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Prologue

[image: ]




For the longest time, the people of Terra believed Venus was uninhabitable; a planet covered by sulfuric acid clouds and with an atmosphere that was over ninety-six percent carbon dioxide.

The scientists knew better. They’d learned—no one knew how because those who’d made that discovery were no longer alive—that beneath that cloud cover was a lush landscape of verdant valleys, endless plains, and towering mountains.

In addition, at its closest approach, Venus was almost ten million miles nearer to Terra than Mars. When they determined it was time to colonize our solar system, Venus seemed the likeliest option, the easiest to reach.

The scientists assumed lightning hadn’t struck twice in the Milky Way and that Terra was the only planet in our galaxy able to sustain sentient life.

As it turned out, they were more wrong than anyone could have imagined.

* * * *
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Chapter 1
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I looked up from the plant I was dissecting when the door to the greenhouse opened. “Close the door!” I hollered. Even though it was March and what would normally still be the tourist season in Florida, the temperatures had dipped. That had been the trend for the past quarter of a century. They’d play havoc with my plants.

“There you are, Lieutenant Anderson.” Lieutenant James Frost shoved the door closed behind him.

“Hey, Frosty.” I grinned at my bunkmate. “Where else would I be?”

“I know, you and your plants.”

“This is true. Were you looking for me?”

“Yeah. The new assignments have been posted. Guess where I’m going!”

“The Himalayas?” I teased. He’d always claimed there had to be such things as abominable snowmen and chupacabra and sasquatch and just pleaded for the chance to prove it.

“No, I’m heading out to Eastern Europe.” He waggled his eyebrows. “I get to look for werewolves.”

I choked back a laugh and gave a quick look around, even though I knew that except for us, the greenhouse was deserted. Once we’d graduated from the Air Force Academy and were guaranteed not to reveal the many secrets of Terra, we’d been enlightened as to who else we shared our planet with. Since those included shapeshifters, why not Yeti?

“Nah, it’s okay. The thing is I wanted to be the one to tell you you’ve been chosen.”

“All right, I’ll bite. What have I been chosen for?”

“Where’ve you been, buddy? Never mind, I know—you’ve been here.”

“Give the man a cigar.” I waited patiently for my friend to tell me what he’d learned.

“You’re going to Venus!”

I stared at him blankly.

“Andy. A message finally came through from the Defiance.”

“They’re alive?” After so long with no word, the second voyage to Venus was thought to have been a disastrous failure, with the loss of not only a billion-dollar spacecraft, but the entire crew as well.

“Colonel Pettigrew is alive, or he was when that message was sent. The rest of his crew is gone. The scuttlebutt is Beau Yeats will skipper the Defender to Venus. His crew will finish off whatever projects Pettigrew’s was unable to complete.”

“And I’m going?”

“And you’re going.”

* * * *
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The closer the time drew to our ship, the Defender, lifting off, the more classified information we were made privy to.

We already knew that the expedition to “Terra’s twin” had ended badly, with Colonel Pettigrew’s entire crew dead or missing, thanks, according to his message, to whatever inhabited Venus. What we learned some days before takeoff was that thirty-five years prior to this, another attempt to reach Terra’s sister-planet had been made. The last message from the crew of the MRV—Mission Reconnaissance Venus—was that they were about to enter Venus’s atmosphere. After that, they weren’t heard from again.

Of course, the general population of the planet had been kept in the dark about this.

Colonel Pettigrew’s message wasn’t believed, wasn’t deemed feasible. After all, Venus was uninhabited. The final verdict was Pettigrew had gone insane and killed every last one of the men and women under his command.

There were some grumblings that he should just be left there to rot, but cooler heads prevailed, although their reasoning hadn’t been altruistic. It was more along the lines of why should he get to live out the rest of his miserable life in the lush beauty of that unexplored planet?

So the all-military task force of biologists, physicists, medical doctors, engineers, and a botanist—me—was put together.

As Frosty had informed me, this expedition was under the command of Colonel Beau Yeats.

Colonel Yeats was...breathtaking. I had never seen a man who so looked like the epitome of military elegance. Tall, good-looking, with a smile to die for.

He wore his uniform with casual elan. His dark hair was brushed casually off his forehead, and his blue eyes gleamed. The contrast between us was striking. His glance was thorough as he examined my compact frame. “Anderson? Welcome aboard.”

