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One man owns her heart.

The other owns her fate.

• Fated mates

• Why choose/reverse harem
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Book 2 – MELINDA'S CHOICE


She left Earth to escape her broken marriage. She didn't expect to fall for a gray alien with a tail—or face an impossible choice between her past and her future.

• Love triangle

• Gray alien with a tail

• Mature FMC & second chances
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He came to Earth on a covert mission. Falling for a human was never part of the plan.

• Alien crash landing romance

• First contact & forbidden desire
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Synopsis

She left Earth to escape her broken marriage. She didn't expect to fall for a gray alien with a tail—or to face an impossible choice between her past and her future.

Melinda Garcia is starting over. As Earth Federation's newly appointed ambassador to Krovatia, she's finally putting her career first—and leaving behind the man she still loves.

Wyatt has spent twenty years loving only one woman. But his fear of space travel cost him his marriage. Now Melinda is on another planet, and he'll do anything to win her back.

Kirimor is Krovatia's most powerful priest, bound by ancient traditions and complicated obligations. But the moment he meets the Earth ambassador, everything changes. He wants Melinda—and he's willing to risk it all to claim her.


Two men. One woman caught between second chances and new beginnings. In this scorching love triangle, Melinda must choose: the familiar love she left behind, or the alien who promises her everything—including the wickedly skilled tail that leaves her breathless.


"This has become one of my favorite all-time sci-fi novels." ⭐⭐⭐⭐⭐ Goodreads review


A standalone high-heat sci-fi alien romance featuring a mature heroine, love triangle, gray alien with a tail, and a guaranteed HEA.


PREFACE

This is a science-fiction romance novel written for a mature audience. There are sexual scenes that make this story unsuitable for anyone under the age of 18. Please also be aware that there is a non-consensual sex act portrayed in the novel and an unplanned pregnancy. Neither of these are gratuitous but are integral to the plot. If, however, these are triggers for you, then you may wish to skip reading this novel.

Most of the action in this book takes place after the action portrayed in a previous novel, Krantor's Mate. There are references to events that took place in that book, which are briefly explained to the reader. You do not have to have read Krantor's Mate to enjoy Melinda's Choice.

A note on spellings: I have capitalized the word "human" whenever the alien characters are speaking, to reflect the fact that for them, "Humans" are an alien race. This mirrors the way the humans in the story refer to alien races as Krovatians or Venorians, not krovatians or venorians. I hope that makes sense!


Prologue

Kirimor


“We will be sending a convoy of our ships to the planet Ven in order to retrieve the boral crystals and bring them home safely. We cannot risk them being stolen again.”

I nod in agreement, then speak. “There is another matter we must also consider.”

The other four people sitting in the circle turn their attention to me. Unlike them, I do not lead any sector of Krovatia, our planet, but as the highest priest in the land, my views are afforded great respect.

“And what is this matter?” asks Denishar, leader of the northern sector.

“Up until now, we have refused to allow foreigners to live on our planet, and we have not shared information about ourselves with our allies. The affairs of Krovatia are a closely guarded secret. As a result, the Venorians were unaware of the power of boral crystals and allowed their planet to be attacked by the Saraxians. We must accept our share of culpability in this matter. Had we been more open with the Venorians, they would have taken greater precautions to protect themselves and to protect the crystals.”

“That is true,” pipes in Lorifena, leader of the western sector, “but it is a long established Krovatian tradition to keep our culture and practices to ourselves.”

I eye her in silence for a long moment. Under the power of my stare, her gray face and breasts darken by several shades. I continue, as if uninterrupted. “In accordance with our long established principles of peace and harmony with our neighbors, we must find ways to develop greater openness with our allies, the Venorians and the Driskians.”

“How do you propose we do that?” wonders Nevestor, leader of the eastern sector.

“I think it is time we established closer relations between ourselves and our allies. We could allow a select few of their people to live among us, under close supervision. In return, we would also send some of our people to live on their worlds, in order to encourage a greater exchange of information.”

At this, there is a general murmur of voices. Some of the leaders are clearly unhappy at the idea. It is therefore a surprise to hear the remaining person in the room speak in favor of my plan. “We must heed Kirimor’s wise words,” states Dorishena. At sixty sun rotations old, she is our most experienced leader, in charge of the southern sector. She sits ramrod straight, her legs crossed elegantly beneath her on the floor cushion, her breasts still pert despite her advanced age. “Traditions are not set in stone. We can adapt and make minor changes. I do not see any harm in hosting a small delegation of people from planets that have been our friends for generations.”

“I have no objection to this,” says Denishar, “as long as it is only a small number of people, and they are properly supervised during their stay.”

I turn to the other two leaders, awaiting their decision.

“I do not like it,” states Nevestor. “It is too great a departure from the ways of our people.”

I level him with a gaze. “Let me ask you this, Nevestor. If the roles had been reversed and our planet was the one about to be attacked by the Saraxians. How would you have felt about the Venorians withholding important information from us about the boral crystals? How would you have felt if your friends and allies had stood by and done nothing to warn you of the threat to your planet? For that is what we effectively did to them—all in the name of protecting our traditions.”

He sighs. “I take your point, Kirimor, but the deed is done now. There is nothing we can do to change the past.”

“But there is much we can do to ensure the past does not repeat itself. I do not propose that we share state secrets with unfriendly races. I am talking about peoples who we have had harmonious relations with for decades. I believe it would be a positive step, and in accordance with our values, to build greater cooperation between ourselves and our allies.”

Nevestor inclines his head. “You make a persuasive argument, Kirimor. If the others are in agreement with this, then I will not oppose the proposal.”

I look towards Lorifena. She takes a moment to read the room, then nods in agreement. “I think that we could manage to host a small number of people without too much problem.”

“Then we are all in agreement. Let us conclude this meeting as I am eager to get home and take a cooling dip in the pool.”

I pick up the tall glass of nari on the floor before me and take a long, refreshing drink. Rivulets of sweat run down my chest from the scorching afternoon heat. I take a cloth, dip it into the bowl of ice water and wring it dry. Then I bring it to my heated body, cooling myself down as best I can. Who in their right minds organizes a meeting at such an ungodly time of the day? Personally, I am at my most productive early in the morning, but when I was called to this meeting with the leaders of our planet, I could not refuse.

Now that my objective has been achieved, it is time for me to go. I rise to my feet, swinging my tail in relief. I bow to each of the sector leaders and say, “Go in peace,” then take my leave. Quickly, I make my way out to my waiting transport and program my journey back home.


Chapter 1

Melinda

Six months previously


We’ve pulled out all the stops for this dinner party, no extravagance too much. We’ve even had real filet mignon, deep frozen, shipped all the way from Earth for the occasion. Tonight, for the first time on our Mars colony, we are hosting five aliens from the planet Ven who will be taking part in our groundbreaking exchange program. They will be trading places with humans in a cultural exchange that will, I hope, grow the cooperation and understanding between our people.

All this is the fruit of many hours of painstaking labor ever since first contact was made with the Venorians last year. I can still remember it like it was yesterday. I’d been fast asleep in bed when I was roused in the early hours of the morning by my head of security.

“Tom,” I’d yawned, tapping on my communicator screen sleepily to accept the call. “What is it?”

“Melinda, we’re being hailed on our emergency channel by an unknown vessel.”

“Could it be the Russians? Have you scanned the vessel?”

“Nothing is showing up on our scans, and it doesn’t sound like the Russians. Melinda, whoever it is on the line insists on speaking with the person in charge—that would be you.”

Wide awake now, I had sat up in bed. “Ok, patch the call to me but make sure you record everything as you listen in. Have you engaged our security protocols?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Ok, let’s do this.”

A moment later, Tom had murmured, “You’re in.”

My voice calm, with no hint of the excitement or nerves beneath, I’d said, “Greetings. I am Melinda Garcia, head of the Earth Federation mission on Mars. Who am I speaking to?”

“Greetings to you, Melinda Garcia. I am Pravol from the planet Ven in the second galactic quadrant. We come in peace and would like to make ourselves known to you.”

Listening to the strangely disembodied voice speaking through some kind of translating device, I’d become immediately aware that history was being made. But that was only the beginning. Since that initial contact, it has taken time and no little effort to build up a positive working relationship with the Venorians. They are a technologically advanced race, and understandably cautious about who they develop friendly relations with. As a way to help build bridges between our people, we came up with the idea to organize an exchange program. And here we are tonight.

I clink my glass for silence. All eyes turn to me.

