“Yes. I am losing control of my emotions. Please excuse me.” He looked upset, and she wanted to know why. Why did a Karalian care so much about this mission?

“Why do you want us to succeed, Okil?” she asked suddenly.

“Because you need a new planet. I have tried to express how important this is.” A tiredness swept over his face. He straightened up, his expression flat, and the colours which had skimmed over his skin so brightly now gone, to leave him looking almost human.

“We want this to work too, Okil,” Gaia said, looking around at the other three humans, whose expression said otherwise.

“I will send food. Eat, and I will return within the hour with a decision on how we will proceed.”

With that, he left, and Gaia had a terrible feeling that the seven women who had just arrived on Karal might somehow have sealed the fate of humans. 

 


Chapter Eight – Rikka

 

“I want nothing to do with any of them!” Rikka said. “The most sensible thing would be to shut them all in the breeding house. I will postpone the mission for long enough to impregnate one of them and then I will go alone, or allow one of the other warriors to do the same and we can go together.” 

“Calm down,” Okil said. “Darl is on his way. We will see if this can be salvaged.”

Rikka allowed his colours to vanish from his skin, although strong emotions still coursed through his body. “There is nothing to salvage. We are different to humans, and the behaviour of these females has shown me that.”

“We talk to the doctor first,” Okil ordered. “He is the one who has matched the females to Karalians so far. He knows what he is doing.”

“They took stims,” Rikka said. “What if something like that was smuggled onto my space cruiser? What if it made its way into the food? Food that I ate. There are no second chances in space. A moment of misjudgement kills.” 

Golds and blues exploded across his skin, and he took a deep breath, moving to the window of the small room Okil had made into his office. He opened it, allowing the cool air to flow in. It cleared his head, but didn’t change his mind. Humans didn’t belong in space. Females didn’t belong in space.

A knock on the door brought him back to the room. “Come in, Darl,” Okil called.

The door opened and a harassed-looking Darl came in. “Afternoon. What can I do for you, Okil? I thought the trial would be well underway now.”

“Two of the females took stims,” Okil said simply.

“Ahh. I suppose we had to expect it at some time.” Darl sat down. “We can search their luggage. Make sure there are no more. It is not something I want introduced to any Karalians.”

“Rikka is having second thoughts about the females,” Okil said.

“Is he? Yes, I can imagine that their behaviour was a little extreme. I have seen the effects of these drugs. I can assure you, though, that it is part of my screening process. I think I can say with certainty that this is not their normal behaviour.”

“But I am not convinced that these are the kind of mothers I want for my child,” Rikka said, his breathing ragged.

“The chances are, that the female I chose for you would not have done such a thing,” Darl said.

“How can you have chosen? We haven’t done any of the trials yet,” Rikka asked.

“The thing is, Rikka, Darl has already matched you with a female. If you were not going into deep space, you would simply have been handed the female he matched to you. But with the missions taking so long, we decided that the selection process needed another layer.”

“Another layer? And how did the trials affect the results of the first mission?” Rikka asked.

“It only confirmed what Darl had predicted. Quin chose the female that had already been matched to him. We concluded that if the same happened to you, then we would abandon the trials. It is a waste of time and effort, when we could simply send you on your mission a few days early instead.”

“Listen, Rikka, I know you don’t like the sound of it. But the Council have ruled a female will go with you. Now, if you choose to back out of the mission, we will have to try to match her to another Karalian warrior. Although I have never tried to reverse-engineer the process.”

“A warrior does not back out of a mission,” Rikka said.

“Then you will accept the female Darl has chosen for you. Or we can resume the trials after they have eaten.” Okil turned to Darl. “If either of the two females who took the stims are Rikka’s woman, then we may have a problem. I agree with him that they are not suitable to go into deep space.”

“Which two were they?” Darl asked, turning to face a computer screen and inputting data. The faces of the seven females appeared on screen. 

“These two,” Okil said, pointing to Sonia and Yolla. “And this female,” he pointed to Berni, “is too timid.”

“They are not the one I matched to Rikka. They are to be given to the miners.” Darl said, and then asked Rikka, “Do you wish me to tell you who your female is. Or do you want them to take part in the trials?”

“No. I am not in the mood for games. I have little faith in your choice, Darl. But I will go along with it, simply because I would be rid of the others.”

“Very well. I will make arrangements for the six females to be shipped to the miners immediately. There is little point in them settling here for a night and then moving on. Darl, will you accompany them? The miners may not be very receptive.”

“They’ll come round,” Darl said, shutting the screen down. “I will go now and load them onto my cruiser.”

Darl went to the door. “Do you want to know the name of your female?” he asked Rikka.

“No. I have no use for her name, only her body.” Rikka looked mutinous. “I repeat, I would prefer to mate with her on Karal and then leave her here in the breeding house.”

“Not happening, my friend.” Okil got up and stood before Rikka. “She will be good company, or good entertainment, on the voyage. You have been educated by the sim?”

“Yes. I learned what a woman likes. The simulator is a good teacher.” 

“I can tell you that the sim is a pale comparison to the real thing. I think that on the long lonely voyage, you will most definitely learn how much better it is to be with a nice, warm female rather than a cold Karalian. Even if the conversation revolves around the colour of drapes,” Darl joked.

Rikka leaned back and banged his head against the wall. “I hope you are jesting with me, Darl.”

Okil laughed, and said, “You will have to find out. Come on. I think it would be wise for you to spend the rest of the day meeting and getting to know your woman. Maybe in a few hours, you may already change your mind about her company.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Tough.”

 


Chapter Nine – Gaia

 

“What do you think they’ll do with us?” Issy asked. 

They were seated outside; food had been brought for them, along with some kind of fruit juice. Berni had left Sonia and Yolla alone with two platefuls of food and had come to sit in the fresh air with the others. If the situation hadn’t been so confusing and their fate so unsure, Gaia thought that this would be one of the best moments of her whole life.

“I don’t know. But look at this place. Even if we have to all live here, it has to be better than being on Earth,” Gaia said.

“For you,” Issy said. “It’s not exactly what I had in mind.”

“You could build your shoe store here, Issy. There wouldn’t be anywhere else for us to shop,” Gaia said lightly, trying to get them all to lighten up. 

“I wanted to see the planet. These four walls are not exactly pretty. And then there is the thought of being impregnated by any Karalian they choose.”

Berni sniffed loudly. “I don’t think I could do that.”

“It might not come to that,” Gaia said. 

“It would be easier for them, wouldn’t it. I expect they’ve just been waiting for someone like Sonia and Yolla to come along and mess it up. Perfect excuse not to allow us to roam about their planet.” This was from one of the other females whom Gaia hadn’t met.

“Why would you say that?” Gaia asked.

“Look at this place. It’s a purpose-built prison. There must be some reason they haven’t been using it, but now … well, all we need is a number on our backs and a uniform and we will be inmates of an institution.”

Gaia got up. “I can’t accept that. Why would they do that to us?”

“It would give them a reason to cancel this deep space mission. They can’t possibly want to help us, can they? We might just have given them an excuse not to.”

“What happened wasn’t that bad,” Gaia said. She couldn’t listen to this. 

“They took stims,” Berni said.

“You must have lived a very sheltered life if you think that’s so terrible,” Gaia said.

“Nothing like that would ever be allowed in the oxydomes,” Issy said.

“This isn’t Earth, this isn’t the oxydomes. I’m sure Karalians aren’t so perfect that no one slips up and makes a mistake. They must understand the stress we are under, coming here, leaving our planet behind.”

The others grew quiet, and Gaia saw the Karalians returning, She was surprised to see three of them coming over. Was this their ruler? Was he coming to pass judgement?

“Afternoon, ladies, I’m Darl. I have come to take a look at your friends,” Darl said.

“No friends of ours if they are in trouble,” one of the other women said. As if to prove her point she got up off the ground and backed far away from the doorway leading into the house where Sonia and Yolla were.

“I’ll be back in a minute. Can you all collect your luggage, please, and wait at the transporter. Okil will give you directions.” Then Darl went inside and shut the door, making Gaia feel very nervous.

“What’s happening?” Gaia asked Okil. “What is he doing in there?”

“We are forgoing the trials,” Okil said. “Darl is administering a purge, so the stims will be taken from their systems.”

“A purge?” Was it as bad as it sounded?

“Yes. Now, if you could all gather your belongings,” Okil said, while Rikka stood by, his arms folded across his chest, his mouth pressed into a thin line. At the cuffs of his shirt, she could see faint wisps of colour trying to escape and race along his skin. But somehow he kept himself calm and his emotions in check. However, his manner concerned her. What had they got planned for the humans?

“We can do the trials,” she insisted. Maybe if she got him to resume the trials, this whole thing could be forgotten.

“No. We have come to an agreement, and the trials would be a waste of time. Rikka is willing to go along with Darl’s choice,” Okil said.

“What choice?” she asked. Was the doctor into experimentation in some way? Or was he planning on drugging them all to make them more pliable when he imprisoned them, ready for them to become sex slaves?

Okil looked at Gaia, and she couldn’t believe that a man with such kind eyes could want to hurt them. It gave her hope, and when he spoke, he confirmed that hope. “Darl has so far predicted, with one hundred percent accuracy, who each female from Earth should be matched with. The last group of females went through the trials and the female that the warrior, Quin, took with him was the one Darl had matched him with.”

“And so this time you are going to simply go with Darl’s choices?” Gaia asked, relieved they hadn’t ruined everything.

“Yes. Under these circumstances, it seems best. Rikka could not go into space with either Sonia or Yolla. That already narrowed it down.”

“And Berni…” Gaia said, looking to the nervous young woman, who had dropped her suitcase again and was now busy repacking it.

“Exactly. So you will accompany Rikka into space, and the rest of them will go to live in the mining village along the coast.”

“What? You mean I am to be matched with Rikka?” She looked past Okil to where Rikka stood, his stance still immovable and his expression less than happy. “I would say I am the last thing he wants.”

“But he hasn’t had the pleasure of getting to know you.” Okil smiled benevolently. “I chose my female, Tikki, and we are happy, happier than I could ever have dared to dream of. I know that when you two get to know each other, you will find that same deep happiness.”

“Really? Because if you ask me, he doesn’t want any of us,” Gaia said.

“Rikka,” Okil called over the sullen Karalian and then to Gaia’s embarrassment, effectively gave her to him. “This is Gaia. Darl matched her to you. I think it would be wise for you to go and get to know each other while we deal with the rest of the females.”

“They aren’t livestock,” Gaia said.

“At this moment that is exactly what they are,” Okil said. “They are to be herded onto the cruiser and taken to their new home. I know it seems wrong to you, Gaia, but there is a lot of work to do, processing them, before we are due back on earth to collect the next batch.”

“Meanwhile, I am to go with Rikka and obey his every command?” she asked bitterly.

“No,” Okil said, but then the door opened and Darl emerged with Sonia and Yolla. “But you must go with him.”

Feeling numb, she watched for a moment as the others were put onto the cruiser, despite their protests. Issy and Berni gave a fleeting wave and then they were gone, leaving Gaia all alone with a man she did not know and who did not want her.

 


Chapter Ten – Rikka

 

So this was the female he was matched with. It was the one he had spoken to on the space station; she had not left a good impression. She had not left an impression on him at all. 

“We will wait for the others to leave and then we can return to my cruiser. I would like to get out of here, get some fresh air, and feel the wind on my face. It has been a long day,” Rikka said. In truth, he didn’t feel comfortable being in an enclosed space with her. Thoughts of what they were supposed to do, of how they were supposed to join together, were unnerving him.

“Can you show me your planet?” she asked. “Can we go and take a closer look at the arunda?”

“If you want.” He stood in silence, watching as the others departed, and let the quiet settle around him before he walked to his ship, expecting her to follow. She did. Suddenly she looked alone and vulnerable, but he did not allow his softer side to appear. No, these humans needed to be treated with a firm hand.

Beside him, she shivered, despite the heat from the two suns shining down on the sheltered courtyard. She was scared. He allowed his senses to roam beyond his body, to pick up her scent, sweet, like a flower, but he could not tell what kind of flower. He was a warrior, not a gardener. 

Then he let the heat of her body reach him, the hairs on his arms reaching out towards her as if they were willing him to touch her, to feel her skin against his. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, he leaned closer to her, drawn by these new sensations, which wanted to wash over him. These human females were more dangerous than he thought. She was captivating him with no words, no touch.

He turned his head, taking in her profile, and then his eyes dropped from her face, down over the rest of her body, the curve of her breasts, the roundness of her stomach, the way her pants clung to her thighs. Rikka had a sudden urge to see her naked, to see how she compared to the sim, and if, just as Okil had said, he would become smitten with a creature whom at this moment he found somewhat distasteful.

“We should go.” He strode off, with Gaia, her pack hitched on her shoulder, having to jog to keep up. His long legs took him up the ramp in three strides, and he had to wait for her at the top as she clambered aboard, looking shaken. He longed to know what was going through her head. What she thought of him.

It didn’t matter. She was his to do with as he pleased. Her sole purpose was to breed with him. If she wasn’t happy then she could amuse herself in between submitting to him in bed. He had to be strong, and make sure she knew the boundaries of their relationship. Her behaviour would reflect on him, and if he ever found her taking stims or showing the distasteful behaviour of the other two females, then she would be whipped.

Yet as she moved past him, his nostrils catching the scent of her sweetness on the air, he knew his hard façade would crack at the moment she cried. Part of him, a part he had never known existed, wanted to cherish and protect her. Maybe an innate part of the Karal had become dormant over the last few generations and now these human females were waking it up from deep within them.

“Where shall I sit?” she asked.

This space cruiser was smaller than the one they had journeyed in from Earth. It made little sense for her to sit in the cramped seats in the hold area, so he pointed to the control deck. “Through there. The seat on the left.”

“OK. I’ll try not to touch anything,” she said with a slight lift of her mouth; she was trying to lighten the mood between them. Or was she trying to seduce him with her feminine wiles, wiles no Karalian had experienced for centuries, until these humans had come to their planet. Perhaps they were hoping no other planet would be needed and that if they seduced enough Karalians, his species would allow them to live here amongst them and bring their families. Until eventually, Karal would die in the same way as Earth. Overused and overworked.