“Thank you, sir.” I accepted his out-stretched hand, only just managing to keep my expression politely interested. The feel of his hand engulfing mine was electric.

“Call me Beau. It’s going to be a long flight, and we may as well become...friendly. So, Tinker, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the crew as soon as they get here.”

“Please, sir, call me Andy.”

He looked at me inquiringly. “But your name is Tinker Anderson, isn’t it?”

“My friends call me Andy, from my last name.”

“Well, I do want to be your friend.”

The rest of the crew sauntered in, introduced themselves, and wandered off to their cabins.

I nodded toward Colonel Yeats...Beau...and thought about his words. Perhaps, as we’d be away from our home planet, I might take the chance of exploring an affair with a same-sex lover.

* * * *
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And so we lifted off in the Defender from Cape Canaveral, our mission to not only complete whatever assignments the ill-fated crew of the Defiance had left undone, but to bring Colonel Pettigrew back to Terra, where he would face a court martial and almost certainly a firing squad—for conduct unbecoming, for failing his assignment...for murdering his crew.

* * * *
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I never thought I would meet Colonel Edward Pettigrew face to face. After all, I was just what some called a glorified gardener who happened to be a lieutenant in the Air Force and seconded to the Space Force, while he was a hero, the first man to go solo around the sun.

I’d been drawn to him from the time I’d seen him in a newsreel at the local movie house. After that, I looked for anything I could find about him, the newspaper pieces that lauded his accomplishments, accompanied by grainy pictures, the magazine articles about him, with their glossy photographs. The one that struck me the most was of him on his return, standing proudly beside his bullet-shaped rocket ship, his helmet tucked under his arm; that was the one I’d framed and tacked up onto my wall.

I hadn’t understood what those feelings were; I took them to be hero worship. In the town where I grew up, guys thought of those bounteous girls in the centerfolds of Rogue when they jerked off. I steadfastly refused to acknowledge that my most intense orgasms were when I found myself staring at that photograph of Captain Pettigrew, as he’d been at the time.

He’d received one promotion after another, and when the time came to lead the “first” expedition to what we eventually learned was Venus, Edward Pettigrew had done so as a full-bird colonel.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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I’d made some mistakes in my life—marrying right out of the Academy was one of the big ones—but the worst was thinking it might be a good idea to take Colonel Yeats as a lover.

We’d been in space a few weeks when I was called to the colonel’s cabin. Before I realized it, I found myself stripped naked and in the colonel’s bunk. I’d treated my former wife well in bed, and I was foolish enough to expect the same from Colonel Yeats.

Instead...He rolled me onto my stomach, forced my hips high, and slammed into me.

I was overwhelmed by the pain, by the feeling of fullness, and I wasn’t sure at all if I wanted to go through with this.

“Relax, sugar babe,” he whispered. He nipped my ear, and his large hands skimmed my waist and hips, gripping hard and forcing me to keep still.

My breath came as a whine as I tried to get away from what felt like a tree trunk up my ass.

“Oh no, sugar babe, you’re not going anywhere,” he growled. “You made me wait too long for this, and I’m going to teach you what happens when you play with fire and tease the commander of your ship.”

His heavy balls slapped rhythmically against my buttocks, and his cock continuously plunged deep into me, causing me more and more discomfort.

I could barely gasp out the words. “Please, sir.”

“That’s right,” he said, totally misunderstanding me. “Beg me for it.” He slid a hand around to my cock, and his grip on it was almost as painful as being fucked by him.

One of the worst parts of the whole thing was that every time anything like pleasure shimmered near, he would alter his strokes, and like a mirage, it would be gone.

He continued to plunge into me, and I had no choice but to let him. Sore, battered, I only wanted him to be finished with me.

Finally, with a hoarse shout, Yeats climaxed, and I felt the heat of his semen flooding my channel.

I shuddered as he withdrew, and with a careless slap to my buttocks, he got to his feet and padded into the refresher.

“That was great,” he called as he cleaned himself up but left me sticky and sweaty. “We’re going to do this again later tonight.”

My ass felt as if it was on fire, and I gingerly sat up. Semen oozed from my abused hole, and I grimaced in distaste.

“I don’t think I can do that again so soon, Colonel.”

“Oh, sugar babe, did I make you too sore?” He was pleased as punch; I could hear it in his voice.