“A year ago, I had the honor and privilege to become the first human to make contact with the Venorian people. That fateful day, we took a massive step forward into a greater understanding of the universe around us, perhaps only rivalled by Neil Armstrong’s first footsteps on the moon over a century ago. We had no way of knowing if the aliens hailing us were friends or foes, yet we were determined to reach out the hand of friendship. So, it gives me great pleasure to be standing here today, welcoming among us our new friends, the Venorians. Through this exchange program, I believe we will be fostering even greater understanding and cooperation. Welcome, my friends. Let us raise a glass in a toast to our enduring friendship.”

I raise my champagne flute, as do others in the room. All too often, the busy nature of my day-to-day life means that I fail to properly observe the moment. This is a rare occasion where I do just the opposite. In the lull as we each take a sip of our champagne, I take time to reflect on just how much we’ve achieved in one short year and to feel pride for my role in all of this. I, Melinda Garcia, daughter of a humble janitor and a short order cook, have made history. I know mom and dad will be watching the footage of this back on Earth, feeling incredibly proud. Wyatt too. If only he could have been here with me. I blink the thought away. No, tonight I will not think of him. With a smile, I turn to the two Venorians standing beside me. “Pravol, Treylor, please help yourselves to some delicious food from the buffet.


◆◆◆


It’s late and I have an early start tomorrow morning, but sleep won’t come. Is it because I indulged in too much rich food from that fabulous buffet? I usually maintain a strict diet and exercise regimen, religiously keeping my forty-one-year old body trimmed and toned. However, it’s not every day that real scallops, beef and chicken are on the menu, not to mention the decadent profiteroles and strawberry cream tarts. I couldn’t resist helping myself to this deliciousness, even while playing host. The result of this indulgence sits heavy in my stomach.

Perhaps my sleeplessness can be attributed to something else. Among the many visiting dignitaries for last night’s momentous gathering was Lucas Rivera, an up-and-coming politician in Washington. I’ve met him once or twice before in passing. He’s about a decade younger than me, with the wits, looks and charm that will get him far in this game. All through the evening, I felt his eyes on my newly ringless left hand as he engaged me in a subtle flirtation. There’s definite interest there. Should I encourage it? It’s two weeks to the day since I officially became single again. Maybe it’s time I dip my toes back into that dating and hooking up world that I inhabited before Wyatt and I became a thing all those years ago. Who better with than a handsome, clever guy like him?

I blow out a frustrated breath. Nah. Men like him always have an agenda. Besides, if I’m being truthful—and the early hours of the morning are always a time for truthfulness—I’m still not ready to move on. Two decades of loving one man won’t wash away in a single rinse.

I shift on my pillow, trying to get comfortable, but slumber remains elusive. There’s so much to think about and process, not least the momentous hosting of five aliens from the planet Ven. I’d always pictured aliens in my mind as having blue or gray skin, with a tail and maybe some horns and fangs too. But that’s not what the Venorians are like at all. In fact, in appearance they are almost like us, just larger and with a bronze tinge to their skin. I’m not sure whether to be relieved or disappointed about that. I’ve read one or two of Wyatt’s beloved science fiction novels in my time, so I’ve almost come to expect alien life forms to be… very alien.

Having said that, there is one thing very different about these aliens. I’m nearly one hundred per cent sure that they’re a telepathic race. The idea was first put in my head by Martha Reynolds, one of the candidates for the Venorian exchange program, when I interviewed her two days ago. She told me she’d glimpsed something in the video footage of my first meeting with Pravol last year that had her believe the Venorians were telepathic. I watched the footage with her several times, but the evidence was inconclusive. Last night though, I decided to put the theory to the test.

The Venorians have a singular form of greeting. They look you directly in the eyes then place a hand on your cheek and join their foreheads to yours for a few moments. When Pravol came to greet me, I deliberately focused my mind on one thought, which I repeated over and over in my head. You have a bug in your hair. You have a bug in your hair. Lo and behold, as Pravol stepped away from me, a frown on his serious face, he slipped his fingers into his hair, looking for said bug. It’s not proof, but near enough.

It's a shame Martha wasn’t one of the final five selected for the exchange program. She deserves to be, with her power of deduction. I did vote in her favor, but the cabal on the selection committee overruled me. Still, I’d be interested in her take on the Venorians now she’s had a chance to meet them in the flesh. Perhaps she put them to a similar test as I did last night. I sit up, feeling restless, and say, “Athena, schedule a meeting with Martha Reynolds as soon as possible.”

A short time later, Athena, the computer on my communicator and my absolute life saver, responds, “Meeting scheduled with Martha Reynolds at one pm this afternoon.”

I lie back again and close my eyes. It’s no good. Sleep refuses to come. After a futile minute or two, I sit up again and tuck my arms around my legs in a gesture I’ve become familiar with in the two lonely years I’ve spent on Mars. I usually cradle my affection starved body like this just before I cave in and call Wyatt. I really shouldn’t. We’re divorced now. Don’t do it Melinda. Don’t.

“Athena, call Wyatt.”

He answers on the second ring. His handsome face smiles back at me, blue eyes warm with love. “Hey, honey. I’ve just watched you on the news with the Venorians. I’m so proud of you!”

I smile back. “Thanks.”

“How you doing?”

“I’m still buzzing. It’s making it hard to settle down to sleep.”

“I bet. Well, I hope I’m not adding to the excitement too much by saying everyone back here is talking good things about you. I’ve had three calls from journalists wanting the scoop on you, plus dozens of calls from friends and family wanting to talk about your meeting with the Venorians. You’re quite the celebrity now, honey.”

I roll my eyes. “Oh God, please no!”

He laughs. “It’s all good. Enjoy the moment!”

I relax my head back against the bed board with a sigh. “Actually, tonight I did just that. It was like I was outside my own body observing myself. I looked at this gathering of the great and good and thought, shit Melinda, you’re hosting a dinner party for aliens from a distant planet. What the fuck?”

Wyatt sweeps back a stray lock of dark blond hair, grinning. “That was definitely a pinch me now moment.”

“Yeah, it was.”

“Tell me all about it.”

“Well, for starters, I doubled my usual calorie intake eating from that buffet. The filet mignon was to die for.”

“Stop, you’re making me hungry. Tell me about the aliens.”

“Ok, so here’s the thing…”

I tell him all about Martha’s theory that Venorians are telepathic and my little test on Pravol tonight. Wyatt listens in wonder. He’s always been fascinated by the idea of alien beings. Haven’t we all? When I finish my tale, he laughs and suggests, “Next time you greet Pravol, think, your armpit smells, and see how he reacts.”

“Or maybe, your dick is hanging out of your pants,” I add cheekily.

“Well, if he’s anything like ninety-nine percent of human males, he’ll be sure to check himself out.”

I get serious all of a sudden and say what’s been on my mind. “If you’d been here with me, we could have played this game of catch the telepathic alien together. Wyatt, I missed you tonight.”

The smile falls off his face. “I’d have given anything to have been there with you. I’m so sorry, honey.”

Really? Then why weren’t you here?

Ignoring my errant thought, I reply, “I know. Damn it, I don’t even have the right to ask anymore. It’s official. We’re done.”

There’s a long silence. Eventually, Wyatt says in a heavy-sounding voice, “I don’t know if we’ll ever be done.”

My face crumples as a sob breaks from me.

“Shit. Mel!” I hear Wyatt call out helplessly millions of miles away.

I wipe the tears and try to get a grip on myself. But I can’t. The pain is too raw, and the heightened emotions of the evening have stripped away my control. Another sob breaks from me, then another. I let it all out.

It’s a good few minutes before I’m able to stop crying. I clean up my face with tissues and take some long calming breaths.

Finally, I look at Wyatt. He’s been silent throughout, his beautiful eyes red-rimmed. “Mel,” he says. “That piece of paper can say we’re done, but I’ll love you forever. I’m sorry I fucked up our marriage. I hate that I’ve let you down.”

We’ve been over this hundreds of times. Wearily, I rasp, “It takes two, Wyatt. Some of this is on me. But it’s done now. We can’t take it back.”

He doesn’t answer, just stares at me, hunger and need evident in his eyes. I drown in his gaze across the millions of miles that separate us. His voice husky, he says, “Baby, I can’t let you go feeling like this. Let me make it better.”

I know what that entails. We’ve done plenty of it the last two years I’ve lived on Mars. Logic dictates we shouldn’t anymore, but I put it aside and go with my gut. “Please,” I whisper.

His voice takes on an authoritative tone. “Take your top off, Melinda. Show me those gorgeous tits.”