“Do not worry. The controls of the Karalian space cruisers only work for the Karal.”

“Really? It knows that I am not from Karal?” she asked, running her fingertips lightly over the smooth metal of the control deck.

He felt a tremble of desire pass though his body, he longed for her to touch him in such a way, to stimulate his skin until his colours exploded like a supernova. “Yes. It knows.”

“Clever. Not that I would have any idea how everything worked.” She sat in her seat, and did her seatbelt up. “I have never been very good with machines and things. I was brought up with plants.”

“I thought Earth was devoid of most life,” he said, sitting down and starting the engines.

“Not completely. When I was young, our garden was full of plants …” She stopped talking and looked away from him. He wanted to ask her what was wrong, what painful memory she had touched on. But he needed to remind himself he didn’t really care. But he did care.

He couldn’t help himself.

 


Chapter Eleven – Gaia

 

Her words brought back memories of her mom; she would have loved Karal so much. Gaia couldn’t help thinking of her childhood, and how despite her mom’s mental state, she taught Gaia how to tend plants, how to water then feed them and make them flourish. 

Until the acid rain.

Gaia could still remember her mom kneeling in the poisonous dirt, grabbing her beloved plants to her chest and wailing like a lost child. Gaia had spent two days meticulously going through the plants and potting up any that she thought might live, while her mom went into some kind of stupor, rending her useless to everyone.

To ease her worry, Gaia had constructed a makeshift greenhouse, with Johnny’s help. Dear Johnny, he was always there for her. Always willing to help her and make her happy. Why had she left him? Traded him for this alien creature whose only sign of emotions were the colours that rushed across his skin.

“Are you ready?” he asked, and she realised he had been staring at her for some time.

“Yes. Please, let’s go.” At least seeing the planet would take her mind off her old life. She had to learn to embrace her future, but that would have been much easier if this was her home now. Instead, all she had to look forward to was the inside of a space cruiser and an alien who didn’t speak very much.

After living in the same town with the same people for her whole life, it was going to be difficult to adjust to being in Rikka’s company. Let alone in his bed.

At this thought, her body reacted in an unexpected way. Her stomach clenched, filled with a kind of longing, a need to mean something to him. To break through his reserve and be the person he looked forward to seeing everyday. She wanted what her mom had never had. 

Weren’t children supposed to repeat their parents’ mistakes?

Yes. That was the old saying. Only Gaia was going to do things slightly differently. She was going to know who the father of her child was, know where he was; it wasn’t as if this Karalian was about to run off and leave her holding the baby. However, she would still be alone. Because he did not appear to want to make any kind of relationship with her.

She shook her head, angry with herself. Maybe he didn’t know what to say, how to behave. She was probably the first female he had ever been this close to. There were so few lottery winners on Karal that there was a good chance he had never seen, or at least spoken, to a woman before. 

Feeling a little better, she decided that it was up to her to make their relationship work. If he couldn’t learn to love, could they at least learn to be friends?

“Your planet is very beautiful.” She looked out of the window, leaving her thoughts of their future behind to concentrate on the present.

“Thank you,” he said, looking around him at the vibrant greens dotted with trees. “I don’t really think of it in that way.”

“How do you think of it?” she asked, wanting to know how this big brutish male’s mind worked.

“I don’t know.” He frowned, looking confused. “I protect it, but not because it is beautiful, but because it is my home. The place where the Karal have always lived.”

“My home is grey. It’s depressing to look at. But your planet is full of colour and life. I have never seen so many greens.” She pointed out of the window to where a flock of birds danced in circles around each other. “I have never seen so many birds. In my whole life I have seen ten, that is all.”

“Ten. At once?” he asked.

“No. Ten in total.” Shaking her head, she continued. “I can’t think I will ever take it for granted, as long as I live here.”

“It is different for you. And maybe now I have seen the ruin of your Earth, I will not take my planet for granted anymore,” he said.

“Then maybe I have changed you already,” she said, seeing his face darken and blue skim across his cheeks. He didn’t want to be changed, and she could understand that; he was a proud man, the Karal were a proud species.

Trying to smooth things out, she said, “But I know what you mean, how easy it is to take things for granted. When you see something every day, you get used to it. Like this space cruiser. To you it is normal, to get inside a tin machine and fly to distant moons. But to us on Earth, it is an amazing machine that we could only dream of being able to invent.”

He studied her carefully, a brief flash of blue, intense as it flicked like a tic on his neck, told her he was at least listening to what she said and thinking about it. Glad she hadn’t completely alienated him, she carried on.

“In the same way, we take our planet for granted. We know that the air will be polluted, that the food will be made of chemicals rather than the real thing. So when we come here to Karal, it is so amazing. The food we ate earlier was the first real vegetables I have eaten for over a year.” 

“So you think that because we see our planet every day, we do not appreciate how alive it is?” he asked. “For some of us, that might be true. But for the warriors, and all of those who have travelled to your Earth, that is not how we think.”

“I see. Because you leave here and see other planets.” She thought about that for a while as he flew lower. “Have you ever found a planet more beautiful?”

“No.” He shook his head, and she believed him, especially when he added, “You are right. Karal is beautiful. There is never anything better than coming home. Especially when you have sights like this to see.”

She looked to where he pointed. There was a large herd of the animals she had seen earlier walking across the grasslands below. Their bodies resembled elephants, while the necks were long. They walked together, big and small, stopping to eat the grass. It was an amazing sight, and she found herself unbuckling her seatbelt and pressing her face to the window to see them more clearly.

“Wow. They are amazing,” she said. “Do you have lots of animals on Karal? I mean big, wild animals like this.”

“Many. The grasslands are filled with them and the forests too. So many, we are sure there are some we have never seen. The forests are so thick it would take weeks, months even, to walk to the centre.”

“I would love to see trees. Do we have time?” she asked.

The ship lifted and they flew higher once more. “Yes. We have until tomorrow morning. Okil has brought the launch forward, but for now, the time is our own. I have food on board, and blankets. We can sleep on the cruiser, if need be.”

“Or under the stars,” Gaia said wistfully. “You can’t see them from Earth. The pollution cloud blocks them out. My mom used to show them to me when I was younger. I still picture them sometimes. When I go to bed and close my eyes.”

“The stars will not be the same as those you see from Earth. But that is not to say they are not equal in their beauty. We can head to the forest and camp outside if you prefer. Something I haven’t done since my father died.”

“I’m sorry. I mean, I never thought of you having parents. Stupid, isn’t it.” 

“The Karal need two parents, just like humans,” he said, and she caught a hint of amusement in his voice.

“Obviously. That is, after all, the sole reason I am here, isn’t it?” Gaia asked. “If Karalians could perfect a way of not needing human females, then we would be left to die on Earth.”

He didn’t answer, mulling something over in his head, and she found herself more and more fascinated by him. He might not talk much, but that didn’t mean he didn’t think deeply about what she said. 

“You are wrong. The Hier Council must think there are other reasons humans are worth saving. That is why we are going on our mission.”

“Wait. You mean your species doesn’t need us?” she asked, not sure she understood his cryptic reply.

“I have been told that there is a way we might be able to reintroduce our own females. We would no longer have to rely on humans. But still, our mission stands. You are lucky that Okil and the Hier Council are in your favour. If not, then the mission would be delayed and your people would not be given a new chance.”

“How?” she asked. “After all this time you won’t need us? Why have you never perfected this before, if you knew there was a way?” Had the Karal been lying to humans all along? Was it possible they were more sinister than she thought? “Are you experimenting on us?”

“No. And yes. From what I can tell it was an accident, with the first lottery winner. It will pave the way for our species to be self-sufficient once more.” He banked the space cruiser and headed down towards the ground, only it wasn’t the ground. Instead, a high canopy of trees appeared, the leaves like green fluffy clouds all moving as one with the breeze, which blew gently over them.

“I didn’t know. I thought you needed us and that was what this mission was about,” she said. “I heard the President announcing it was your intention, but no one told us the missions had started.”

“The Council have their reasons. They do not have to share everything with us, in the same way I doubt your President shares everything with you.”

She laughed bitterly. “In that we are together. Presidents, governments, councils. They all have their own agenda, don’t they? We are just the little ants who work to keep the world running while they make these life-changing decisions.” She sat back up, looking sadly out of the window. “I can’t believe this is what Earth would have been like once.”

“Now there is nothing left,” he stated.

“No, All used, all gone.” She looked at the trees. At the flock of colourful birds streaming up from the branches, scared by the space cruiser as they flew over. “I think it’s time I forgot about Earth. It’s too beautiful here to dwell on what was. My mom always told me to live in the present, and that is what I need to do.”

He pushed the throttle forward and they went lower, the trees thinning to reveal a clearing, into which he carefully guided the cruiser. Then he switched off the engine, turning to look at her in such a way that she knew he had not brought her here to simply look at the trees.

 


Chapter Twelve – Rikka

 

She stirred his loins, making his cock harden. He had sat close to her, smelt her scent, listened to her soft voice, and now he wanted to taste her, kiss her, make her his. Mixed in with the need to protect her was a need to claim her. She was his female, his mate, and it was time to find out what kind of woman she was beneath her tattered grey clothes.

“Let’s go out beneath the trees,” he said. “There is a pool we can swim in.”

“A pool?” She undid her seatbelt and stood up. “On Earth there is no water source clean enough to swim in.”

“Then you will like this one.” He walked to the ramp and pressed the button, waiting patiently while it lowered to the ground.

“I have no swimsuit,” she said. “I could swim in my underwear and then let it dry, I suppose.”

“I was thinking of us swimming naked,” he said, his eyes raking her body and leaving her in no doubt what he expected. She blushed beautifully, a soft shade of pink creeping over her flesh. He longed to touch her skin and feel the heat that his fingers would bring in their wake.

“Naked,” she breathed. “I … of course.”

“I won’t hurt you, Gaia,” he said gently. Or at least her tried to make it sound gentle, but his voice caught in his throat as it constricted with a deep primal desire to throw her to the floor and make her submit to him right this minute.

“I suppose, since we are going into space together, I will have to learn to trust you.”

“As I must learn to trust you, Gaia. I am used to relying on my own kind. You are as alien to me as I am to you.”

“I understand,” she said. Then she took a deep breath, dropped her pack onto the floor—a symbolic gesture of her trust, for she had clung to her pack as if it was a safety line.

“Come. It is beautiful here.” He led the way down the ramp and across the clearing with its springy grass. She stopped and, much to his amusement, sat down, taking off her shoes and then placing her bare feet on the green grass.

“It prickles,” she said, wriggling her toes. Then she closed her eyes and stood still, taking in a deep breath. “My mom used to tell me that, years ago, you could feel the life force through the ground. As if you could connect to the Earth’s energy.”

“I can understand how you can look at the planet as if it had a life of its own,” Rikka said. “But in reality it is a lump of rock floating in space.”

“And there was me thinking you were a romantic,” she said opening her eyes and smiling at him. 

The tension he had felt passed. She was different to anyone else he had ever met. Not just because she was female, but because she thought of life in a different way to him. Gaia promised laughter and light, of sunny days romping in green meadows. What scared him was he wanted to see the same light in himself, but he didn’t know if it existed.

“I do not know of your romance,” he said simply.

“Then I will teach you,” she said, running lightly across the grass towards the pool. There she stopped, staring in wonder at the water. “It’s so clear. I can see right down to the bottom. Is that a fish?”

“Yes,” he said, coming to stand next to her. “Do not be afraid, the fish will not hurt you.”

“I’m not afraid. I’ve never seen anything like it. Pictures, but not an actual fish. They don’t breathe with lungs, do they?” She knelt down on the bank of the pool, and stared at the silver fish as it darted away.

“No. They have gills.” He sat and watched her, as fascinated by her face as she was by the fish. “I heard that your planet had no animals left, but I didn’t know it was true. I thought that it was a ruse to get us to help you.”

Tears of joy shone in her eyes as she looked up at him. “No. It is not some plot to fool you. We have ruined our planet, which is why I am happy to be going with you. I wasn’t at first. But to think we could go and find a new home for humans, that they could experience the same joy, the same wonder, at being on a planet like this. Well. It makes any sacrifice I make worthwhile.”

She placed her hand on his, squeezing it while her eyes held his. That part in him that wanted to be romantic, stirred. He leaned forward and kissed her for the first time, a soft sigh escaping her lips. And in that one kiss he wondered who was surrendering to whom.

 


Chapter Thirteen – Gaia

 

His mouth was insistent, his lips warm as they pressed against hers. She closed her eyes and leaned her body towards his, wanting to feel his life force through her skin. He was as magnificent as the silver fish, as beautiful as the arunda, and he was hers.

She pressed her hands against his chest, feeling his heartbeat, strong and rhythmical, increasing in speed as his tongue moved to explore her mouth. Content. For the first time in forever she would gladly lie down and never move again. If she died now in this moment, she would be happy. And in a way this was a death; it was the end of the old Gaia and the beginning of a new life.

His hands were on her shirt, undoing the mismatched buttons that she had sewn on to keep her shirt functional. One at a time he opened them, revealing her skin, and then the top of her grey bra. His hands roamed her flesh, making her body sing.

Rikka became more urgent, his hands almost tearing the thin fabric of her clothes as he raced to make her naked before him. This was it. Her head hammered the words round and round. He planned to take her, make her his. She found she wanted that too. More than anything, she wanted them to make a life, a new life, a child. How wonderful to give birth to a son who would live on this extraordinary planet.

Live in the present, the voice in her head that sounded so much like her mom’s whispered, making her reconnect with her body and how Rikka was making her feel.

Half-naked, he had removed her shirt and now his hands fumbled with her bra, until her breast spilled out into his hands. His thick thumbs brushed her nipples, making her arch her back as she offered herself to him. Lowering his head, he kissed the tips of each one in turn until he became braver, and he used the flat of his tongue to lick the taut buds. Stabs of desire shot out from her breasts to mingle with the ache in her sex. She wanted him with every fibre of her being, and now it was her turn to drag his clothes from his body.

Clutching the hem of his T-shirt, she hauled it up over his head. His hands left her breasts. He slid back, lifting his arms so she could slide his T-shirt up over his arms. As soon as he was free of it, he bent to once more nurse on her tortured breasts. Gaia slipped her hands over his smooth skin, urging him to take her, to make love to her.

“Please,” she whispered when the need for him became too much. Her clit throbbed with such intensity, she needed some kind of relief and he was the only one capable of giving her what she craved. Who would have thought that this earth girl, who only hours ago had been filled with such reservations, would now be so easy that she was begging her alien to take her?

Rikka lifted his head, his eyes meeting hers as he sought to understand her. He was surprised. Had he been taught that she would likely be so unwilling that he might even have to force himself on her?

“I want you, Rikka. It’s why I came here. I want our child, I want to feel a new life inside me.” She slid her hand up over his thigh and found the incredible hardness of his cock. There she stroked him, up and down, squeezing him until he groaned with need. 

Rikka tore her pants open, tugging them down over her hips, her panties going too, as he stripped her naked. And finally, with one upward stroke his fingers touched her clit for the first, amazing, time. Stars exploded. She closed her eyes and pictured the constellations in her head and then watched them fly apart one by one as his fingers pushed into her deeper, rougher, until he tore her innocence.

The shock was unexpected, so this was what the others had meant about it stinging. Her body contracted in defence of the invasion, and she cried out. Rikka slid his fingers out of her, a look of panic on his face.

“I have hurt you,” he said.

“No, it’s OK. But I need a minute.” Her breathing was coming in short, sharp bursts as she fought to control her panic. If he had hurt her with his fingers what would it be like when he entered her for the first time with his big alien cock?

Rikka sat back, looking worried. She couldn’t read his thoughts, and was scared she had lost him and cursed her naïve reaction. However, he had been with the sim on several occasions, and the sim had taught him there were many ways to please a woman. 

“I can make it easier. I can help you relax.” He knelt before her, his hands pressing her knees apart. She wanted to draw them back together to protect herself from his gaze, but he was firm and she couldn’t fight him. She had to trust him, she reminded herself.

But when he leaned forward, his breath warm on her thigh, she wondered what the hell he was going to do. Then his mouth covered her clit, his tongue sliding out to lick the small bundle of nerves until she thought she would explode. Yet she held herself together, wanting more. So much more.

Rikka slipped one finger inside her, working it deeper inside, while his mouth licked and nipped her clit and her outer lips. Swollen, engorged with desire, her sex throbbed as he took her closer and closer to the abyss. Licking, sucking, another finger pushing inside her, to stretch her inner walls. Gaia plunged her fingers into his hair, holding his head in place and then her orgasm hit her hard.

Rikka prolonged her orgasm, his fingers probing deeper, as she came around them. Her sex clenched tighter, then released as he slid his fingers in and out, her voice rising as she came. 

She wanted to beg him to stop, and beg him to continue forever, her brain lost to the confusing thoughts he drew from her. Gently he eased back, letting her come back down to earth. Her breathing was ragged, tears welling in her eyes as her orgasm passed, leaving her feeling drained.

Gaia moved, feeling the hard press of his cock against her thigh and felt guilty that he had not satisfied himself, but had made sure she had felt a wonderful release. She moved her hand, touching him, but he stopped her.

“Let’s swim first,” he said and moved away, taking his clothes off so she could gaze on his wonderful body. And his big, hard cock. Wow. It was a different shape to what she had expected, the shaft covered in hard ridges, while the head was large, bulbous, and engorged with blood. She swallowed down her panic. Other Earth woman had been able to accommodate a Karalian, so why shouldn’t she?

Still she was glad to put off having him inside her. Swimming in the pool was just what she needed. 

The water was so cold on her heated skin. It took her breath away. And then she realised she could stand up, and disappeared under the water. Kicking, splashing, she panicked as the water filled her lungs. And then he was there, holding her, lifting her out of danger.

“Can’t you swim?” he asked, sounding annoyed.

“No. Never learned. I never thought … I’m sorry.” She rested her head on his chest, and said, “I have so much to learn. I feel like a child again.”

“I think we both have a lot to learn,” he said, holding her close as he kept them both afloat.

“I’m glad you’re mine, Rikka. I was scared, but we can make this work, can’t we?” she asked in a small voice, the chill of the water making her teeth chatter.

“Yes. I think we can,” he said. And then he hesitated and said, “I am glad you are mine too, Gaia.”

His words warmed her, while around her the silver fish danced in the cold clear pool. Maybe she ought to pinch herself to check she wasn’t dreaming. At that moment, she felt her mom’s spirit around her and knew she was blessed.

 


Chapter Fourteen – Rikka

 

He lifted her from the water, laying her down on her back on the soft grass. His body hovered over hers, and she opened her thighs, allowing him to nestle between them. They were moving as one as though they had been together for their whole lives instead of strangers who had just met.

Rikka moved forward, the head of his cock big as it brushed against her inner walls. She tensed. He stopped and kissed her lips, then down her neck and finally he kissed her breasts, sucking her nipples until she was writhing beneath him. 

He pushed in deeper, feeling her inner walls gripping him, tight as he invaded her. Pulling back, he felt her relax, and then he lunged forward, thrusting into her sex. Her back arched, and he moved back again, and then inched further forward inside her. Over and over, he patiently took her, his body tense with concentration. He had to keep himself tightly controlled or else he would hurt her by taking her too quickly.

Empty and full. Tight and then yielding, she slowly accepted him. Her nails dug into his back, and his colours rose to meet the places on his skin where her fingers touched him. The more his climax grew in intensity, the more his colours became out of control. 

When he lifted his head and looked at her, he saw the wonder in her eyes, and in those eyes he saw himself reflected. Reds and golds, like soft clouds, floated across his face. With each hard thrust, stars burst out, little pinpricks of blue and green. She lifted her head and pressed her lips to his, and he felt the static electricity between them as they met.

His body was alive with a power he had never experienced, and it would be so easy to fall in to her way of thinking, to see himself as connected to the cosmos in some small way. Yet that was a thing of the imagination and dreams and he was a warrior, cast in a role that begged him to live in reality, in a world of science and math.

Harder, deeper, he took her, casting aside those stupid feelings she evoked in him. This was what he was, a male of his species whose sole aim was to procreate with a female from another planet. There didn’t have to be anything else between them, but as his climax was reached, his cock swelled, held in place so his seed would pump deep into her womb, he had to fight hard not to see the miracle of life, the creation of life, which was perhaps happening right now.

For surely conceiving a child was a miracle. That the two of them could fit together so perfectly that a new being, a child in his image, could be made, had to be some gift from a greater power.

“That was wonderful,” she said as she lay in his arms, both of them completely sated.

“Yes. It was,” he agreed, rolling over to lie on his back. He needed to put some distance between them or a barrier up so he didn’t feed off her thoughts and her feelings.

“Where amongst the stars are we going?” she asked.

He looked up, searching through the tiny pinpricks of light. “There,” he pointed. 

“What is the constellation called?” she asked.

“Constellation?” he asked.

“Yes. See, the stars over there are grouped like a shovel. Can you see it?” she pointed to the star and then made an outline.

“That is the stupidest thing I have ever heard,” he said.

She laughed. “On Earth the stars are arranged into constellations with stories behind them. Don’t you do that?”

“No. A star is a star. A planet is a planet. We do not need stories. As I said before, they are simply lumps of rock or big gas giants. They are not alive, and they do not need fairy tales to make them alive.”

She sat up, looking down on him. “I’m sorry. I thought it would be fun to make some up so we can show them to our child.”

He rolled over, and then stood up, going around to gather their clothes even though it was dark. He passed her clothes to her, hating to watch her cover her voluptuous body, but needing a barrier of clothing between them to ward off the deep feelings he had for her.

“You will not fill our child’s head with such nonsense.” He thrust his arms into his shirt and pulled it over his head. “We do not live in the same world you left. And you will obey me in this.”

“You aren’t allowed to tell your children stories?” she asked incredulously.

“We tell them stores, but stories based in truth. It is far better to tell a child a story of how the floveris fly, than to invent something and give confusion.”

“I see. Didn’t your father tell you stories of make-believe?” she asked.

“No,” he replied but then hesitated. Was that a lie? Didn’t he recall sitting on the beach with the ocean in front of them and his father telling him about a man who lived in the ocean? A man who protected the small fish from the big fish so they didn’t all get eaten. He had told Rikka that the warriors were the same as that old man, that their job was to protect the smallest of people from the big giants of the solar system.

His father had been right in his story. There were things out in the universe that were bigger even than the Karal, and certainly bigger than the humans. Was it not the Karal’s job to take care of these smaller people?

Yet that was not what his training as a warrior had led him to. No, instead they were always told that they were to do everything for the Karal alone. Any technology that they might need was theirs to take, if it meant their species grew stronger. 

At no point were they taught to be altruistic, and so the Hier Council’s ruling about helping humans made less sense to him. Had the whole of the Karalian race experienced this shift since the first human had walked amongst them? Or at least those who had females?

Did the coming of the females from Earth symbolise a small avalanche of pebbles, which would turn into a landslide capable of washing away all that the Karal had stood for?

 


Chapter Fifteen – Gaia

 

It was late morning by the time all the equipment had been stowed on the cruiser and they were ready to depart. For the most part, Gaia had stood in the sidelines and watched, feeling useless. As she went over Rikka’s words from yesterday, she realised this was probably how she was going to feel for most of the trip. If she couldn’t use any of the controls, what exactly was her role on this mission?

To lie in his bed and let him make love to her whenever he wanted. That was her suspicion: she was here to breed with, to be a distraction from the day-to-day boredom of life aboard a space cruiser.

“Are you excited?” Okil said. He had turned up at the breeding house about an hour ago and had taken Rikka aside to talk to. She hadn’t been able to hear what was being said, and for a while wondered if the mission was about to be cancelled; the discussion had become heated at times. From a Karalian point of view, anyway. 

There had been no raised voices, but both of them had trouble controlling their colours. Bright flashes intermingled with muted clouds of blue. She closed her eyes and recalled the touch of him last night. The way his skin seemed to vibrate as she ran her fingers over his flesh, the way he moved inside of her, so patient and so tender.

Then, afterwards, they had lain in each other’s arms. Before she had said something to upset him. She still couldn’t put her finger on it, but she was sure it was to do with his upbringing. Once on board the space cruiser, he might open up to her, talk about his childhood. There would be enough hours in the day to fill, of that she was sure.

“Excited?” she said, in answer to Okil’s question. “I’m not sure.”

“Rikka is a good man,” Okil said. “He is a brave warrior; he will look after you.”

“That’s not what worries me.” Gaia decided to be frank with Okil. She had nothing to lose. Unless he made her stay behind, which was doubtful so late in preparations.

“Then what does worry you, Gaia? I know this has all been placed on your shoulders suddenly.”

“It’s not that. It’s knowing that you are a pawn in someone else’s game. A game you have no knowledge of, not just the rules, but the aim. What is at stake here, Okil? Rikka hasn’t really said anything, but hints here and there, tell me this is bigger than me. Bigger than you.”

“It is. And I wish I could be honest with you, Gaia. I have a part to play, as have you. My part is often hard; I have to be forceful when I would rather be nice.”

She smiled at him. “I never expected a Karalian to ever admit to wanting to be nice.”

“It is what I would be. Treat you with more respect, tell you everything. But if I am seen as weak, my place in all of this will be diminished.” He took a deep breath before continuing. “Rikka has told you about the chances of us being able to produce our own females once more?”

“Yes. He mentioned the possibility. But not the details,” she said, hoping this was not news to Okil. The last thing she needed was to get Rikka into trouble. An angry Karalian, that would not make for a pleasant journey into deep space.

“Once Elissa has her child we will know if she is viable. From there Darl will perfect a procedure which all females from Earth will be encouraged to undergo.”

“So that they have a girl?” Gaia asked.

“One girl, one boy. That is our hope. We can maintain our population, and never have to travel out into deep space on a fruitless mission for females,” Okil said, sounding thankful, yet sad.

“And you won’t need humans.” She saw it now. Okil loved humans, but if they could trigger the birth of females of their own, the people of Earth would be obsolete in their usefulness.

“No,” he confirmed. “But until the first generation of girls reach maturity, which in our species is not until they are hundred years old, then we will not know if they are fertile.”

“Wait … you are one hundred years old?” she asked incredulously. He didn’t look a day over twenty-five.

“Yes. We age slowly until we reach our prime, and then we have children and the aging process speeds up. I will age at the same rate as you now my prime is upon me.”

“I see.”

“But once the first girl is born, many of my people will want us to wait, and not support humans in their quest for survival. This is why the missions are being sent out in such a quick rotation. If we had more time, we would wait for each one to return, take their data into account and then send out the next mission.”

“Does that mean you have no contact with any of the missions once they are launched?” Gaia asked.

“Occasionally beacons will send back data the cruisers transmit. It depends on where a ship is in relation to the beacons and whether other wormholes are open.” He hesitated, and then went on quickly. “Our concern is that we should have had some contact with the first mission. It left five days ago, but there seems to be a disturbance.”

“And we are going to check it out?”

“No, the Council will not allow that. It has been decided that the missions should continue as they were scheduled. In the meantime we will monitor all systems.”

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked.

“Because the cruiser is not programmed to allow you to operate it.”

“I know.” Why would that matter to Okil, she wondered.

He looked around furtively, and green glowed along his cheekbones. “I have asked Rikka to override the controls. Once you have travelled a safe distance, he is to override the system. That way if anything happens to him, you will be able to take control of the ship.”

She took a step back, as if he had hit her in the solar plexus. “And he doesn’t want to?”

“No. At least he feels it is dangerous. Plus, if he does, he may be grounded on his return.”

“You mean it will ruin his career?” she asked, concerned.

“Possibly. It is forbidden for our technology to be passed to other species. Particularly humans.”