My heartbeat picks up as I lift the tank top I’m wearing over my head, baring my naked breasts. As soon as he sees them, Wyatt purrs. “Oh yeah, so damn beautiful. Touch them for me, sweetheart. Squeeze them in your palm, the way I like to do.”

I palm my breasts, squeezing the soft flesh. “That’s it, baby. Now pinch those nipples hard. Let me see them perk up, nice and firm.”

I pinch them between my fingers, feeling a light tremor pass through my body.

“Oh baby, you look fucking gorgeous. My cock’s so hard for you.”

“Show me,” I breathe.

His eyes gleam. “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Deal.”

I push down my loose slacks and panties, baring myself fully to him. On screen, I see him stand and slip off the sweat pants he’s wearing. His cock is tenting in his boxer briefs, a wet patch forming from the precum. Swiftly, he pulls them down, freeing his lovely, straining erection. My breath catches as I see the glint of gold on the underside. We both got pierced as a ten-year anniversary present to ourselves. While his frenum has a set of gold barbells, I have identical ones piercing my clitoral hood. It’s one of the most adventurous things we’ve ever done as a couple, and for a time, it helped to rejuvenate our marriage.

“Damn, Wyatt. Have I told you lately how beautiful you are?”

He smirks, stroking his length. “It’s all yours, baby. Show me that pussy, honey.”

I change the angle of my communicator screen so he can see all of me. At the same time, I tap a function on the screen so he’s projected in front of me, nearly as real as if he were here. Then, I part my legs and hear his hissed intake of breath as he catches sight of my wet pussy, and the piercing he chose for me.

“Baby, you’re the beautiful one,” he groans. “Just look at you, swollen and wet, so ready to come for me.”

“Make me come,” I plead.

“Oh, I will, honey, never fear. First things first, take out the pussy eater in your bedside drawer. I know it’s there. Also, get out your fattest butt plug and fill your ass with it.”

I reach over and open the drawer, taking out one of my favorite sex toys. It’s a simulator of a warm human tongue, programmed to eat pussy in several different ways. I press the button to start heating it up. Then I take out the butt plug and lube it up. Slowly, I ease it into my ass. It takes a couple of gentle pushes in and out before I get it seated fully inside me. Then I grab hold of the pussy eater, now ready to go. Wyatt watches me, a look of hunger on his face. “What I would give to taste your pussy. Put that thing on you, honey, and close your eyes. I want you to imagine it’s me eating you.”

I set the pussy eater in position over my clit and start it. Immediately, I feel the sensation of a warm, wet tongue licking me up and down in rhythmic motion. Ah, that’s good. I lie back on the bed and close my eyes.

“That’s it, baby. Let me lick that luscious pussy. Oh fuck, you taste so good.”

I moan, feeling the warm wet laps on my clit begin to speed up, fluttering back and forth over my engorged nub and catching ever so slightly on my piercing each time, causing a tingle of pleasure pain.

“Oh baby, I can never get enough of you. If I could, I would sleep with my face buried in your cunt and wake up to the taste of you each and every morning. I’d have the flavor of you infused into my very being. I’m so hungry for you. Feel me eating you. I’m gonna make you come so good.”

“Aah,” I cry, feeling the sucking motion on my clit and the fullness in my ass. “Oh God. Oh God.”

“Just look at you. So fucking beautiful. That’s it, baby, come for me.”

I let out a loud moan as I feel the orgasm rip through me. Thankfully, the walls of my apartment are fully soundproofed. The fake tongue on my clit keeps on licking me through each wave of pleasure, unaware that I’ve reached my climax, but I don’t have the will to sit up and switch it off. Instead, I lie back, panting breathlessly, engulfed in the delicious afterglow. I hear Wyatt’s voice crooning into my ear.

“That was beautiful, Mel. I love you so much. You can travel light years away from me, but you can never leave my heart.”

I open my eyes and look into his meltingly tender gaze. I answer truthfully. “I love you forever too.”

My eyes travel down to the cum smeared over his abdomen. “You came.”

He laughs. “I did. Do you know what a turn on it is to see you come?” He squeezes his cock, letting out a final drop of his pearly white cum. “How about we take five to clean up, then we both snuggle up in bed and talk awhile?”

“Ok.”

I sit up and pull the sex toys out of me, then quickly go to the bathroom to wash up. A few minutes later, I’m back in bed and find Wyatt likewise under the covers in our bedroom back home. I fluff up my pillow and state the obvious truth. “So, we’re divorced and still having sex.”

“Mel, you’ve never taken the path well-trodden. Why start now?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Because it’s the sane and logical thing to do?”

“Perhaps. But we both needed this tonight. Don’t second guess what feels right.”

I can’t argue with that. Already, I feel more calm and centered, ready to face whatever tomorrow morning throws at me. Like it or not, Wyatt is still my lifeline. He’s still the person I most want to turn to whenever anything happens. I haven’t yet worked out how I’m going to forge a life without him. I guess time will tell. I sigh. “I know. Thanks, honey, I needed that.”

We talk late into the night until I give a sleepy yawn, say goodnight and put my head down to sleep.

◆◆◆


Next morning, I’m in my office bright and early as always. I’m pouring myself a second coffee when my assistant, Luis, speaks through the intercom. “Melinda, two of the Venorians, Pravol and Shuban, are here and would like to see you.”

“Show them in, Luis, thank you.”

I stand and come around my desk to greet the Venorians. “Pravol, Shuban, good morning.” As I step towards Pravol, I remember what Wyatt said last night. In my mind, I focus on the thought, your armpit smells. I touch my forehead to his. Stepping back, I see him lift his elbow and discreetly try to smell his armpit. Midway through the action, he stops and skewers me with his aqua-colored eyes. “So,” he says mildly, “you know.”

“Know what?” asks Shuban, looking puzzled.

Pravol inclines his head towards me. “Please, Shuban, greet Melinda as is our custom.”

Shuban gravely steps towards me, placing a hand on my cheek and his forehead to mine. This time, I telegraph another thought. I know you can read my mind. He steps away, his brow clearing. “Indeed, I can!” he responds to my unspoken thought.

“I’m curious. How does this mind reading thing work?”

“Venorians have neural receptors all over their bodies that can tap into another person’s nervous system,” explains Shuban. “Through this, we can connect to that person’s brain and read thought patterns.”

“Can you only do this by touching foreheads?”

“We get the strongest signal that way and it is considered the most polite form of doing so. However, it is possible to get a connection through any physical touch. Give me your hand, Melinda, and think of something. I will demonstrate.”

I place my hand in Shuban’s much larger one and think of what Wyatt said last night. Shuban’s face sets in concentration. Then he lets my hand go with a snort. “Wyatt said you should think their armpit smells next time you greet a Venorian.”

“Who is Wyatt?” wonders Pravol.

Shuban takes hold of my hand once more. I let him read me. When he lets go, he tells his fellow Venorian, “Wyatt is Melinda’s mate on Earth.”

I thought I was telegraphing that Wyatt was my ex-husband. Instead, Shuban seems to have picked up on the fact we are very much unfinished business.

“Ah,” says Pravol. “So it was his idea to test me like you did. I would very much like to meet this Wyatt.”

I smile, “I’m sure that can be arranged.”

“If I may ask,” continues Pravol, “how did you become aware of our ability to read minds?”

I gesture towards the couch at the end of my office. “Please, let us sit.” We take a moment to settle ourselves down on it, then I answer Pravol’s question. “It was Martha Reynolds, one of our shortlisted candidates for the exchange program, who first alerted me to the possibility. I decided to put it to the test last night.”

Pravol nods thoughtfully. “The bugs in my hair.”

“Precisely.”

“Speaking of Martha,” Shuban interjects, “she is the reason we have come to see you today.”

I raise my brows. “Indeed? How so?”

“It has come to our attention that Martha, uniquely among all other races we have encountered in our space travels, is able to read minds just like us.”

“Read minds? How come?”

Shuban shrugs. “As to that, I do not know. However, she was able to correctly read a very personal thought I had about her as we exchanged our greeting. We spoke of it, and she admitted that she had been able to tap into each of our thoughts last night as she greeted us.”

I’m floored. Could this mind reading thing also be a latent capability in humans?

“I had no idea this was something we humans could do too. If so, this opens up many intriguing possibilities.”

Pravol now assumes the reins of the conversation. “This is what we have come to discuss. We would like to invite Martha on to the exchange program, if she is still willing to come and live on Ven for six moon rotations.”

“But who would she trade places with? There are only five of you here.”

“There is one person that we do not believe is suitable for this program—Eliza Carmichael. We would like Martha to replace her.”