“Why?” she asked, but he didn’t answer. As she thought about the situation, it became clearer. “You don’t trust us. This is why Earth doesn’t know about these missions. It’s not because the President is keeping the news to himself, it’s because he doesn’t know they have begun. So he can’t somehow rig the lottery and send a woman who might take control of your technology. Is that it?”

“I cannot confirm that, Gaia,” Okil said. 

“No. It’s OK. I understand. Most people on Earth don’t trust a man who manages to maintain his health at the expense of his people. His nice green lawn, his food always fresh…” She didn’t go on, most humans felt a bitter resentment toward him. Only the arrival of the Karal had propped up his leadership. They had given the people of Earth hope, and the President had milked it for all he was worth, making himself out to be the saviour of the human race. Gaia believed he was capable of anything.

“But when we discover a new planet. What then?” she asked. Gaia would hate for the President to gain control of a planet like Karal.

“You are looking at the new governor.” He smiled broadly. “And don’t think it’s because I am in favour with the Hierarchy. I am being exiled to the new planet. Tikki, my partner, and I will be in charge.”

She placed her hand on his arm, feeling a surge of pride emanating from him. “I think that is a good idea. Thank you for explaining how things lie. And how much is resting on this mission.”

“But above all, Gaia. You must come home. No matter what happens, how badly damaged you might be, it is imperative that this mission returns. Because for every one that fails, the chances of us holding the Council together in their support of humans wanes.”

“I understand.” Yes. She understood it all now. And as her eyes locked with Rikka’s, she wondered if he was for her, or against her, now.


Chapter Sixteen – Rikka

 

“Ready to launch,” he said. He waited, listening for permission to leave Karal. 

“Permission to launch,” came back the voice from the tower.

He throttled forward, feeling the engines building up power, and then he released the cruiser, feeling it crouch like a cat about to pounce before it shot off into the air. Next to him, a pale-looking Gaia gripped the arms of her seat as she tried to withstand the g force.

“It didn’t seem so bad when we left Earth,” she said.

“We have a lot more equipment and supplies. The ship is heavier so we need the increased build-up.”

“Right,” she said and then clamped her mouth shut.

He kept his hand on the control stick and his eyes on the instruments. The Karal left their planet many times, but it didn’t mean that any trip wasn’t without its dangers. The atmosphere was still a layer of gas, which would love to rip the cruiser apart. They were a foreign body in the protective layer around the planet, and it would burn them up if he got it wrong.

The cruiser trembled, and then they were flung through the other side and out into the nothingness of space. He let out a pent-up breath. This was it; they were on their way. Going on a mission he wasn’t sure he believed in.

The Karal, particularly the warriors, were very insular. All that mattered was their species and it’s survival. It was how they had been brought up to be. In some ways, it could be blamed on their lack of females. It had given them both a lack of compassion, and an underlying need for their species to survive at all costs.

If they were not hardened, how could they go to another planet and round up females? Rip them away from everything they knew and take them to Karal? There to breed with as they saw fit.

He glanced at Gaia. Rikka could not even begin to think how terrible it would be to have to mate with a woman who was tied down, legs spread apart so they could be raped by an alien. That was what had happened more than once in their past. That was what had happened to his mother.

“Are you OK?” she asked.

He smiled, the colours rushing into his face, scared that she had read his thoughts, happy that she showed him concern, when it should be him asking her if she was OK. This was second nature to him. Going off into space was what he had done all of his adult life. Yet this was only the second time she had been off solid ground.

“Yes. We travel out towards the far star,” he pointed into the distance. The star was a couple of hours away. “And then we enter a wormhole. We have to deploy the beacons to open it.”

“Wow. You can control the beacons from the cruiser?” she asked.

“Yes. Well, only enough to open them and keep them open if we need to.” He checked the readings on the control panel. “They are like living beings, all of them behave differently. Some open and close so regularly it is as if they are breathing. Some open so rarely we cannot use them with any degree of safety.”

“You mean we could get trapped in one if it closed on us?”

“Yes. Although we could escape, but we would be stuck in the middle of nowhere.”

“To me all of space is the middle of nowhere,” she said. “It’s not until you leave your home planet that you realise how vast space is. It’s never-ending.”

He undid his seatbelt and rose from his seat. “It is a straightforward journey to our first wormhole. I will show you the ship while we have some free time.”

“OK.” She followed him as he took her into the kitchen, then the bathroom, and finally the bedroom. “It all seems straightforward,” she said, eyeing the one bed.

“Okil spoke to you,” Rikka said, drawing her attention away from her daydream where he was throwing her on the bed and using his mouth on her…

“Yes,” she said, her voice husky. Clearing her throat, she repeated the word. “Yes.”

“He wants me to override the cruiser’s systems,” Rikka confirmed what Okil had already told her.

“Yes. But he said you would be grounded if you did. I don’t know if I can ask you to do something that might put you in jeopardy when we return.” 

“At first I was against it.” He leaned against the doorframe, watching her, wishing he had time to make love to her. Instead, he continued, “It is a wise move. You would be stranded in space if anything happened to me.”

“It won’t. Out of both of us, who is more likely to get into trouble?” she asked.

“We don’t know what lies in front of us. And I think I will be safe when we return. The ruling must have come from the Council.” He shouldn’t share this information with her; he knew it was wrong.

“Then why the secrecy?” she asked.

“Because the Council has to tread carefully. They cannot risk a revolt, and that might happen if others find out the Council have given their permission for you to use the controls in this ship.” He must not say more. She wasn’t from his planet and he didn’t trust her enough to speak to her openly about the ways of his world. As a warrior, his loyalty to the Council was everything. 

“Always politics,” she said.

“Yes. One day you will understand what it is like to live on Karal. Our son will be brought up to follow the Council’s rule, as must we all. It is how things have always been.”

“No democracy on Karal, then,” she said.

“No. Is that how Earth is ruled?” he countered.

“Yes, the President is elected,” she confirmed.

“And yet as you said yourself, he lines his own nest.”

She smiled at his Earth phrase; he had learned that one from Okil yesterday. “I cannot argue with you there, Rikka.”

“You should never argue with me. I am always right.” His kept his face perfectly straight, watching the emotions race across her face.

“I will remind you of that when I am the one that gets us out of trouble.”

He shook his head. “That will never happen. I am experienced in space travel; you are not. This will be a straightforward journey.” He turned to walk away, but when she spoke he halted.

“Okil told me what he feared. About the other mission.”

Rikka turned back to her. “It may be nothing. We must deal with what is in front of us. And when we return we will have more understanding about what may have befallen the other mission. Until then, we carry on as normal.”

She didn’t argue. But he could tell she was spooked, and he silently berated Okil for telling her information she had no reason to hear. He might have been ordered to override the controls, but that did not make her his equal. Nothing ever would.

 


Chapter Seventeen – Gaia

 

The first wormhole had been thrilling. Colours spiralling all around them as they travelled deeper and deeper into space. Only when they burst out the other side did she feel a rush of anxiety; they were a very long way away from anyone else. Out here, anything could happen and they might never be found. Never be heard from again.

“Doesn’t it ever scare you?” she asked him.

“I never think of it,” he replied. “In space you must learn to live day by day.”

But for Gaia that day-by-day living became like a small step towards death with each passing hour. Even on Earth where there was so much decay, she could sense life. Other people, the plants she managed to keep alive: all had an energy she had become accustomed to. When she had landed on Karal, she had felt that life force magnified. Now it was gone.

All she had to cling to was Rikka. And she found herself turning to him for comfort far more than she ever thought she would. If she had her way, they would never leave the bed. Instead, they would lie in each other’s arms, her head on his chest as she listened to his heartbeat. Or he would be inside her, filling her with his seed. A thing he didn’t object to.

“I cannot tell if it is your touch or your taste, but you are an addiction,” he said, his lips travelling down her spine as she lay face down with her head resting on the pillow.

“Are you complaining, alien?” she teased, shifting her body, opening her thighs for him to slide his fingers between.

“I may if you do not let me fuck you,” he said, and pressed his finger inside her, withdrawing it and then tasting her juices on his tongue.

“Have I ever denied you?” she asked, whimpering when he pushed two fingers inside her and moved them roughly in and out.

“No. Because you are as addicted as I am.” Without waiting for her to answer, he raised her up, so she knelt before him, and spread her knees apart. In one swift movement he entered her, the big head of his cock grazing her inner walls.

“I am. I want you inside me all the time, to feel you come inside me,” she gasped as he rammed his cock into her, up to the hilt.

“That is one thing I can guarantee,” he said. “There is nothing I want more than to come deep inside you. We may have already made a child. But I still want to make love to you.”

The computer had told them she was pregnant two days ago. She hadn’t expected it to happen so quickly. But she had been overwhelmed by the joy on Rikka’s face. And also pleased that he still wanted her in his bed, even though he didn’t need to make love to her anymore.

He lunged into her, and she lowered her head, pressing it to the pillow and letting out a long, low moan as he thrust hard and deep into her sex. His fingers dug into her hips, little jolts of electricity passing through them into her nerve endings as he gripped her. Harder he took her, and she braced herself, knowing how strong he was, and how liable he was to lose control.

It made her arousal kick up a notch, knowing just how much he craved her in the same way she craved him. With every stroke of his cock she thanked the doctor, Darl, for being so good at matching two creatures, so very different, and yet so perfect together.

His breath was coming in gasps now; she knew the signs that he was about to come. She also knew he would make it perfect for her. He enjoyed her coming around his cock, and so he slipped his hand forward, around her thigh and pressed it against her clit. 

He was a god with his hands. Rubbing, hard and then soft, his finger pressing against the sensitive nerve endings, and then he eased off to touch her gently. Her brain was constantly thrown off course and, eventually, gave in to the inevitable, and her body exploded.

A chain reaction ensued, his cock swelled, and he pumped his seed into her. Endlessly her orgasm lasted, and Rikka moved his hands, stroking her breasts as they hung beneath her, his fingers tweaking her nipples cruelly, until the exquisiteness of the pain made a second orgasm hit her.

Groaning, he lunged forward, his cock now moving freely, his seed spent. In these moments he would ride her until she begged him to stop, her exhaustion too much after an endless chain of orgasms. His body could not be more perfect, more better designed, to please that of a human female.

“I should go and check the systems,” he said, moving away from her.

Gaia grabbed him and pulled him back to her. “One more minute. It’s not as if anything is going to happen. Nothing has for over ten days. Unless you count going through three wormholes. How many of those things are there?” she asked.

He slumped down beside her. “Thousands. More than we could ever count, really, because they open and close all the time. The Karal have only mapped so many. And only gone so far. There gets to a point where you are travelling too far away.”

“What do you mean?” she asked, stroking his chest and kissing her nipples, nipping them until he squirmed in her arms.

“Damn it, woman, you are insatiable.” He turned her onto her back and positioned his body between her thighs and she knew he would soon be hard and ready for her once more. 

“And you wouldn’t want me to be any different,” she said, her hand sliding down between their bodies to wrap around his cock.

“No. I wouldn’t. But I have to go.” He kissed her mouth and then rolled out of bed. “We have another wormhole to navigate in an hour. I have left it late enough to do system checks.”

“I’ll come watch,” she said, grabbing her clothes and quickly putting them on. When she had boarded the cruiser, she had been surprised to find the Karal had furnished her with a selection of clothes. Mainly pants and T-shirts, but there was one feminine outfit, a dress, one that flattered her figure in all the right places.

Rikka had told her it was a gift from Okil and Tikki. “To wear when we discover the new Earth,” he told her. As the days wore on, she began to believe that was never going to happen, but every couple of days she took it out and held it against her body, swinging around to watch the fabric float around her knees. It was the most beautiful dress she had ever owned.

As she shrugged on her overalls, she couldn’t stop herself from hoping that the day she would be able to put that dress on was close. Because she was beginning to go stir-crazy.

“How much longer to the wormhole?” she asked as they flew on, the space around them particularly empty. It was one thing she had struggled with: the vast areas with nothing but pinpricks of light in the distance, reinforcing their isolation.

“Another thirty minutes,” he said, stretching.

“And the planet we are aiming for is how much farther?” she asked.

He grinned at her question. “Do you think our child will ask the same questions repeated over and over again?” he asked.

“I expect so. He’s bound to pick up all of his mom’s bad habits,” she said, settling down into her seat. 

“Do you want to go through the system checks?” he asked. “It will give you something to preoccupy you.”

“No. I told you I don’t want to touch the systems at all. I know you reprogrammed them, but I’m still not comfortable using anything that might get you into trouble.”

“That happened the moment I overrode the system.”

“Well, if I don’t use anything, maybe they will think it’s a glitch and you won’t get into trouble.”

“If that makes you happy. Then we will do it your way.”

He sat down and began to check through the systems. Gaia sat and watched him. She might not actually do the checks, but she had learned so much by watching him, she was confident she could carry them out alone if she needed to. 

It wasn’t as though he hadn’t encouraged her to use any of the cruiser’s controls; however, the ship recorded all the procedures carried out. Gaia hoped that by not touching the controls, the Hier Council might overlook Rikka overriding the systems. Unless they really had given the order for Rikka to do it, but she didn’t want to take any risks. There was so much hidden from her, so much that went unsaid between the Karal, that she wanted to be cautious, unless a situation arose which forced her to take the controls.

And so far, her new ability to command the cruiser had seemed unimportant. The mission had been verging on boring. Apart from the sex, of course.

 


Chapter Eighteen – Rikka

 

Everything appeared to be functioning correctly. He checked the final adjustments, ready for entry into the wormhole, and then settled down into his seat, his hand on the control stick, and his thoughts on Gaia.

Shifting his position, he tried to push her out of his mind, but it was impossible when she sat so close to him. The scent of her skin, the warmth of her body, everything about her stimulated his senses. When he closed his eyes he could hear her voice in his head, the way she whimpered when she was about to come, the feel of her warm sex as it contracted around his cock.

Damn it! He needed to get a grip.

The beacons looked in place; he checked the readings one last time and looked across to Gaia, giving her a reassuring smile. She placed her hand on his, and smiled, making him feel as if he were basking in the warmth and light of the two suns that were the centre of Karal’s solar system.