Ah, Eliza Carmichael, the ditzy blonde with a viper tongue who I had the dubious pleasure of meeting two days ago. The other members of the selection committee were adamant about choosing her over Martha, despite my protests. What a gloriously karmic victory it would be if my preferred candidate were to go instead. Cautiously, I say, “I would have to consult with the other members of our selection committee, as this decision is not mine alone to take.”

“Very well, but should your committee not approve Martha’s appointment on the program, we would also like to make clear that Eliza Carmichael is banned from travel to our planet and will not be allowed to board our ship.”

So, the slithery seductress did not make a good impression on them either. “I see. I’m sure we can reach a suitable accommodation. Leave it with me and I will get back to you on this by morning end.”

The two stand, our meeting over. Solemnly, they bow and take their leave. As soon as they’re out the door, I pick up my communicator and begin making some calls.

Three quarters of an hour later, it’s all settled. The selection committee has reluctantly acceded to the Venorians’ wishes. Eliza has been informed she is no longer on the program and been escorted back to her quarters to await transport back to Earth. And now, to the best part of all this. I call Martha and ask her to come see me as soon as she can.

It doesn’t take her long to get here. I smile at the tall, brown-haired young woman with large gray eyes and freckled skin. “Martha, thank you for coming over so quickly.” I lead her over to the small sectional sofa at the far end of my office and invite her to sit, before sharing the good news with her. She stares at me speechlessly.

“Martha? This is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“Yes. I’m just overwhelmed. This is the best news!” Then another thought occurs to her. “Have you spoken to Eliza yet?”

“Yes, I have. Let’s just say she didn’t take it very well. Said some very unkind things about you. I’ve arranged for her return to Earth on a transport leaving within the hour, so you don’t have to worry about running into her.”

She heaves a relieved sigh. “So, what next?”

“You’ll be leaving with the Venorians on their ship at 18:00 hours, so make sure you’re packed and ready at least an hour before then. Treylor will want to spend some time with you before you go. You can tell her a little more about the specifics of your life on Earth and what she should expect, living in your apartment. She’ll reciprocate with more information for you about Ven.”

“I look forward to that.”

I gaze at her seriously. “Martha, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you just how valuable this skill you have could be. More than anyone, you’ll be able to get a read on the Venorians and their intentions towards us. I’m nearly one hundred percent sure that they are a benign race that means us no harm, but there is still so much we don’t know or understand about them. The intelligence you provide us with from this mission will be critical.”

“I understand.”

We stand and shake hands. “Good luck, Martha. I’ve been so impressed with what I’ve seen from you. I have every confidence in your success on this mission.”

“Thank you, Melinda. I really appreciate the vote of confidence.”

I smile as I see her out of my office. I have a good feeling about Martha. I do believe she is going to be a great asset for us on Ven.


Chapter 2

Melinda

One month previously


I stretch my arms above my head and flex my neck from side to side, trying to work the kinks out of my body. I’ve just spent the last two hours writing a report for my superiors back on Earth about the curious happenings on the planet Ven. Out here on Mars, we are first to receive any communications from distant planets such as Ven and the two others we have made contact with through the Venorians—Krovatia and Driskia.

The news that has trickled in recently has made for interesting reading. Who would have thought that the fresh faced young woman I bid goodbye to all those months ago would end up becoming mated to Krantor, the son of Ven’s mighty ruler, the Kran? I’m sure not even Martha Reynolds had any inkling of what was to happen to her on that distant planet. In her last dispatch to me, sent a day before her mating ceremony, she sounded happy, excited and very much in love. I’m not surprised. I’ve seen video footage of Krantor, and he managed to set even my tired old heart aflutter. Lucky, lucky girl.

And then came today’s news. I listened wide eyed to dispatches from all five of our humans on Ven. I couldn’t quite believe my ears; it all sounded too incredibly far-fetched. I glance again at the executive summary of my report and read what I’ve written.

The Saraxians, inhabitants of a planet in the far reaches of the second galactic quadrant, have mounted an attack on the planet Ven. Using some powerful crystals stolen from Krovatia, they managed to induce a state of mass unconsciousness in the Venorian population. The boral crystals are thought to have had this impact by blocking Venorians’ neural receptors and sending them into shock.

In the course of their attack, the Saraxians stole valuable reserves of the mineral dorenium, as well as abducted Martha Reynolds, Krantor’s new mate. Krantor and his elite bodyguards—the somars—were off planet when this attack occurred, but were able to successfully rescue Martha, who is thankfully unharmed.

Venorians are currently reviewing their security protocols and discussing punitive measures to take on the Saraxians. Relations between Venorians and Krovatians have also cooled, since the latter failed to properly warn of the potential dangers of boral crystals to the Venorian population. All the humans involved in the Venorian Exchange Program have reported themselves unharmed.

Poor Martha, being abducted by these nasty Saraxians. I’m just glad everyone is safe and unharmed. Such drama being played out a few light years away, while here on Mars, life continues to grind at a stiflingly slow pace. God, I can’t wait to get off here and return back to Earth for a well-earned break. And to see Wyatt again—my ex-husband who’s not quite an ex.

My communicator buzzes with an incoming call. Speak of the devil. With a tired smile, I pick up. “Hey, honey.”

He frowns. “You look tired. Is everything alright?”

“Yes, I’m ok. There’s been dramatic news from Ven and I’ve been at my desk for hours drafting my report.”

“Dramatic? What’s happened?”

Hurriedly, I fill him in. When I come to the end of my tale, he shakes his head in amazement. “Mass unconsciousness! It sounds fantastical.”

“I know. I’d barely believe it if it weren’t for the testimony of all the humans on our exchange program.”

“Will this have an impact on your efforts to build relations with the Krovatians and Driskians?”

“I hope not. It’s a delicate situation. If the Venorians decide to cut off their ties with the Krovatians, then we will unfortunately be bound to do so too or risk offending our new allies. But my gut feeling is it won’t come to that. The Venorians don’t strike me as the type of people to cut off their nose to spite their face. The trade they have with the Krovatians is too valuable to lose. I’ll be curious how this plays out though.”

“If I were the Venorians, I’d use this as an opportunity to win more concessions from the Krovatians, such as greater access to their planet. Didn’t you say they were a closed off, secretive race?”

“Yes. As far as I understand, they don’t allow any foreigners on their planet. All their trade with the Venorians is conducted in neutral third-party territory.”

“Hmm. Well, if I were a betting man, I’d put money on that changing in the not too distant future.”

My eyes sharpen at this. “You think?”

He shrugs. “Just a hunch.”

I ponder this. “You might be right. I’ll definitely need to keep my ears to the ground.”

“No, honey, what you need is to put your feet back on Earth and enjoy a well-earned vacation.”

“I can’t wait,” I say with a sigh. “Have you booked the hotel?”

“It’s what I was calling you about. I’m sending the details by message now, but just so you know, hotel is all booked up, including a private hot tub on the terrace. Just think. Fresh air, endless lush green valleys, the two of us hiking by day and relaxing by evening.”

“Oh God, that sounds like heaven.”

“Just a few more weeks to go.”

“I’m counting the days.”

“Me too.”

“I love you, Wyatt.”

“I love you too.”

“Bye now.”

“Bye, honey.”

I end the call, dreaming of that fresh mountain air, and of seeing Wyatt again. Yes, I’m that person who goes on vacation with her ex-husband who’s not quite an ex. It’s not the most rational thing to do. I’m fully aware of that. When I get back to Earth, me and Wyatt are going to have a talk, that’s for sure.

◆◆◆

Present day


I’m all packed up and ready to go. My shuttle back to Earth will be arriving soon, loaded with passengers I’m curious to see again. The five Venorians on the exchange program are on their way back home after their six months stint on Earth. They’ll be picked up from here by one of their own ships which will be bringing home the humans that have been on Ven, minus Martha. My last job before I begin my vacation will be to invite them all for a debrief.

My communicator buzzes with an incoming call from Tom, my head of security.

“Hey Tom,” I answer.

“Melinda, the shuttle is docking in bay six. Could you make your way over to greet the arrivals?”

“On my way.”

Opening my office door, I head to the buggy parked in my allocated space outside. I climb aboard and start driving it in manual mode, which is my preference. I could simply program it to take me to bay six, but where would the fun in that be? The drive is short, but a welcome interlude. I pass the main thoroughfare of shops and restaurants before heading east, past the medical bay and further down a long corridor that houses various storage facilities, until I reach the door marked for bay six.