“Are you all right?” she asked softly.

“Yes,” he said abruptly. “Why wouldn’t I be?” Could she read his thoughts?

“Your colours…” she said. “They were so bright, so vivid. I wondered if there was something wrong with the wormhole.”

“No.” He drew in a deep breath, taking back control of his senses. Each wormhole they entered had the potential to be deadly. Only by keeping his attention on the readings on his control screen, and the view through the windows, could he make sure they exited safely. “Are you ready? We enter the wormhole in two minutes.”

“As I’ll ever be. None of this seems natural to me. I will be glad when we find our planet.”

“One more wormhole after this one,” he said, “And then we will find out if the journey has been worthwhile.”

“Even if we don’t find the planet, it has been worthwhile to me. I was worried we might not get on. That the journey would be impossible. But I have enjoyed getting to know you, Rikka.”

And I have enjoyed falling in love with you, Gaia. That thought struck him squarely between the eyes. A shocking admission, even to himself. He had never thought himself capable of love. For his child, yes, of course. But for a female from Earth? One who was so different to him? No, that was unexpected. 

His admission gave himself other concerns too. Did she love him? If she ever found out, would she use his love to gain power over him? Suddenly, for Rikka, he saw how dangerous this could be, and he shut his feelings away, and swore he would gain control of his emotions, and his colours, so she would never be able to read his thoughts.

“We are ready for entry,” he said and eased the ship between the beacons.

Swallowed whole, they spun around out of control. He fought, and eventually conquered the cruiser, levelling off the nose until they flew smoothly against the colourful clouds of gasses. He glanced at the readings: all normal, it must just have been an anomaly causing the ship to spin. Relaxing, he took in the vast field of stars, which stretched out as far as they could see. 

“It’s amazing,” she said, and he had to agree. No matter how many times he travelled through space, he always saw something that took his breath away and reminded him of how small and insignificant he was in the universe. A blip in its radar before he passed from this life.

“Look.” He pointed into the distance, and there a star was ending its life, a red dwarf, huge and growing bigger until it swallowed all in its path. Much like the love he felt for Gaia.

“I never knew space could be so different. Each time I look out of the window it is like a snapshot of another world, another event bigger than both of us. We look at ourselves as being so important, but to the universe we are almost invisible.” Tears made her eyes bright, and he longed to tell her that to this one Karalian warrior, she would never be insignificant.

“The end is ahead. We will make our way to the next wormhole with all haste and then see if the planet is viable.” He held the control stick firmly, watching as the emptiness outside the wormhole claimed them, and they slowed down. It took a minute for the disorientation to end. The change in speed and their surroundings was so sudden their brains took a while to catch up. It was a sensation you never grew used to.

“Right. Now we head towards our final wormhole. Our mission goal is only a day away,” he said, flicking a switch and checking the computer screen. The screen bleeped, and a warning light flashed.

“What’s that?” she asked, her voice full of concern.

“I’m not sure.” He pressed a button to switch the system to audible. “Rikka 8354. Scan area. Report.”

“Scanning.” They sat in silence, and then the voice returned. “Unknown vessel at two hundred thousand kilometres.”

“Any identification?” he asked.

“None. No distress signal.”

“What does that mean?” Gaia asked.

“It could be a dead abandoned space cruiser.” He searched for a visual and took a closer look, but it was too far away. “We need to take a closer look.”

“OK.” She sounded nervous. “Damn, you never meet an alien species your whole life, and then two come along in the space of two weeks.”

“It may not be alien. It may be the other deep space mission. Although from this distance the ship looks to be the wrong shape. And I don’t think they were exploring near this sector.”

“You are joking?” Gaia said, scared now.

“System. Chance of alien vessel being a Karal ship?”

“Unknown.”

“Then we take a look.” Rikka input an intercept course with the unknown ship. A warrior like him did not experience nervousness. But as the ship came into view and they closed in on it, he felt a definite unease. He knew it was because Gaia was here with him. Whatever it took, he would protect her, give his life for her if he had to. He only hoped his choices would not be clouded by his love for her.

 


Chapter Nineteen – Gaia

 

Craning forward, she kept her eye on the big lump of metal floating in space as it gradually began to take on the shape of a ship. Almost immediately, the ship told them it was not Karalian. What was it, though? She held her breath as they drew alongside.

“Do you know what it is?” she asked.

“No.” Rikka said, shaking his head. “It is not a ship we have encountered before. Our onboard system has a log of all known space crafts and it cannot identify it.”

“So what do we do now?” she asked, hoping his answer was to get out of there as quickly as possible. There was something uniquely sinister about this dead ship floating in space.

“We allow our systems to scan it. Then the schematics will be added to our database.” He watched as the ship grew bigger on his screen and then flipped to what looked like an internal schematics of the ship.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Our sensors are penetrating the ship’s hull and taking readings of what it contains.” Then he leaned closer. Pressing a button to magnify the schematics. “System. Are there life forms on the ship?”

“Affirmative. Ten life forms.” 

She froze. What if these aliens were dangerous? What if they were about to be captured or just blown out of space?

“Are they compatible with the Karal?” he asked.

“Scanning biological readings.” While the system scanned, one of the aliens moved, heading for the front of the ship.

“Abort scan,” Rikka said. He grasped the control stick and began a sharp manoeuvre, taking them away from the ship so fast, she was flung back into her seat.

“Are they going to attack?” she asked, her voice small.

“I do not know,” he said, “We will head for the wormhole as planned and put some distance between us.”

As they moved away, the ship’s voice came over the speakers. “Receiving message from unknown space craft.”

“Relay.”

“Help us. No power. Limited life support. Attacked by unknown alien vessel. Help us.” The computer’s unnatural voice made the message incredibly disturbing.

“What do we do?” she asked.

“Leave,” Rikka answered, the ship still powering away from the source of the distress signal.

“Can’t we help them?” she asked.

“No.”

“But they will die.”

“Or it is a trap.” His mouth was set firm, and she didn’t know how to argue with him. He might be right, but all her life she had been taught to help save life. It didn’t matter if it was human, plant, or animal. Life was precious, and the teachings of her mother wouldn’t leave her. Even though she had thought she had abandoned them years ago.

“Isn’t there some way to check?” she asked.

“No.” 

“Can’t the system tell us?” she persevered. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said bluntly.

“It matters to me. It should matter to you. What if it was us stuck out here?”

“I would accept their behaviour. The Karal always understand that the preservation of the mission is what is most important.”

“You can’t be serious?” she said, shocked that their mission would ever be more important than life.

“Yes. I am. If we help them, we put ourselves in danger. There are ten of them on the ship. If we bring them aboard, they may attack us. If we don’t bring them aboard, we would have to tow their ship to safety. How are we supposed to get them through a wormhole without risking this ship?”

His arguments were good and sound, and yet she couldn’t allow herself to believe they were right. “Ask the ship?

“Ask the ship what?”

“Ask the ship if it had enough time to scan the other vessel? Let’s make our decision based on the facts we may have gathered.”

“No. We are not going back.”

“Please, Rikka. Let’s find out all we know about them. Then we decide it it’s worth the risk.”

“It makes no difference,” he said. “We go on.”

“System. Gaia 7496. Show results of scan.”

“Gaia. This is not helpful.” 

“You overrode the system and gave me the ability to be your equal on board. I have not used that ability until now. I thought this was our mission, not yours.”

“So you would abandon our mission, the goal of which is to find a new home for your species?” he asked hotly.

“I simply want all the facts.” She had not thought of it in those terms. Was the choice really about whether they found a new home for humans, or saved some unknown aliens?

“The facts will only cloud your judgement,” he told her.

“Results on screen.” The computer screen flashed up the results, set out in tables and graphs which she couldn’t understand. “Will you help me?”

“No,” he said petulantly. 

“Rikka, please.”

“No. We head for the wormhole and the destination set in our mission.”

She wanted to shout at him and make him turn around. But she didn’t know if it was the right or wrong thing to do anymore. “Please Rikka. For me, tell me if we could help them. This mission is for my people. If we abandon it, then shouldn’t it be my choice?”

“No. I have to think of Karal, of the danger we put them in if those aliens are not good. What if they wish to steal our technology and our planet?”

“What?” she asked.

“Think of what we do as a species. We go out and take what we want, whether it is technology or females to breed with. Do you think we are the only ones who do this? Do you think we are the worst out of all the possible species that roam the universe? If we help those aliens, we may be being lured into a trap.”

“But they are stranded. All I’m asking you to do is look at the data.”

He sighed. “I will give you a deal. I will look at the data. But in return you will promise to abide by what I say. You will also agree to the completion of our mission. If we return this way and the ship is still there, then maybe we can help them. But our mission comes first, and my decision is final.”

“I agree,” she said, although she didn’t like it. But really there was no choice; she couldn’t force him to help the others and if she took control of the ship, then it would destroy the relationship between Karal and Earth. And Gaia was not willing to risk that for aliens she did not know. “But I don’t like it.”

He looked across at the screen, taking his time to flick through the different graphs and tables. Then he spoke to the system computer. “Is life form oxygen-breathing?”

“Affirmative.”

“Was there anything in the chemical count to show any poisonous gas on board. Or any weapons?” he asked again, flicking through the data.

“Breakdown of air shows only pollutants consistent with diminished life support. No weapons.”

“Can you ascertain why the vessel was without power?”

“Loss of fuel.”

“So they are the same as us, but they have no fuel?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“And they will die if we don’t help them?” she asked once more.

“Possibly. They may have sent a distress call to their own people.” He looked over at her and she saw a streak of red cross his cheek. Was it possible he was fighting his conscience too? 

“I am going to prepare us something to eat,” she said, getting up from her seat. As she moved away he grabbed her hand and pulled her back towards him.

“I know you don’t understand.”

“I think I do.” She pulled away from him, her head in turmoil.

Going to the small kitchen, she began to prepare some fruit. Mixing it with a kind of pulse, which resembled rice, she lost herself to the jumbled-up thoughts in her head. She hated what they were doing. Yet the more she thought about it, the more his words made sense. This realisation was disturbing to her. Had the time she spent on board the cruiser with him made her change who she was?

If anyone would have asked, her she would have said with one hundred percent certainty that she would have made him turn around and go and help those people. Yet to do so was to risk their own lives and the future of the human race. 

Sitting down with a thump, she placed her hand on her stomach, feeling a wave of nausea wash over her. Was the child inside her somehow changing who she was? When he was born, would he be hard and unloving like his father? Would he break her heart in the same way she felt Rikka was breaking her heart right now?

Or could she teach both the Karalians what it was to love and be loved in return?

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty – Rikka

 

She wasn’t speaking to him. Or at least she wasn’t making any conversation above that she needed to. They talked about food, their destination, and whether the ship was running correctly. He had lost the part of her that he had grown used to, the part he cherished.

“The next wormhole will be opening in two hours,” he said, sitting down and going through the system checks again. This was the last wormhole. When they exited it on the other side, they would be within a day of the planet they had come to survey. He only hoped it was worth it.

“OK. Do you want to eat now?” she asked.

He looked up at her. She stood in the doorway, framed by the light from the control deck, and to him she was the most beautiful creature he had ever seen. Or the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, more beautiful than the stars themselves.

“I think so. Just in case…” He turned back to the console, glancing down to see blue streaks running over his hands, following the path of his veins as if the blood were flowing over his skin instead of under it.

“In case of what?” she asked.

“I have been looking at the star maps. Using the computer, I have plotted the many possible paths that vessel may have taken to get to where it was.” He should be keeping this to himself, but she had to be aware that they might be in danger.

“And?” she asked. He could tell by the tone of her voice she knew what his next words would be.

“They may have drifted from this wormhole. Although it only opens periodically. We need the beacons to open it. They may have the same technology.” He sighed. Was he running around in the dark looking for possible answers that weren’t there? The ship could have drifted from anywhere. Rikka hated not knowing.

“You mean whatever happened to them, we may be heading straight for it?”

“Exactly.” He flicked over the data on the screen. The computer’s systems were in a perpetual state of high-resolution scanning. If there was anything in front of them, or to the sides they would be able to pick it up and avoid it. This was fine in open space. But if they entered the wormhole and something was indeed waiting for them on the other side, they would not have time to manoeuvre themselves out of it. Unless they were extremely lucky.

“We should have stopped,” she said, coming and sitting down by his side. “If for no other reason than to find out what they know. We should have stopped.”

“Maybe,” he conceded. “But then we would have had to abort the mission.” He placed his hand on hers, wanting to break the tension between them. “I did what I thought best. What I have been trained to do.”

“Protect the mission. I get that. And I understand.” She removed her hand, rubbing her face. She looked so tired, and he saw how much this journey was taking out of her.

“Do you feel unwell?” he asked, concerned for her and their child.

“No. Just tired of being in this cruiser. Tired of not feeling the earth beneath my feet.” She looked at him, willing him to understand her next words. “When I was a child, my mom taught me how precious life is. She told me to protect it, to nurture it. I lost sight of that a long time ago. But now I need to be in touch with life again.”

“I understand. The Karal always follow what their parents teach them. But that is not always the right way. As we grow up, we must learn to make our own choices.” He had followed his father’s teachings almost to the letter, but doing that hadn’t enabled him to grow, to become his own man. Gaia was showing him a different way, and he wanted to embrace different thoughts and beliefs. Yet it made him feel guilty, disrespectful to his father who raised him.

“When I was seven, she had an episode.” Gaia’s voice trembled.

He didn’t know what she meant, but he could guess by her downturned mouth that this episode was not good. “What happened?”

“My mom was prone to bouts of depression, but this time she stayed in bed for three weeks, all she kept saying was she could feel the Earth dying.” He could feel her sadness, and he couldn’t help himself, he reached over and touched her, sending her his sympathy, and mixed in with it, his love. Her eyes flew to his, widening in wonder at this new, unexpected sensation. He should have withdrawn his hand, should have left her to her tears, but he couldn’t. He wanted to comfort her, to protect her; if this meant giving in to his feelings and allowing her power over him, then so be it.