I park and dismount just as the door slides open and passengers begin to stream out. I spot my Venorian friends immediately, their height making them easily recognizable. Pravol and his soon-to-be mate, Treylor, walk hand in hand, followed by the rest of their team. I wave to them and they head towards me, smiling. “Welcome back to Mars,” I say, then approach Treylor first for the customary greeting.

She touches her forehead to mine, and steps back with a big grin. “I see you are very excited to return to your home planet and see your mate again.”

My mouth quirks into a smile I can’t contain. “Yes, I’m looking forward to it.”

By now, Pravol is also greeting me, touching his forehead to mine. As he pulls away, he tells me in his usual grave manner, “Wyatt has talked of little else but the vacation the two of you are taking. He cannot wait to be re-united with you.”

My heart constricts. Ex-husband or not, I’ve missed him. Apart from two short weeks last year, we’ve been separated for nearly three years. We’ve survived on a diet of regular communicator calls and remote sex. There hasn’t been anyone else for me, and I don’t believe there has been for him either. I could be wrong. We’ll need to have a conversation about our status, and soon.

I greet the rest of the Venorians, inviting them to partake of dinner with me later this evening. With help from my assistant, Luis, I arrange transport for all to the cabins they will be staying in overnight. Then I’m on my way back to my office and to the ten million and one things on my agenda before I take my leave of absence.

Later that evening, I finally sit back at the large dinner table I got Luis to reserve for us at Pico, the premium restaurant on Mars. I take a grateful sip of my wine and ask Treylor, “So, how did you find Earth?”

Her eyes warm with humor, she pronounces, “It was an interesting experience.”

“Not a raving endorsement,” I say with a chuckle.

She cocks her head to one side. “I greatly enjoyed meeting many different Humans and finding out about their way of life, but my absolute favorite thing was when Wyatt very kindly invited us out to watch a performance of the ballet. That, I adored.”

“Yes, Wyatt told me how much you enjoyed Manon.”

“It was simply beautiful, and I cried so much at the end. Poor Pravol became much concerned.”

He places a hand on top of hers. “My heart, you know that I do not like to see you cry.”

“I know, but those were happy tears.”

“I see that now.”

Watching the absolute care and devotion Pravol lavishes on Treylor has my heart constricting again. Once, I too had my knight in shining armor. I’m still not entirely sure where things went wrong.

I decide to change the subject. “So, I gather you have heard about the Saraxian attack on Ven.”

They all nod, looking grave. “My brother Prilor was badly injured in the attack,” says Treylor. “If it was not for Krantor’s quick action in saving him, he would not be with us anymore.”

“I’m so sorry, Treylor,” I murmur. “How is Prilor now?”

“He is on his way to a full recovery, thanks be to Lir.”

“I’m glad.”

“That is why we are anxious to be on our way back to Ven as soon as possible,” says Pravol.

“I understand the Venorian ship will be here by morning.”

He inclines his head.

“And what of the Saraxians?” I enquire. “How are your people going to deal with them now?”

“The Kran is keen to avoid an all-out war,” replies Shuban. “However, we will be drawing up a new exclusion zone, wider than the one in our previous peace treaty with them. They will now not only have to steer clear of the Utar belt, but of an extensive ring around it. We have also imposed a trade embargo on the Saraxians, making it clear we will not do business with any entity that trades with them.”

“Will that be enough to deter them?”

“That, I do not know. However, in his address to the people, the Kran made it clear that increasing our planet’s security is a top priority. My guess is that we will be expanding our fleet of ships patrolling the area around the exclusion zone.”

“And what of the Krovatians?”

At this, Treylor cries out, “They did not tell us about the powerful effects of boral crystals. That was not well done of them! As you may know, we recovered a box of these crystals when Krantor detained a Klixian ship illegally travelling through the Utar belt. Had we known how dangerous they were, we would have engaged far stronger security protocols and avoided this entire attack. But the Krovatians said nothing, even after we informed them of our find.”

“Will there be repercussions on them?”

“There will,” responds Pravol. “We have increased the price of some of the commodities we export to them and put a temporary stop to our imports of dorenium. However, we have not ceased trading with the Krovatians entirely. Their supplies of medicinal plants are too important for us.”

“That is not to say that we have become enemies,” adds Shuban. “Far from it. We still see the Krovatians as our allies, but we wish to make our displeasure at their actions clear. We also wish to avoid a repetition of these recent events by improving our communications with them.”

“You will know,” says Pravol, “that the Krovatians are a very secretive people who keep to themselves. We will be telling them that if they wish to continue being our allies, they must open up a little more.”

“Yes,” I nod, “that’s understandable. Will they agree to open things up, do you think?”

Pravol hesitates, as if not sure whether to share this next piece of information with me. Then, he says, “There is talk of opening up diplomatic relations between our people. I understand our authorities are currently negotiating terms for a mission of Venorians to go live on Krovatia and vice versa.”

“Wow, that’s a big step forward!”

“It is.”

“I suppose there is no hope that they would also accept a mission from Earth on their planet?”

“It is not an impossibility, given that Krantor’s mate is a Human. Once we return to Ven and report back on our findings, I am sure we will be more than willing to vouch for your race as peaceful allies of ours. However, one must be prepared for the likelihood that the Krovatian authorities will say no.”

I file away this piece of information, undeterred. It may take time, but I see the potential for eventually developing diplomatic relations between ourselves and the Krovatians. It’s definitely something I need to discuss on my debrief at the White House when I get back.

We continue our conversation as the meal progresses, but there are no other significant nuggets of information to emerge. Once the meal is over, I bid them goodnight and hurry home to my apartment. I open my front door and toe off my shoes. “Athena, call Wyatt.”

A moment later, his handsome face smiles back at me from the confines of his bed. “Hey gorgeous, how was your dinner with our Venorian friends?”

“Informative.”

“I thought it might be. I haven’t talked politics with Pravol, but I know he’s been in touch with his people since that Saraxian attack.”

“He has, and what he had to share was very interesting, particularly with regards to the Krovatians.”

I give him the gist of the conversation. He listens attentively as I recount what Pravol and Shuban said. Eventually he says, “I can see the wheels turning in your mind, Mel. You’re thinking about the possibility of a human mission to Krovatia further down the line.”

“It’s all to play for, Wyatt. From what I hear, the Krovatians are rich in many valuable minerals and medicinal plants. What a coup for us if we could negotiate our way into trading with them.”

“You mean, what a coup for you.”

“It’s my job to seek out extra-terrestrial opportunities,” I say, a little stung.

“I know.” He sighs. “We haven’t discussed what your plans are once your term on Mars comes to an end.”

“I’m not sure yet what I want to do. I’m going to use these four weeks of leave to sound people out and explore possibilities. Hopefully by the end of that, I’ll have a clearer picture of my prospects.”

“But what is it that you want to do after Mars?”

I shrug my shoulders. “Honestly, I don’t know.”

“Are you planning to return to Washington?”

Again I say, “I don’t know.”

Sadness seeps into Wyatt’s eyes. “I see,” he says flatly.

“Wyatt, let’s not argue. I can’t wait to get back to Earth and see you. And I’m so looking forward to our vacation. Let’s take things a day at a time. I know we need to talk about the future and we will.”

“Ok. That’s fair.”

We talk a little more, then bid each other goodnight.

◆◆◆


In the early hours of the morning, the Venorian ship arrives, and with it, the four humans that have been living on Ven. As required by protocol, I’m there to greet them as they arrive. Troy Summers walks out first and grins at me. “Ambassador Garcia,” he says, coming towards me.

I shake his hand in welcome. “Call me Melinda. How are you, Troy?”

“I’m good, thanks.”

I turn to say hello to the others—Shay Smith, Diego Sanchez and Dimitri Woods. “Welcome back to Mars. I’m sure you’ll want to catch up on your sleep and get your land legs back before we have our debrief. How about we meet at eleven for brunch together in my office?”

“That sounds good,” smiles Shay.

Eleven o’clock on the dot, they’re trooping into my office where a table has been set for our brunch. “Come in. Can I offer you anything to drink?” I ask them politely.

Once drinks are sorted and we’re all seated, I begin the debrief. “So firstly, how is Martha?”

Troy is first to speak up. “She’s doing great and is very happy in her unconventional menage with all her hunky Venorian males. Last I heard, she had plans to set up a school for Venorians and humans to be educated alongside each other.”

“I like that idea. Tell me, what was Ven really like?”

Shay gets a dreamy look on her face. “It was paradise. Perfect weather, beautiful landscapes, gorgeous sexy people, great food. I wish I could go back there already.”