“You were only seven. How did you survive? Did your father take over running the house and looking after you?” He often forgot that on Earth the children were lucky enough to have two parents, not one. 

“No. I never knew my father. He left before I was born, if he was ever there at all. My mom used to think that sex led to a person being in touch with their hidden power. That it was a way to get in touch with your life force.”

He looked puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither did I until I came on board this cruiser with you. But sometimes when we make love, I know what she was searching for. A way to tap into the power of life. It’s the same when you touch me. I can feel the life force in you, through your skin, when the colours are brightest, the feeling is stronger.”

“So what happened to you?” he asked, needing to skirt around that idea; it was too alien for him. He knew of life, he knew of death, but he never considered the life that flowed beneath their skin. And he didn’t want to know, not when they were faced with their possible doom at the hand of some mysterious alien race.

“The people in my town rallied around and kept me fed and clean. The authorities never knew, so I stayed with my mom and finally she snapped out of it. But by then I had begun to distance myself from her and what she believed.”

“You turned away from her?” he asked gently. It sounded as alien as Gaia herself. He had always followed and blindly believed what his father had taught him with no exception. It was who he was, what he was. In so many ways, he was his father. 

“Not exactly, but from that time, as I was growing up, in some ways I began to treat her as child. One who didn’t live in the real world. I couldn’t understand why she behaved the way she did. And I learned to rely on myself. Then there was an acid rain storm and most of her plants died. It sent her into an even worse depression. I remember going out into the remains of her garden and picking up what few plants were alive. With the help of some friends we managed to make her a makeshift greenhouse out of some salvaged supplies.”

“Did that help her?” he asked.

“Yes. A little, but my mom, the woman who I wanted to be there for me, to nurture me, she was gone. And I couldn’t allow myself to believe in things the way she did. Yes. Life is precious, but not to the exclusion of all else. Of your child.” She took a shuddering breath. “But now, I think that she might have been right.”

“We were right to leave the ship,” he said again. “Your people are more important. To you. And that is sometimes the difficult decision we make. My father always taught me that the Karal, my species, were the most important thing. As a warrior you have to believe that. Because it leaves you with no doubt, no need to question your motives.”

“But I’m not a warrior, and maybe I should listen to what the voice in my head says is right. My mom’s voice, like a moral compass.”

“You know, at some point, we have to be our own person. You have to do what you think you should do. I have to think what I want to do, not what my father would have expected me to do.”

“So do we go through the wormhole?” she asked.

“We have come this far, Gaia. Yes. I believe we do. If the planet is what we need, then we will make a quick survey and then go back to see if the vessel is still there. Only then will we trust in ourselves as to whether we risk everything to help those strangers.”

“Agreed.”

He pressed a button, deploying the beacons to open the wormhole, and they entered the unknown.

 


Chapter Twenty One – Gaia

 

The wormhole was black. It was as if every particle of light had been sucked from it to leave nothing but emptiness. It reinforced the way the cruiser made her feel, completely out of touch with the life force of the universe. In the emptiness, she asked her mom for forgiveness. She had never understood, not completely, how her mom sensed the life force in the world around her.

In the darkness, she cried unseen tears of regret. Why hadn’t she tried to be more understanding towards her mom? Why had she begun to resent her and her beliefs? 

“Not long,” he said. “This is a short wormhole.”

“Let’s hope once we get to the other side it will have been worth it and there is nothing waiting for us.”

“Except your new Earth.”

“Except the new Earth. Although how will we live out here with such uncertainty?” she asked.

“What do you mean?” he asked, his voice low, sexy in the darkness. She longed to take hold of his hand and feel his warmth. Anything to chase away the unease of this darkness.

“If there are people. Aliens, who mean others harm. How would a new colony survive out here?” she asked.

“The Karal would have to provide support. Cruisers, weapons. We have never gone to war. But if there is a rogue race of aliens out here, we will either negotiate with them, leave them to their own way of life, or we will destroy them.”

“Just like that.”

“Just like that. You have to remember that we have travelled long distances and have never met a species stronger than us. If anyone had technology we needed, we have always taken it, to make sure no one is ever more advanced than us.”

“So in some ways you are the bad guys.”

“In some ways, yes. The Karal are like the big cats. We hunt, we are top of the food chain, but we do not toy with our prey. The only time we have taken females was when we needed to breed. You may see that as wrong. But we did it to ensure our survival. We have never taken anything simply for our amusement,”

“But to many species in this universe, you are the bad guy. The monsters that lurk in the darkness and pounce when they want. On people who cannot defend themselves.” She was trying to understand what it meant to be the mate of a Karalian, and the mother of one. Would she simply have to accept how they behaved, how they put their own needs above all others?

“Yes. Our survival is paramount. I do not expect you to understand. Maybe when we have a child, you will.” 

She placed her hand on her belly. Would her child be one of those monsters? Or would this plan work and render the pursuit of a new generation of females to be mothers for their children, her son’s child, a thing of the past?

“Let us find the planet your species needs and make us the good guys for once,” he said, and then they burst out of the wormhole into almost blinding light. 

They were silent, both listening for a warning that there was another ship close by, but there was nothing. Rikka edged the cruiser forward slowly. If anything happened, he had said he would try to re-enter the wormhole before they were seen. However, as they moved further away, they both knew that their exit could easily be blocked. Another spaceship could appear from anywhere. But it didn’t. 

“I’m going to set the course to the planet. We will go at half speed. At least that way, if there is anyone else out there, and they are traveling towards us at speed, we will be able to pick them up on the radar before it is too late.” 

“So we pull the beacons back in?” she asked.

“Yes. It’s safer this way. At least we don’t have to watch for anything appearing suddenly through the wormhole behind us.” He pressed a switch and the ship shuddered before there was a clanging noise.

“Beacons retrieved,” the computer said.

“This should be an exciting part of our journey, Gaia. Don’t let it be spoiled,” he said gently.

“I think it already is. For the most part.” Gaia lifted her head and smiled at him, trying to summon her enthusiasm. “But you know, all I really want to do is feel the ground beneath my feet. And smell clean air.”

“Then let’s see if we can arrange that for you. It will take six hours for us to reach the planet. Why don’t you go and get some rest?” he said.

“What about you?” she asked.

“I am not the one carrying our child,” he said.

“That doesn’t make me weak and pathetic,” she said defiantly.

“I know.” He pulled her to him and kissed her. “What I should have said was, if there is trouble, it is better I am here at the controls. There is no use us both being here. The ship’s alarm will go off if we encounter trouble. That will wake you.”

“OK,” she said, although she doubted she would sleep. Nevertheless, it would be good to lie down and let go of some of her tension. There was a nagging thump beginning in her temples and she wanted to try to sleep it off. 

Without undressing, she slumped down onto the bed, not even removing her shoes. If the alarm went off, she wanted to be able to go to Rikka’s aid in an instant. Not that she would be any use. What weapons the cruiser had, she had no idea. 

A sob bubbled up and erupted from her mouth, After all the days, and weeks of travelling, of looking forward to the moment when she would set eyes on the possible new home for humans for the first time, it was as if she had been robbed of it. Just as her mom had robbed her of her childhood. Only after sharing her story with Rikka, did she understand how hurt, how scared, her mom’s behaviour had made her.

She had never really given up on her mom’s beliefs, of her own beliefs on how important life was. Instead, she had buried them, and meeting Rikka, coming out here in the tin pot of a spaceship, had been the catalyst to her remembering. Because only here, surrounded by nothing instead of surrounded by life, did she acknowledge what was missing.

She closed her eyes; her hand strayed to her belly, where the tiny life was growing inside her. As she drifted off into a dreamless sleep of exhaustion, this time, she felt comforted by her son’s presence. Although deep down, she knew it was her imagination, she still said a silent thank-you to him for giving her a small glimpse of hope.

***

“Gaia,” Rikka said softly, shaking her shoulder gently until she woke. “We are nearly at our destination.”

“We are?” she asked. “How long have I slept?”

“Not enough,” he said kissing her lightly. “But I thought you would want to see the planet; it really is beautiful.”

She got up, having to pause for a second to stop the room from spinning. He held her hand, looking at her with concern. “I’m fine,” she insisted. “I just got up too quick. Right. Let’s go.” A thrill of excitement filled her and she followed him out of the bedroom and down the corridor to the control room.

“Oh. Wow,” she breathed. The planet before her was green, an emerald turning lazily in space. Only the occasional blur of white cloud broke the vibrant colour. “It’s not blue. Does that matter?”

“No. There is more landmass, whereas your Earth has more water, so we can see the green. Forests and grass, I expect.” He looked at the computer screen, flicking through data. “The air has sufficient oxygen. There are no poisonous gasses, and the temperature is warm. But not hot.”

“So it’s safe?” she asked, her past fears washing away as excitement consumed her.

“I believe so,” he said, although he still seemed concerned.

“Are we going to land?” she asked.

“First we do a complete orbit, while the computer scans the surface. It will look for anything that signifies that sentient life is already there.”

“OK.” She sat down. This was going to be a long wait. Her feet were itching to stand on the ground and feel the dirt beneath her feet.

 

 


Chapter Twenty Two – Rikka

 

“So what do you think?” Gaia asked. She was next to him, fidgeting in her seat as he checked through the data one last time.

“It would be much easier for me to concentrate if you sat still,” he said, although his colours skimmed lightly over his skin, showing her he found her amusing. And sweet, so very sweet, in her excitement.

“I’ll try,” she said. “But you have to remember this is all new to me. I bet you have landed on loads of other planets. This will be my third, and to be the first human to set foot on it would be amazing.”

He sighed. “I think it’s safe. I will monitor readings as we go in to land, but there is no sign of any thing that resembles a civilisation.”

“That’s good, right?” she asked.

“Yes. It means if the air is clean and suitable for man, and there is soil for crops to grow, then this could be your new Earth.” He took hold of the control stick, and guided the cruiser down towards the planet. They passed through the atmosphere, and down towards a spot the computer had highlighted as having everything they would need to test. Fresh flowing water and low-lying vegetation. There may even be some indigenous animals too.

Lower, the water of a vast lake reflected the sun, which was very much like that of the Earth’s solar system. 

“It’s so beautiful,” she said, craning forward to watch the ground rise to meet them. And then they touched down.

Her seatbelt stayed in for five seconds, and then it was unbuckled and she was running headlong towards the exit ramp. She was about to press the button, when he shouted to her. “Wait!”

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing. But it is always best to proceed with caution. There may be some kind of deadly animal out there. Or poisonous plants. Or …”

“Then when can we go outside?” she asked.

“Let the computer survey the area.”

“How long will that take?” she asked impatiently.

“Area clear for five kilometres,” the computer said.

“Now?” she asked, her hand hovering over the button.

“Now,” he said.

Her hand hit the button and the ramp began to open. She waited, her lesson learned. “Do you want to go first?”

“Yes.” He walked down the ramp, looking around him to make sure there was no hidden ambush which the computer hadn’t noticed. But before his feet reached the end of the ramp he stopped. “I would like you to be the first person to stand on the planet.”

She grinned broadly. “Thank you,” she said, kissing him on the cheek as she passed him. Then she held his hand, and took a step off the ramp and stood on solid ground for the first time in weeks.

“It will need a name,” he said.

“You mean I should name it?” she asked incredulously.

“Yes. It’s traditional on your planet for the person who discovers something to name it. At least that is what Okil told me.”

“Yes,” she said, her voice choked. “My mom called me Gaia after the Earth. So I would like to call this planet Lilith.”

“Planet Lilith it is,” he said, coming to stand next to her. “Feel better now?”

“Yes.” She breathed in, her breasts swelling as her lungs filled with air and he longed to lay her down on the virgin soil and make love to her. But it was too dangerous; his thoughts strayed back to the vessel drifting in space, and he decided that this was to be a short stay. They would take the samples and then return to see if they were still alive. Gaia was right, the information they carried on who attacked them would be invaluable. Especially if a colony was to be born here on planet Lilith.

“I will fetch the kits we need. Soil and water samples are the most important. Then we will fly towards the ocean and take samples there. As we move, the ship will scan for animals. Let’s make sure that there is nothing like your ancient dinosaurs alive here.”

“That would certainly make life a little more interesting, wouldn’t it?” she asked.

“Very. I think even Okil might balk at ruling a planet filled with giant reptiles.”

He fetched the kits, taking a radio with him so he could monitor the cruiser’s systems too. They were exposed here, and he would hate to be caught off guard by an ambush from space. “Stay close to the ship,” he told Gaia, and she didn’t argue.

“It feels so big,” she said as she filled her kit with water. “A whole planet and we are the only ones here. Why do you think that is?”

“Life, humanoid life, might not have evolved here. Life is very diverse.”

“I know. It almost seems a shame for us to come here and spoil it,” she said.

“Your people would have to live sustainably. Okil will make sure of that.”

“I know. But we will build houses, hospitals, schools.” She sat down and lifted her face to the sun. “Maybe we should ban roads.”

“That would be a good idea. Maybe we can persuade the Hier Council to give you cruisers instead.”

“Do you think they will?” she asked opening her eyes, and looking up into the sky, where a bright flash of light could be seen. “What’s that?”

Rikka looked up to where she pointed, as he spoke, the radio started to beep in his hand. “I’m not sure. But it looks like another ship.” He was on his feet and running for the cruiser, calling to Gaia to grab her kit and follow him. “Leave nothing.”

“What?” she said, trying to pack everything away.

“Leave nothing. They are not heading for us here. Maybe we can get away before they see us. And they might not ever know we were here.”

“Wait. They might not be our enemy,” she said, now running towards him.

He reached the control deck and sat down. “Let’s see.” He pressed a button and then asked the computer. “Can you identify alien ship?”

“Searching database.” The computer was silent as it worked.

“I’ll shut the ramp, we need to take precautions. Whether the ship is identifiable or not, we need to leave. This cruiser is not built for war.”

“But we have weapons?” she asked.

“Yes. But I don’t exactly want to start an interplanetary war. The safest thing would be for us to leave.” He paused. “Under the circumstances, we do what we had originally planned. We go back and try to find out what the aliens on the other vessel know.”

“If they’re still alive.” 

“If they are still alive,” he repeated. And if they could get off this planet unseen and undetected.

 


Chapter Twenty Three – Gaia

 

The computer’s voice broke through the silence. “Ship identified.”

“On screen,” Rikka said. 

The screen flashed and a picture of the ship appeared. It was dark, almost black, with what looked like silver markings along the side of the hull. Rikka stared at it, but his face showed no recognition.

“Do you know who they are?” she asked.

Rikka shook his head. “No. The computer matched them to data it pulled from the other vessel. But it can’t decipher the language.”

“So all we know is this ship is known to them, but not whether they are responsible for the damage to their vessel?” Gaia asked.

“Yes. For all we know, this ship might be one of theirs. They may even be searching for the other ship.”

“In which case they may be coming our way very soon,” she asked, concerned. However you looked at it, they might be in danger. The aliens on board this ship might see the Karalian ship as dangerous and shoot first, ask questions later.

“We can only presume.” He sat back in is seat, and did his seatbelt up. “Come on, this may be a game of cat and mouse. I want to see if we can leave here before we are seen.”

“Never to return?” she asked sadly, looking out at the beautiful view. There was so much she wanted to see and explore. But they had run out of time.

“Let’s go back to the other vessel. Find out what we can, and then return home. A bigger force may be sent here. It’s up to the Hier Council,” Rikka said, already starting system checks.

She sat down and did her seatbelt up. Then he powered up the engines and they lifted off the ground, skimming the grass as they moved. Rikka kept a close eye on the screen, but nothing appeared and the alarm didn’t sound. Gaia held her breath and prayed they would make it home. Back to Karal.

Leaning over, she watched the new world pass beneath them. As they reached the ocean, small fish leaped up in the distance and she wanted to come here and catalogue everything, explore every inch of the planet, even if it took her a lifetime. But could she persuade Rikka to come and live here with their child? Would he agree to accompany Okil if they colonised this planet. The planet Lilith.

“I am going to boost us straight out of the atmosphere,” he said, “It’s risky, we’ll leave a trail, and if anyone is looking for us, we will be obvious to them. But if they are not, it gives us more chance of remaining unseen.”

“OK. You’re the expert at these things,” Gaia said, and then held onto the arm rests as they began a steep ascent back towards space. She already missed the beat of the planet’s heart beneath her feet, the feel of its core pulsing through her veins. She smiled to herself as they erupted into the vacuum of space. She sounded so much like her own mother it was worrying.

A nervous Rikka banked. Turning them abruptly to head back towards the wormhole from where they had come. “Six hours?” she asked.

“I’m going to try to make it in three. We have enough power, and I think we need to be more worried about what is behind us rather than what is in front.” He eased the cruiser forward, making them pick up speed. All the time he kept an eye on the screen, even though the computer was still on audio and would alert them if it picked up a trace of another ship.

The time dragged, and the emptiness around them did nothing to speed it up. They ate, they talked, but both of them were too nervous to relax. Until they had exited this solar system, they were vulnerable.

“And once we’re on the other side?” she asked.

“We need the beacons to open the wormhole. If they don’t have the same technology, they will have to wait for it to pulse open. If they even see us. We don’t know if they did; we don’t even know if they would follow us. It may have been a completely innocent crew, maybe refuelling, collecting water or food.”

“Once we reach the other vessel, let’s hope they can give us answers,” she said, her mind whirling. What if everyone on board was dead? What if they had inadvertently started an interplanetary war, simply by not going to their aid? On Earth, she was sure the old ships which sailed across the seas were ordered to rescue any other ship that sent out a distress call.

“Arrival in half an hour,” he said, and then, a very faint beep came through from the computer. “Are we being pursued?”

“Inconclusive,” the computer answered.

“What does that mean?” Gaia asked.

“It means that the ship is too far away, the computer can’t yet determine if it is following us, or simply traveling in the same general direction.” 

“Can we go any faster?” she asked.

“Not without risking damage to the cruiser. The last thing we need is to push too hard and damage the engines. We would be stranded like that other vessel then.”

She shuddered at the thought, but not as much as she shuddered every time the computer beeped to tell them the other ship was still within its range. 

“It’s not getting closer,” he said. “If they were intent on catching us, they would be gaining on us.”

“Unless they are going at maximum speed too,” she said.

“True. Let’s hope the distance between us is enough for us to get through the wormhole and pull the beacons through before they can follow.”

“And if they have the same technology?” she asked.

“Then we keep on running.”

She didn’t like his answer, yet she knew he was right. “What if we lead them back to Karal, and then they find their way to Earth too?” she asked.

His look scared the hell out of her. “Gaia. If we can’t lose them, we will not be returning to Karal. My people, my planet, are the most important thing. We would be a small sacrifice to keep our planet safe.”

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“We will make those decisions when we need to. One step at a time. Let’s get through the wormhole and see if we can close it.” He set the target and deployed the beacons, the wormhole opening in front of them, dark and menacing. “We should make it. They are not gaining on us.”

They hurtled in, going too fast. The computer beeped at them, and its voice said, “Contact velocity. Decrease speed.” Instead of slowing, Rikka flipped the switch to silence the voice and kept their course and their speed firm. Gaia opened her mouth to ask him what he was doing, but she already knew; he was trying to save them.

They were buffeted along, their cruiser bouncing off invisible walls as they flew blindly in the darkness. A red light began to flash, and Gaia thought she was going to be sick, her stomach flipping in fear that they were both about to die. Then from deep inside her, a warm relaxing sensation covered her and she was reminded that there were three of them now. The miracle of life was growing inside her, and that miracle had a father who would save them at all costs.

The end was sudden. Blackness gave way to a sea of stars, and only now did he slow. “If we’re going too fast, the beacons won’t dock.” He pressed a button and she held her breath while the sound of the cruiser opening its docking port could be heard, then the thud as the beacons were brought inside.

Behind them, the wormhole was closed, but whether it stayed that way, they wouldn’t know and weren’t going to hang around to find out. Powering on, the cruiser flew towards their next destination: the vessel that might just hold the key to who the other ship was, and what their intentions were.

Returning to the exact coordinates of their encounter with the dead ship, they waited while the computer scanned for any sign of them. “Nothing,” Rikka said. “Computer scan for fuel residue.”

“Possible contaminants.”

“Proceed,” Rikka said, and they moved again, heading into the unknown, away from the safety of their next wormhole, which would have put them further out of danger. 

“I hate this,” Gaia said.

“We’ll be all right. There is no sign we are being followed. And if we are, we run. I know it may mean leaving the others to their doom, but we have to look after ourselves.”

“Unless the others were good guys,” she said.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Ship located,” the computer stated.

Gaia looked at Rikka, seeing her own nervousness mirrored in the usually cool and confident Karalian. “If you don’t want to do this, we can just go home,” she said.

“If you were not here, I wouldn’t have any thoughts to the possible danger we might be putting ourselves in. My mission would be clear, collect information and knowledge for my people.” 

“Don’t you think you can depend on me?” she asked, hurt that he might be put off his mission by her.

“You misunderstand, it’s not because I don’t trust you or think I can’t depend on you. It’s because you are carrying my child.”

“Oh, of course,” she said, a bittersweet feeling washing over her.

“And because I love the mother of my child,” he said.

“Rikka.” She undid her seatbelt and went to him, her arms flung round his neck as she drew his face up to hers and kissed him fiercely. “Thank you. I didn’t think you ever would.”

“You have brought a light into my life that I never knew I needed. I want you to bring that same light into our child’s life. I want him to feel your love and joy in the world around us.” He held her close, but then pulled away. “We need to go.”

“Of course.” But before she returned to her seat, she kissed him lightly on the lips and said, “I love you, Rikka. And our son will be lucky to have a father as strong and patient as you.”

“Let’s go,” he said, and smiled at her, with a longing in his eyes that broke her heart. 

 


Chapter Twenty Four – Rikka

 

They approached slowly. The communication channels were open, but he didn’t hail the ship. Drawing alongside, they waited for the computer to scan the ship just like before.

“Ten life forms. Five very weak,” the computer said.

“They are dying, Rikka,” she said, worried that they could have saved them if they had helped them earlier.

“Do not blame yourself, Gaia. We made our decision,” Rikka said.

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“See if they can talk,” he said, picking up a handset and talking into it. “We are here to assist.”

He repeated the phrase over and over, watching the computer screen for signs that there was any movement. Slowly, one of the aliens began to drag itself towards the front of the ship. Rikka repeated his words, and then they waited.

“We are in urgent need of assistance,” the computer said.

“Is that what they sound like?” Gaia asked.

Rikka shook his head. “No. The computer translates the words. Now we have to decide what to do.”

“We help them in whatever way we can.”

“What assistance can we be?” Rikka asked the alien vessel.

“We need air. The ship’s life support is almost depleted,” the answer came back.

“Can we board you?” Rikka asked.

“No power to docking bay.”

“So what do we do?” Gaia asked helplessly.

“We have two choices. Either leave them to die, or tow them back to the planet.”

“Through the wormhole?” she asked.

He thought it through, and then turned to the computer and fed in some data.

“Risk to Karalian cruiser ten percent termination,” the computer said.

“What does that mean?” Gaia asked.

“There is a ten percent chance we will all die,” he said, looking at her beautiful face and not wanting to take even that small chance of killing her and their child. But her face was resolute. “I’ll begin the preparations.”

“We can take you to a planet. If we can successfully enter the atmosphere, we can break you out,” Rikka relayed to the vessel.

“Too dangerous,” the computer voice said.

“You will die anyway,” Rikka said.

“Why risk yourselves for us?” the voice answered.

“Damn it. What about the other ship?” he said to Gaia, remembering the aliens who were chasing them.

“Ask them,” Gaia said.

“Who attacked you?” Rikka asked.

“Slavers.”

“There was a ship, through the wormhole. It followed us. It was black with silver markings on the side.”

“Black. Silver marks. Are you positive?”

“Yes. Our ship identified it from data collected from your computers.” That might not go down too well; they might not be pleased that the Karal had taken their information without asking.

“It is a search ship. Of the Wambano.”

“What is the Wambano?”

“We are Wambano.”

Rikka smiled across to Gaia, seeing her relief. “Can they help you? If we take you to them, can they help you?” he asked the vessel.

“Yes,” the voice answered.

“Then that is what we will do.” Rikka placed the radio back in its cradle, and began to quickly input course and speed. The computer beeped on occasion, not liking what he was planning, but eventually he and the computer seemed happy and they began their first manoeuvre.

Impact. 

“Can’t you switch that thing off?” she asked after the computer said the word for the thousandth time.

“No. It helps,” he said.

“If you say so,” she said.

“Go and make some tole. It will do us both good,” he said, and watched her walk off the control deck, trying not to make the ship bounce too much on contact with the alien ship, which they were nudging towards the wormhole.

With her gone, he went through the manoeuvres once more in his head. He knew it was risky, and he was going against all that his father had taught him, all that the Karal expected of him. He had fulfilled his mission; he should be returning to Karal with the information and soil samples. Instead, he was risking himself and the ship for a species they had no need for and who would likely have no technology they could use.

He was going explicitly against the Hier Council’s orders.

“Here,” she said, handing him a cup of tole.

“Thank you,” he said accepting it and sipping the hot liquid. He immediately felt his brain buzz as the caffeine hit.

“You look exhausted,” she said, sitting next to him and looking at him with concern.

He laughed wearily. “I have never been on a mission where another member of my crew was so concerned with my health. We are bred to be hard; I have the strength and stamina to endure this.”

“I hope so. How much longer?” she asked.

He looked at his screen. “Soon we will be in range. And then it becomes more tricky. I have to open the wormhole, then push the other ship in and push it along.”

“Is there a chance we could lose them?” she asked.

“Yes. Although I have asked for them to try to steer their ship,” Rikka said.

“At least they are still alive, and still conscious.” It made what they were doing worthwhile. If there was any chance of the Wambano being saved, they had to try.

“Yes. But I don’t think they will last until we get to the planet,” Rikka told her.

“We need the other ship to come to us,” she said.

“Yes,” he paused. “It is completely against everything the Karal are trained for. But once we reach the other side, I plan to send out a distress call. I will use their original message, not our translation and see if they pick it up.”

“And hope that no one else does,” she finished.

“Yes.”

“I think it’s the right thing to do. If we can get any information from these aliens about who did this to them, then surely it isn’t against your training. They may hold the key to us making Lilith a new colony.”

“That is what I will argue, if I receive a court-martial for my actions.”

“Will it come to that, Rikka?” she asked sadly.

“Not if this plan works and we return with what we need.” He pushed the alien craft one more time and then moved out to the side of it to deploy the beacons. In front of them, the wormhole opened and he pushed the Wambano ship towards it. 

Taking hold of the radio mouthpiece he said, “Are you ready to steer?”

“Yes,” came back the reply, but even through the computer translator the word was breathy and weak.

“We have to go now or they will be dead before we get to the other side of the wormhole.”

With one final nudge, they sent the Wambano ship through the wormhole and then followed. Rikka only hoped they would all get out of this alive.

 

 


Chapter Twenty Five – Gaia

 

Darkness like death consumed both ships, and they flew slowly though the wormhole towards the only hope the Wambano had. She tried to shield herself, tried not to think of how bad it must be having no air to breathe. Earth might be polluted, but the air still provided enough oxygen for life.

“There,” she said, looking past the ship in front of her to where a small amount of light was beginning to fill their horizon. “We are so close.”

Rikka gripped the control stick harder, his concentration making sweat bead on his forehead. Then they were through; he nudged the Wambano ship harder and sent them flying forward while he waited for the beacons to return to the ship. As soon as they were docked, he switched on the distress call.

“Do we wait?” she asked.

“No. I think we head back towards Lilith. If there is no further contact with the black ship, we might at least try to land there.”

“But they will crash to the ground with no power.”

“Then we try to come up with a plan,” he said. “The Karal never give up.”

But as he said those words, a beep sounded. The other ship was heading towards them. Gaia felt sick; there was still a chance that they would be shot to pieces. What if the Wambano thought Rikka was trying to steal the Wambano ship or that they were the slavers?