“Add to that,” says Dimitri, “a highly evolved, sex positive society where there is equality between the sexes like I’ve never seen before.”

“Oh wow, you’re really selling it to me.”

“And that’s not all,” adds Troy. “The technology they have is out of this world. I’ve got hundreds of technical drawings to share with our people back on Earth. I’m pretty sure the information there will make significant improvements to our own technology across the board.”

“We’re very excited to see what you have, Troy. I can tell you all without a doubt that you have greatly impressed us with the work you’ve done on Ven. We’re so proud of you.”

“Thank you,” murmurs Diego. “That means a lot.”

“Tell me about the day of the Saraxian attack.”

“Well, that was one scary bunch of people,” says Dimitri. “We were all gathered in the palace with Martha when it happened…”

They all brief me in greater detail about the Saraxian attack on Ven with the boral crystals and how this induced a mass episode of unconsciousness among the Venorian population. As they talk, Luis records the proceedings, which he’ll then send me as a written draft. Brunch over, I let them go spend leisure time on the colony before we reconvene. At 18:00 tonight, we will departing on our journey back to Earth.


Chapter 3

Melinda


I pause my hike to admire the panoramic view before me. Grassy alpine meadows and scrubby pine trees cover the land as far as the eye can see. I breathe in the crisp mountain air and drink in the view. I’ve missed this.

Living on Mars the last three years has been exciting and great for my career, but there were some downsides. I spent my days confined to the artificial space of our indoor city, with no access to the arid landscape outside. It was fine while I was there, but now I’m back on Earth, I realize just how much I’ve missed being outside, surrounded by the bounty of nature. It makes me wonder how much longer I’m willing to continue with that existence. Over the next four weeks of leave, I need to work out my next move.

Wyatt halts beside me. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

I take a deep inhale of the fresh mountain air. “It is. I was just thinking how much I miss this when I’m living in an artificially constructed city with no access to the open air.”

I walk a little further to find a flat rock to sit on and take off my backpack, pulling out my bottle of water. Wyatt digs into his pack and passes me an energy bar. He sits next to me as we both take satisfying gulps of water and eat our snack.

Finally, Wyatt resumes the thread of our earlier conversation. “It doesn’t sound like you want to continue on Mars even if they decide to renew your term there.”

“No, I don’t think I could do another three years of that life.”

“So, what next?”

“I’ve thought about seeking alternative employment on Earth, perhaps doing some lecturing at universities, but I don’t like that idea either. I haven’t worked this hard to get to where I am only to give it all up.”

I place my chin on Wyatt’s shoulder. “The only other possibility that occurs to me is to lead a diplomatic mission elsewhere. There has been talk of establishing an Earth Federation embassy on the planet Ven—which by all accounts is beautiful and lush, a far cry from Mars. Shay Smith described it as paradise. Maybe I should be putting my hat into the ring for that.”

“You’re sure you want to continue being off planet? There are other avenues you could explore if you wanted out of Mars.”

“I’ve thought about it. I could try to get back into the political game in Washington, but I’ve been away much too long. Also, my experience on Mars has given me skills and knowledge about inter-planetary relations that few others have. It’s one of my strengths, and I have to play to it.”

“True, but you’d be living away from humans, among alien species whose way of life is different to ours. Is that what you really want?”

“It’s not like humans have endeared themselves to me,” I say dryly.

He snorts. “Yeah, I don’t know how you did it. The Washington political scene is like a snake pit.”

I run a gentle finger along his cheek. “You made it possible. I knew, no matter how vicious things got at work, I could come home to the comfort and normality of you.”

He imprisons my hand in his and kisses it. “Oh Mel.”

There is a heavy silence between us. Wyatt breaks it with a sigh. “Well then, go for it. They’d be crazy not to pick you.”

“We’ll see.” I lean across and kiss him softly on the lips. “Come on, let’s get going.”

With that, I pick up my rucksack and put it back on. Wyatt does the same, and we resume our hike.

As we walk, I let my mind wander along with my feet, thinking about my twelve-year marriage to Wyatt. It doesn’t take a genius to know he wants me to move back to Washington permanently and give our relationship another chance. I kind of want that too, but I’m on the fence. It wasn’t a lack of love that broke us up, nor any infidelity. It’s just that our lives were heading in different directions. We were young when we met, still in college. It seemed back then that we both wanted the same things, both of us high achieving and driven.

Things changed a few years ago. Wyatt got off the ambitious, career driven train while I stayed on it. I still sometimes can’t believe he ditched his high profile business consulting job and retrained as a goddamn chiropractor. To be fair, he seems much happier now doing a nine to five, away from the high stress environment he was in before. Problem is, it’s created a mismatch in our lives. When I was offered the ambassadorship on Mars, we both knew he wouldn’t want to leave his budding chiropractic practice and follow me there. So, we separated, eventually deciding to call it quits on our marriage. And now here we are back again. Do I want a repeat?

I study the back of his head as he walks in front me, blond hair darkened by sweat and curling a little at the nape. There’s no doubt I love him still. I probably always will. I missed him like crazy on Mars. I don’t think I could have survived being there alone without our regular calls and the long chats we had late into the night. He’s my best friend as well as my lover. I can’t imagine being with anybody else.

When the case is put like this, it seems mad that we ever separated. And yet… If I hadn’t left him, I never would have experienced everything I did on Mars. It would have been somebody else, not me, who made first contact with the Venorians, while I watched the news footage jealously from Earth. Now, with the possibility of an ambassadorship on Ven, I’m aching to set foot on that distant planet and experience life there. Getting back together with Wyatt would mean giving up on that dream too.

I blow away a stray strand of hair, feeling frustrated. There are no easy choices. When have there ever? Resolutely, I park these thoughts and decide to enjoy the moment. Quickening my steps, I catch up with Wyatt and grab hold of his hand.

He turns to me, surprised. “Hey.”

I kiss his sweaty cheek. “Hey.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“I’m thinking, I could murder for a dip in the hot tub right now, how about you?”

He kisses my lips. “I’d happily be an accessory to that murder.”

I laugh. “Come on, only another two miles to go.”

Some hours later in our room, we both undress and stand, gazing at each other’s naked bodies, cataloguing the changes since we were last together. Wyatt keeps himself in shape. There’s only a slight thickening at the waist to suggest he’s now in his early forties. His golden brown chest hair, very lightly sprinkled with gray, thickens as it trails down towards his groin, where his cock is already rising stiffly, displaying the frenum piercing on its underside.

I see him look hungrily at my pierced clit. Our wedding rings may have come off, but this mutual exchange of body jewelry still exists, reminding us that once, we were together as one.

“Come here,” he says gruffly.

I go to him and wrap my arms around his neck. His skin warms mine everywhere we touch. He captures my mouth, and we kiss for a long, long time, reacquainting ourselves with the texture and taste of the other. My tongue reaches into his mouth, playfully tangling with his. Soon, the kiss becomes more heated, our playful licks turning to long, needy strokes and hungry sucks. When finally our lips part, we’re breathless. Wyatt rains kisses along my jaw and to the sensitive flesh of my neck, sending shivers down my spine.

Standing on tiptoes, legs spread wide, I rub my pierced clit against his hard shaft, enjoying the sensation. At the same time, he grinds his cock against me, finding his own stimulation. We discovered this nifty mutual masturbation trick soon after our piercings were healed. We could come just by rubbing against each other, whether standing or lying in bed. It helps that we’re about the same height, his five feet eleven only topping me by an inch.

My wetness drips onto his cock, making it easier for him to slide against me. We stand there together in a tight embrace, grinding against each other, moaning and grunting as we seek our release.

“I’m close,” I pant.

“Me too,” he says huskily, “so we better stop. If I come now, I won’t get to fuck you for at least an hour.”

“Old man,” I tease into his ear.

“Not so old I can’t do this,” he grunts, as he lifts me over his shoulder, fireman style. He strides over to the balcony door and slides it open, stepping out onto our private terrace. A few further steps has us in the hot tub, where he deposits me gently. We both sigh with pleasure as the warm water engulfs our tired bodies.

“Ah, so good.” I stretch my arms and legs, luxuriating in the feel of the warm jets along my aching joints.

Wyatt stretches out beside me with a contented sigh. “That is good,” he drawls.

“Better than sex?”

He pretends to consider for a moment, then, putting thumb and index finger an inch apart, he smirks, “Maybe sex is better by this much.”

“You’ll have to show me. It’s been a long time.”

“Yeah, I know.”

I ask the question that’s been on the back of my mind. “Have you—in all this time—you know, been with someone else?”