“Your friends are on their way,” Rikka said to the stricken ship.

“Thank you. Let them be soon,” the computer said faintly.

Rikka and Gaia watched helplessly as the minutes ticked by and the other Wambano ship steadily grew closer. Eventually, Rikka grew impatient and broadcast a message, which he had the computer translate.

“Wambano ship. This is the Karal. We have assisted your ship. Your people are dying. Make haste,” he said.

“What if they think it’s a trap?” she asked.

“Then their people will die,” he said resolutely. “We have done all we can.”

The ship didn’t hesitate. Their speed to intercept increased and within minutes, they were pulling alongside their stricken friends. Unable to see or hear what was happening, Rikka and Gaia could only wait as the precious minutes ticked by. And then a voice sounded over the radio.

“Karal vessel. Thank you for your assistance,” the computer relayed.

“Are your people alive?” Rikka asked.

“Yes. Just,” the computer confirmed.

Gaia began to cry, silent tears of thanks running down her cheeks. “I can’t believe we did it.”

“Wambano vessel. Request details of ship which attacked your vessel,” Rikka said.

There was a long pause, and Gaia wondered if they were not going to speak again. Maybe they were secretive too and wanted to keep the information to themselves. And then the computer spoke.

“Open channel. Sending data,” the computer said.

Rikka opened the computer’s receiver and watched the screen as reams of data were transmitted. Gaia had no idea what it all meant, but the surprise on Rikka’s face was worrying.

“What?” she asked. “Are they so bad?”

“This confirms aliens who attacked the Wambano are slavers. We have the schematics of their ships,” Rikka said.

“So we can return to Karal and hand this information over. Will it make the Hier Council happy?” And spare you a court-martial. 

“More than that. They have provided schematics for a defence grid which would protect Karal.”

“And Earth,” she reminded him.

“And Earth. And Lilith,” he said grinning at her. “Maybe we will call Lilith home one day.”

“Would we? Would you? I want to go and live there, Rikka, make a fresh start for us and our child. Together as equals.”

“One day, perhaps. But let’s get home first, Gaia. It’s a long way.”

“But this was a successful mission, wasn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, it was,” he replied.

The Wambano vessel departed. They watched it go, leaving the stricken vessel floating in space.

“We never even saw them,” she said as Rikka bumped the Wambano ship out of the way of the wormhole.

“No. We didn’t.” He pushed the ship again. “There, it should keep drifting away from the wormhole.”

“So now we have the long journey home,” she said, not looking forward to the next couple of weeks on the cruiser.

“Yes. But first, I thought we would pay Lilith one more visit,” Rikka said, covering his ears when she squealed in excitement. “I thought you would like that idea.”

 

Gaia looked down on the green planet as they entered the atmosphere, heading for the place where they had originally landed. Her heart was filled with love and acceptance. This would be her new home; she was sure. But if it wasn’t, she could live with that. As long as she could live with Rikka. He was her world, their son would complete it, and as the cruiser touched down, she finally let go of the ghosts of her past.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes. A hundred times yes,” she said, following him to the back of the cruiser.

She stood patiently as the ramp was lowered. Then Rikka took her hand and they walked down the ramp, the warm breeze drifting over the grasslands bringing the scent of flowers. It was more beautiful this time, because she no longer felt the immediate danger of before. The Wambano had told them the attack on their ship occurred in another sector, and they had only got away because they made it through a pulsing wormhole.

They had been adrift for days, and the slavers, which the Wambano called the Hrokili, meaning living death in their tongue, had not managed to follow. Although when she looked at Rikka, she knew he was still alert to danger.

“Come,” he said. “We can carry on with collecting samples later; for now, let’s explore the area. See if there are any animals here. I have set the computer to scan. The radio will alert us to danger.”

“Sounds good to me,” Gaia said, and they walked hand in hand across the grassland, heading for a small hill where they hoped to be able to have a better view of where they were. 

Although not too steep, the climb up the hill left her breathless. “Too much time on the cruiser,” he explained. “Once we are back on Karal we can get ourselves fit again.”

“What do you do to get fit on Karal?” she asked as they neared the top of the hill.

“Walking, running. We exercise by working the land. Some summers the warriors are drafted in to help collect the harvests with the farmers. Whatever is needed.” He pulled her up the last part of the hill and they stood side by side surveying the land below.

“Wow,” she said. There were overlooking the big lake they had seen from the cruiser. It was much bigger than she thought. “Can we go down and look at it?”

“Yes. But that is as far as we go. The radio will be out of range if we go any further,” he said, looking around one last time before following her down the other side of the hill.

“I’m not looking forward to climbing back up there,” she said, “But I can’t wait to see if the water is clean, and if there is any life in it.”

“We can look, Gaia, but don’t touch it or drink it. Just a precaution,” he warned.

“I understand,” she said and then she tugged him forward, taking off at a run down the last part of the hill, laughing as she went.

To their right a flock of green birds, hidden in the grass, rose up and flew away, their cry echoing around them. She laughed again and they ran on, feeling free and alive. The clean air was filling her lungs and rejuvenating her.

“There, did you see the fish jumping?” she asked him excitedly.

“Yes. They are huge. Like your dolphins.” He shaded his eyes and looked out across the vast expanse of water. “I’ll take a sample, to see if it is salt water or fresh.”

“Or poisonous,” she said, watching for other life. The dolphin-like creatures appeared again, and then a flock of birds came to skim the surface, dipping their beaks in to take a drink. They sat for a while watching the scene before them, and then she saw movement away to the right. “Look.”

“I can’t see what they are, but there is a herd of them coming to take a drink,” he said, and shifted uneasily.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“We should go. We are too exposed here. If they are predators, we might be their next meal.” He half stood. “Keep low to the ground and we’ll head around the hill and then climb up where they cannot see us.”

“OK,” she said, scared by his words. “There’s a lot to learn about exploring.”

“Yes. We should have stayed closer to the ship.”

He took her hand and held it tightly as they climbed the hill. He continually looked over his shoulder to see if they were being followed, stopping to listen every few minutes and only moving on once he was satisfied they were safe.

After all the days cooped up in the cruiser, she didn’t think she would ever be glad to see it again, but she was. Rikka went inside and came back with the sample boxes, and they wordlessly collected what they needed.

“Let’s head to the ocean now,” he suggested, and they went back inside the cruiser and drew up the ramp.

The sun was beginning to set as they made their way across the planet Lilith. Below them they could see lots of animals moving around, as if the planet woke up at night. 

“Why do you think that is?” she asked.

“It is the way they have evolved. Maybe there is a big predator who comes out in the day, but not at night,” he suggested. “There are many reasons why animals and plants behave the way they do.”

“In the same way humans and Karalians behave in different ways,” she said in agreement.

“Yes. But in one way we are the same,” he said as they neared the ocean.

“And what is that?” she asked, already knowing his answer.

“The love that we feel. And the need for a family, for a person to spend the rest of our lives with. That is the thing you have taught me, Gaia.” 

“I think it’s a lesson we both needed to learn,” she said.

The cruiser landed a hundred feet from the ocean and they went to stand before it, breathing in the salty air. She closed her eyes, taking a big lungful, and then letting it go with a sigh. “Make love to me, Rikka. Here by the ocean, make love to me.”

“It might not be safe,” he said, casting his eyes around the area.

“Let’s take a risk. We did when we went to the aid of the Wambano. So why not now? Make love to me here on the shore.” She pressed her body to his, and felt his cock hard against her thigh. He wanted to, she knew that, and when she folded her hand around his shaft and moved it up and down, she knew that she could bring this big Karalian to his knees with her touch.

“Make love to me,” she whispered into his ear.

With a groan, he lifted her off her feet, laying her down on the soft, shingled shore. Gaia shifted her weight, opening her thighs so he could nestle between them. His hands tore at her clothes and then he was thrusting inside her.

“You are a bad influence on me, Earth girl,” he said, his mouth covering hers. 

“I am so glad about that,” she said, and then she lost herself to him as he thrust into her hard and deep, claiming his woman.


Chapter Twenty Six – Rikka

 

She consumed his senses. He might be anywhere in time or space, but as long as he was there with Gaia, he was safe, he was home. A warrior never thought in those terms. He was supposed to be brave, and loyal to the Karal, yet Gaia tested those loyalties and he knew from now on, he would never be able to blindly follow orders. She had opened his eyes and his heart to the world around him.

Her sex gripped his cock, so warm and tight around him. His arousal kicked up a notch, and he knew he was close to coming. But he wanted her to come first. Moving his head, he lowered his mouth and sucked cruelly on her nipple, his teeth grazing it in the way she liked, causing her back to arch as she offered herself to him. 

Rikka slid back out of her, and this time instead of thrusting hard, he inched back inside her, listening to her groan in anticipation. Moving his hips backwards, he slid out again, his hand going under back her to change the angle of her body, so that as he slid inside her again, his body brushed against her clit.

In response, her fingers dug into his back, and she wrapped her legs around him, spurring him on. But he didn’t rush, he took her, time and time again, with such exquisite control he could feel her trembling as she teetered on the edge of her orgasm.

Just when she was used to the way he moved, he withdrew, only the tip of his cock remaining inside her, and then he lunged into her, filling her. His cock could bear the teasing no longer and swelled inside her, the head engorged, and her inner walls clamped to it until his seed spurted into her. 

Gaia cried out, her voice lost in the gathering dusk. Her orgasm came hard and swift, her whole body tense as she let herself drown in the ocean of pleasure that filled her. He kissed her neck, her shoulders, her breasts, and then her mouth, tasting her sweetness. She intoxicated him. 

As her climax subsided, he gathered her to him, holding her close. Above their heads, stars came out one by one as the sun set. Lying in silence, they watched the beauty unfolding, listening to the distant cry of an animal, perhaps calling for a mate. The ocean moved, its waves crashing onto the beach like a lullaby, soft stones moving as the waves came in and then a gentle swooshing as it receded back.

“I love it here,” she said at last. 

“You will love Karal too,” he said, rolling onto his side and looking down at her in the dim light. “There is so much I want to show you.”

“But you said you would be happy to come and live here,” she said.

“I know. And I will be. But that decision is not yours, and not mine. The Karal may choose a different planet, one that is safer. Remember the other missions are still searching for a planet too.”

“But you have the schematics for the defence system,” she said softly, her fingers going to brush his hair back from his face. “We can make it safe.”

“We do,” he said, turning and kissing her hand. “But so much is uncertain. I don’t want you to be disappointed if we never return here.”

 “I won’t be.” She sighed. “Thank you for this day.”

“I would make every day this special for you if I could,” he said.

“And there you were, trying to tell me you were not a romantic.”

“Only with you,” he said. “Now we should go. It is time we left Lilith. Time we went back to Karal.”

They dressed, and went back to the cruiser, both of them taking one last look into the gloom. Gaia paused and he knew she was drawing the energy from the planet, and he hoped it would sustain her on the long journey home.

“I love you, Gaia,” he said simply when she came to him.

“I know,” she said. “When we first met, I didn’t think I would ever feel love, not real love. It wasn’t for me. But now, now I feel it.” She placed her hand on his heart. “I love you, Rikka.”

They went inside the cruiser, the ramp closing on the newly discovered world. But the path to their new life was only just beginning.



The Hierarchy

 

“You did well, Rikka. The Wambano were generous with their technology,” the Hier Ruler had spent several hours going over the schematics with the Hier Commander. They would begin assembling the defence system soon.

“And the planet Lilith, “Rikka said. “Is it possible we will build a colony there?”

“It is too soon to tell. The first mission returned with nothing other than news of a trap. I believe it may be the same slavers. But we need more information.” The Hier Ruler moved to the window overlooking Karal.

“It would be a strange coincidence for there to be two such forces in the universe,” Rikka said.

“Indeed. But one thing they will know if they ever come to Karal, we will never surrender, and if they attack one of our vessels and take one of our people, they will feel the hand of the Hierarchy upon them as the life drains from their bodies.” His voice was harsh, his emotions raging at the thought of any species trying to enslave his people. Red flashed across his jaw line before he took control of his emotions.

“There is one thing I would ask the Council,” Rikka said nervously.

“Is there?” The Hier Ruler turned to face the warrior who had returned from his mission so obviously in love with his female. The Hier Ruler had to take a breath and steady his colours so they did not betray his thoughts. 

Although he was in love with his woman, he was beginning to be unnerved at the effect they had on the other Karalians, who were not as strong-willed as him. Not able to resist temptation. He would not accept any infringement on the loyalty he demanded.

“If there is to be a colony on Lilith. I would like to volunteer to go and live there,” Rikka asked.

“You are asking to leave Karal?” the Hier Ruler asked, a blue flame licking across his hands.

“I would ask to go and live on the colony so I can ensure that it is safe. And that the Karal have a strong presence. It is, after all, a Karalian colony, not a human one. Or am I mistaken?” Rikka asked.

The Hier Ruler smiled. “Very perceptive, Rikka. The humans think it is their colony, but yes, it will always remain under Karalian rule. The sole purpose for it is for the sustainability of our species. No matter what the humans think.”

“That was what I thought,” Rikka said. “I would be honoured to be part of the warrior force sent to protect it.”

“I will take it under consideration. If that is indeed where the colony is set up,” the Hier Ruler said, pleased with this warrior. “Now go. You need rest.”

Rikka left the Council Chamber. Only when he raised his hand to shut the door, did the Hier Ruler notice the flickering of red across his hands. Narrowing his eyes, he watched the young warrior closely. Yes, the Council would have to be very careful at how much influence these females were having on their mates.

Returning to the window, he gathered his thoughts. The sooner Elissa Sergeant had her baby, the better. If it lived, it brought more hope than it could ever imagine. For it would mean that all the Karal had to do was survive one generation of humans. Then the Karal could return to their own way of life. They would not have to venture far into the universe; they could be self-sufficient once more. The defence system could be installed and the rest of the universe could go to hell. 

Damn. He might even give the slavers the coordinates to find Earth. That would be one way to deal with their overcrowding problem…
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