He takes so long to speak that I brace myself for the answer. “All the time we were married, Mel, I’ve been faithful. It’s been hard, with the long separation. I have needs, like any other human, but I made a vow to you when we got married, and I’ve kept that vow.”

“And what about since the divorce?”

He lets out a long breath. “A week after the divorce, I let Dylan convince me to go out on a date with this girl he set me up with, Callie.”

I watch his face intently, my heart sinking.

“So, we went out, had a nice meal—normal, ordinary stuff.”

“And?”

“She was nice. Pretty. Intelligent. Kind. We had an enjoyable evening. She seemed to like me, which was good for my ego.”

“Wyatt, you’re killing me. Just spit it out.”

He huffs. “That’s what I’m trying to do. It’s not easy to talk about this with you.” He sighs. “At the end of the evening, I saw her back home and we kissed. I—enjoyed the kiss. She was pretty. She felt good, smelled good, tasted good, and I’m made of flesh and blood. So yes, I kissed a girl and I liked it.”

“Don’t sugarcoat it,” I say sarcastically.

He gives me a pained look. “I’m trying to be honest. So, we kissed and it got a little heated. My cock was definitely on board to take things further, but I stopped. I just wasn’t ready to take that big step. For over two decades Mel, there’s only been one woman in my life and my bed. It didn’t feel right to be with someone else. So I bid her goodnight, did the gentlemanly thing and left.”

“Did you ever see her again?”

He lays his head back against the edge of the tub and closes his eyes. “Next day, I was about to message her and ask for a second date. Then the newscast came on with footage of your first contact with the Venorians and everything got forgotten for a while. I got swamped with calls, remember? And then you called and we ended up naked, having remote sex. I thought all that would end with the divorce, yet here we were at it again. You were so gorgeous as you came, and I realized no other woman, no matter how pretty, holds a candle to you. That piece of paper that says we’re divorced can’t speak for what’s between us. I’ll always love you, Mel. You’re it for me.”

I swallow the lump in my throat as he continues. “I figured, if there’s even the smallest chance that we could be together again, then I wouldn’t ruin it by sleeping with someone else. So, my hand’s been kept busy, trying to ease my long suffering cock. I’m yours, Mel. The question is, after all this time, are you mine?”

“There’s been no one else, only you.”

“I sense a but.”

“But the problems that broke us up are still here.”

“You want to go to Ven,” he states flatly.

“I want to go to Ven. I want more than the conventional, nine-to-five lifestyle you seem to crave.”

“What if you don’t get the Ven ambassadorship?”

“Then I’ll keep trying for something else, maybe Krovatia or Driskia. In any case, do you really want to predicate our getting back together on my career disappointment?”

“No, of course not! I’m no consolation prize.”

“And you shouldn’t be.”

“Mel, I want you to have your dreams and your success. I never want to be the guy that cuts you down.”

I tuck my head against his familiar, comforting chest. “I know.”

“All I’ve ever wanted is to share my life with you.”

“But my life took me to Mars, and yours stayed here.”

He sighs. “Don’t I just know it.”

I kiss him just below the collar bone. “There’s no point going over this again. What’s done is done. One day, you’re going to meet some fine woman and fall in love again. I just know it. And yes, it will hurt and sting, but I’ll get over it. We’ve made our choices.”

He strokes my hair gently. “Are you sure?”

I don’t answer. Instead, I say, “Maybe us sleeping together while I’m here isn’t the brightest of ideas. Do you want me to move to another room for the rest of our stay?”

His arm around me tightens. “Hell no!”

I snuggle up to him in relief. “Ok.”

After a time, he says, “Perhaps it’ll be the other way. One day, you’ll meet some fine man and be the one to fall in love again.”

“Maybe,” I murmur, though in my head I think it unlikely. I look up into his eyes. “Enough talk. Let’s enjoy the here and now. Take me to bed, Wyatt, and fuck the living daylights out of me.”

His mouth curves into a grin. “At your command, ma’am.”

In one swift move, he stands us up in the tub and marches me out, stopping only to reach for a fluffy set of towels. Quickly, he dries us off, then he’s leading me to the bed, pushing me down onto my back. Next moment, he’s opened my legs wide and buried his face in my pussy. He licks me like a starving man with long laps of his tongue up and down my clit, tugging gently at the piercing with each stroke and making my nerve endings tingle. It feels so incredibly good. I close my eyes on a sigh, losing myself in the pleasure of his touch.

After a while, his finger joins his tongue, stroking along my slit to gather lubrication, before making its way down to the rosebud of my ass and slipping gently inside, as deep as his knuckle. He knows just the way I like it. With his finger, he fucks my ass while still licking my pussy in long, rhythmic strokes. I writhe beneath him. Oh God that’s good. I’m so, so close.

Sensing my impending orgasm, Wyatt’s tongue and finger pick up speed, the one fluttering up and down my clit, and the other massaging my ass with shallow strokes. I cry out as I start to come, and that’s when he catches one of the barbells on my clit with his teeth and tugs it, sending me into heavenly convulsions. “Oh God!” I shriek as I feel myself pulse endlessly. His tongue continues lapping at me through my orgasm, only stopping once I lie still beneath him.

When he lifts his head to look at me, I pant, “You are a fucking genius.”

He smirks, wiping my juices from his face with the back of his hand. “First orgasm on my tongue. Second one, on my cock.” As he says this, he lifts my legs up high, tucking my ankles on his shoulders. He takes his cock in his hand and positions himself at my entrance. Just as he’s about to enter me, he pauses and asks, “Do I need to put on a condom?”

“It’s fine. Get in there already.”

With a quirk of his lips, he obliges. In one thrust, he buries his length inside me. Wyatt’s cock isn’t massive. It’s not tiny either, just proportional to his body size. However, in that position with my legs raised, and with the stimulation from both our piercings, I feel the penetration to the very core of my being—not to mention that core is still throbbing and engorged from my orgasm. I gasp at the intrusion. “Oh yeah! Feels good.”

Eyes burning with desire, Wyatt begins to fuck me mercilessly, making me moan louder and louder with each thrust. My starved body drinks him in. As he senses my orgasm approaching, Wyatt slips a finger to my clit, rubbing gentle circles around the engorged nub. Ever since I had it pierced, sensation there has been enhanced and it’s made it easier to achieve multiple orgasms, something I used to struggle to do. His next thrust takes me over the edge. With a shudder, I come, pulsing around his cock, feeling the contractions deep within me. Wyatt drives into me a few more times, then he too comes with a loud groan.

Still joined, he leans down to kiss me. “Thanks, honey, I needed that,” he murmurs.

I brush back his tousled hair. “Me too.”

We hold each other close until, with a sigh, Wyatt pulls out. Grabbing some tissues from the bedside table, he wipes the excess cum dripping from my body. Then he pulls the covers over us and tucks me to his side. “Come on, let’s get some sleep.”

I yawn. “Good idea. Goodnight, honey.”

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

Much later, I wake, my sleep patterns still not adjusted to being back on Earth. I rest my head on the pillow next to his and trace gentle circles with my fingers on his chest. “Wyatt,” I whisper.

“Mmm,” he grunts.

“When you were saying your wedding vows, did it ever cross your mind that one day, we would have to break them?”

He traps my hand to his heart. “No, not in a million years.”

We’re silent as I resume tracing circles on his chest. Then I ask, “Do you ever regret us not having kids?”

He shifts a little, coming fully awake. “I wouldn’t have minded having kids, but I don’t have regrets. In any case, I see my brother’s children a lot and get the best of both worlds—the fun parts without the responsibility.” He runs his fingers through my hair on the pillow. “Why do you ask? Do you have regrets?”

“No, not really. Just like you, I get to play auntie with Harper’s kids. I get moments though, you know, when I wonder what it would have been like to grow a baby in my belly and to nurture a new life. But then, I realize it just couldn’t have worked. Not with my life the way it is.”

He strokes my cheek gently. “How about now? Forty-one is still possible if you wanted to try for one.”

“Are you saying you’d have a baby with me if I wanted to?”

“In a heartbeat, yes.”

I take a shaky breath. “Jesus, Wyatt. You make it so fucking hard.”

“Hard to do what?”

“Hard to get on that spaceship and pick up my life on Mars.”

“Then don’t. Nothing’s stopping you from staying here. You said yourself you wanted a change.”

“For one thing, Wyatt, we’re divorced. Remember? And yes I want a change from living in the artificial world of Mars where I don’t get to step outside for some fresh air. But that doesn’t mean I want to quit.”

He rubs his eye irritably. “And then we’re back to square one.” After a while he says, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to rehash all this.”

“Don’t be. I was the one who started this conversation.” I huff out a deep breath. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have.”

He sighs. “Come here.” 

I let him spoon me to his body and close my eyes. Later, much later, sleep eventually comes.


Chapter 4

Melinda


Decision made about the direction I want to take in my career, I make a plan of action. As soon as we get back to Washington, I start contacting people. My first port of call is my good friend, Elise Dawson, who is probably the only person I trust in the shark infested waters of the Washington political scene. We interned together at the same congressman’s office many years ago. Now, she works as a lobbyist, and her eyes and ears are everywhere.

We meet for brunch at our favorite eatery in Penn Quarter. I’ve already been here a few minutes and ordered my drink, when I see her glide smoothly towards my table, looking well put together as always. I stand and give her a hug.

“Melinda, how good to see you.”

“You too, Elise. You’re looking well.”

She brushes her hair back and smiles wickedly. “It’s the latest toy boy in my life. Keeps me young.”

I laugh. “That it does!”

We settle down at our table and order our food. Once that’s out the way, she leans back in her chair and observes me. “So, tell me your news.”

For the next few minutes, I update her on the latest happenings from my Mars posting. I ask her about the new gossip in town and she fills me in. By this time, our food’s arrived, and I take a moment simply to enjoy the pan fried fish and fresh crisp salad on my plate. That’s another thing I miss on Mars. Apart from a couple of special occasions where we’ve had real meat sent to us from Earth, the rest of the time our food has consisted of rehydrated protein, pasta and rice, with a few vegetables grown in the hydroponic greenhouses. It’s not bad, and the food has gotten better over the past year, but nothing beats the fresh stuff here on Earth.

I’m savoring the last bite of my fish when Elise raises an elegant brow and regards me with her warm brown eyes. “So, Melinda. What next for you? If you’re looking to get back in the Washington scene, I have a few suggestions for you.”

I put my fork down. “Actually, no. I was thinking more in terms of a diplomatic mission to Ven.”

“Ah. Are you sure you want to go on living off planet?”

I smile. “That’s the same thing Wyatt asked, and the answer is yes. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve missed Earth. Just being able to walk outside in the fresh air is a gift. But now that I’ve had a taste of life beyond our planet, I’m hungry to explore and know more.”

“How’s Wyatt? I haven’t seen him in forever.”

“He’s doing well. The practice is booming. I think he made the right choice, switching careers. He’s a people person and a giver. Being a chiropractor suits him a hell of a lot more than the cutthroat world of business.”

“You may be right. I’m curious. How is it working out between you two?”

“It’s good. We’re still friends.”

Elise scrutinizes me in silence. I blurt, “Ok, maybe a little more than friends.”

“Don’t tell me you’re sleeping with your ex?”

I flush and study the dessert menu with rapt attention.

“Jesus, Mel. What are you thinking?”

“I know it sounds all kinds of wrong, and we’ll stop doing it someday—when he meets someone else and it gets serious. Until then, it just feels natural to be together when we can.”

“Sweetie, he’s not your husband anymore.”

“You don’t need to tell me that. I know.”

“But you still haven’t got him out of your system.”

“It’s hard to move on from someone who’s been an important part of your life for so many years,” I say quietly.

She shakes her head disapprovingly. “Well, I guess then it’s all the more reason to get well away.” She pauses and regards me speculatively. “The Ven ambassadorship has yet to be decided and it could be yours if you play your cards right. I warn you though, there’s some stiff competition for the position.”

“Who?”

“Lucas Rivera.”

“Well color me surprised. I knew there must have been a reason for him coming to Mars to see off our candidates for the exchange program.”

“He’s hungry for a slice of the intergalactic political pie. Just like you, he sees the potential there. But you have advantages you need to press. Your expertise, your existing relationships with the Venorians, the prestige of having been the person to make first contact with them. It’s all to play for.”

“So, who do I have to see to make this happen?”

“For starters, get yourself a meeting with Peyton Miller.”

Peyton is the President’s chief of staff, and as luck would have it, I already have an appointment with her as part of my Mars debrief. “That I can do.”

◆◆◆


I keep busy the next few weeks, paying a visit to my parents and to my sister Harper. I shop for a new wardrobe—when it comes to fashion, the amenities on Mars are severely lacking. I make calls, do some schmoozing, and start the momentum going for my candidacy. Each night, I sleep in Wyatt’s arms, taking comfort and pleasure from him but all the while knowing how fleeting this feeling is. One day soon, as Elise said, I will have to get him out of my system, permanently. That day hasn’t come yet.

I’m focused on getting all my ducks in a row, one of which is this meeting I have today with Peyton Miller. I dress with care, wanting to project the right image. Slipping on a newly bought fitted navy pant suit, with a coral pink blouse beneath, I examine myself critically in the full-length mirror. I keep to a strict fitness regimen, so despite my middle age, I’m still trim and toned. I turn sideways to observe my figure. My breasts are small, but that’s no bad thing in my line of work. I don’t have to worry about lecherous individuals looking down my cleavage when I’m trying to be taken seriously. Despite my Latin heritage, I don’t have a big booty either. My butt is ordinary—not flat exactly, but not the type that men, or women, lust after. Again, an advantage workwise. I do everything in my power to appear business-like and professional. Nothing about me screams “sexy lady”.

Strong arms slip around my waist and draw me against a hard, muscled chest. I breathe in Wyatt’s seductive scent, musky and woodsy, a combination of him and his cologne. Closing my eyes, I bask in the pleasure of being in his arms. It feels so good. He kisses the side of my neck and murmurs in my ear, “Good morning, sexy lady.”

I can’t help laughing at that. “Wyatt honey, you’ve got to get your eyes examined. I was just admiring how unsexy and professional I look.”

He turns me around so we’re both facing the mirror. I take in my wavy dark brown hair that has not even a hint of gray, thanks to regular tinting treatments. It’s been cut and styled at the salon just this week in wispy bangs that frame my face. My brows have been lasered to a neat arch above my dark, long-lashed eyes, which are my best feature, I think. I’m no beauty. My mouth is a little too wide, my nose too snub, but I look eminently presentable, so I’ll take that.

Wyatt too is perusing me in the mirror. “Look at you, Mel. One gorgeous, sexy lady.”

I turn in his arms with a smile and kiss him. “I think you might be just a tad biased, but thanks.” I step back and point to myself. “So, what do you think. Will this do for a meeting at the White House?”

He draws me to him and kisses me once more. “You look great.”

An hour later, I arrive at my destination and get through the security checks. I’m not kept waiting long. Peyton strides in, her blond hair coiffed to perfection, a warm smile on her face.

“Melinda, it’s good to see you!”

I stand and shake hands with her. “Likewise, Peyton. It’s been a while.”

“Come on through, I’m sure we’ve got lots to talk about. I know we’ve had our weekly video chats, but there are things that can only be discussed in person.”

I follow her to her office and sit on a dark leather sofa. Peyton settles herself down in an antique armchair to my right. Without further ado, we get into the nitty gritty of my debrief. Peyton’s aide, a serious looking young man, sits to one side, taking down the minutes of our meeting. We’re interrupted several times with calls, a few from the President herself, but we manage to get through the business at hand. I give her my candid and considered report on our relations with the alien races we’ve so far made contact with—the Venorians, of course, the Driskians and the Krovatians. There are a few other inhabited planets that we’ve discovered through our contact with the Venorians, such as Sarax and Klix, but these are considered too risky for us to approach at this time. I set out my views on which direction we should be heading, what potential advantages we could gain from further engagement with these planets and a little on the possible threats.

As the meeting is winding down, I look for an opportunity to discuss my own future plans. She presents me with it in her next question, “So, Melinda, I know you’ll soon be coming to the end of your term on Mars. Have you had any thoughts about extending it? We’re all aware just how critical you have been to our interplanetary relations, and we would hate to lose you.”

I decide to make my pitch rather than answer her question directly. “Peyton, thank you for asking. I’m keen to continue putting that expertise to good use. The past three years have given me valuable insights into interplanetary politics, and one of these is that we have to tread carefully. As we’ve seen with the Venorians, these alien races are hesitant to share their more advanced technology with us—who they see as a backward planet—but with careful nurturing of the relationship, we’ve been able to make headways. For example, the improvements we’ve been able to make to our space technology, enabling our ships to travel more quickly over longer distances, are the direct result of over a year of cautious negotiations between ourselves and the Venorians.”
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