“Don’t call me that, Colonel.”

“I’ll give you some time to recover. And then we’ll do it again...tomorrow night.”

Not if I could help it. Macho schmuck. I staggered as I got to my feet and dragged on my clothes.

“Andy? How does that sound?”

Awful. “If you don’t mind, Colonel, I think I’ll take my dinner in my cabin.”

He came to me and ruffled my hair, and swear to God, I wanted to bite his hand off at the wrist. “Okay, sugar babe. I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

He’d see me, but this was the last time he—the last time anyone—got in my bed.

Fortunately, no one saw my ignominious retreat from the Colonel’s quarters. Once safely behind my own door, I shed my clothes and stuffed them into the disposal, then made it to the refresher in time to spew the contents of my stomach into the Waste and Hygiene Compartment.

You wanted that, I kept reminding myself. I’d wanted to experience what two other male crew members so obviously had.

The colonel had seemed perfect—tall, muscular, a chiseled jaw, dancing eyes. I should have paid closer attention to the rumors floating around about him.

Only...I rested my head against the bulkhead of the shower. Maybe it was my crewmates’ closeness I desired. I let the hot water wash away my aches and self-loathing.

No, it wasn’t likely that I would try something like that again.

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Ever since I’d been a kid, helping my pop in the garden and flowerbeds, I’d loved plants, and the flora of Venus, as seen through the viewfinder, fascinated me, although truthfully, I was a little confused. The ground seemed to be covered with the blue sward, and blue-leaved, purple plants abounded. But...shouldn’t they have been green? That was what the scientists back home had announced to us—a planet as verdant as our own beloved Terra had once been.

Our coordinates had us landing not more than a football field’s length from the Defiance, but even that was too far. Whatever astrophysicist had deemed Venus suitable as a second home for mankind should have had their head examined. With an oxygen content of less than fifteen percent, we were required to suit up in protective gear and oxygen masks.

As soon as we left the protection of the Defender’s titanium and aluminum alloy sides, I got that feeling crawling up my spine as if we were being...not only watched, but stalked. No one else mentioned that sensation, and I began to wonder if perhaps I wasn’t cut out to travel the space lanes.

We found the Defiance broken-backed and on her side, deep blue vines securing her once sleek hull to the dark-orange soil of Venus. Colonel Pettigrew had barricaded himself in what was left of the upper half of his ship, and we had to cut our way in. He tried desperately to explain the situation. While exploring the surrounding area, most of his crew had been brutally slain by...something...when a mist descended on them, while at least two had panicked and begun firing blindly. He and his severely injured navigator had made it back to the ship, and after his navigator succumbed to her injuries, he’d managed to radio a frantic distress call reporting her death and the disappearance of his crew.

“Do you really expect me to believe that?” Yeats demanded. It was obvious the question was rhetorical—he refused to consider the colonel might be anything other than a liar and a coldblooded murderer.

“It’s the truth.”

“I knew those men, and they were hardly likely to panic.”

“There were women in my crew also, Colonel. They were even less likely to panic.”

“Well, you should have made sure they stayed behind. They had no business putting themselves in danger.”

I blinked and gave Yeats a disgruntled look, not that he noticed. What a male chauvinist schmuck. How could I ever have thought Yeats was worth having a relationship with?

“You weren’t here,” Colonel Pettigrew said. “You can’t know what it was like.” He looked as exhausted as he sounded, logical when you stopped to consider the amount of time he’d spent alone and the fact he was running short of oxygen and supplies.

“It’s convenient that they’re not here to reveal you for the lying liar you are,” Yeats snapped.

I believed Colonel Pettigrew—I couldn’t not—but no one else in our crew did. Why would they, when all the great scientific minds insisted Venus had to be uninhabited? That was why every political leader of the United Countries of Terra thought it would be an excellent idea to claim it for our planet.

And since circumstantial evidence decreed that, as the sole survivor, the Colonel was the culprit, he’d have to be returned to Terra to face the music.

In photographs, he’d been attractive, but in person, his dark hair and blue eyes took my breath away. How could this man be responsible for the deaths of nine men and women?

Something was very wrong, but all I had to go by was my certainty Colonel Pettigrew couldn’t have committed such an atrocious crime, and the creeping feeling that tiptoed up and down my spine.

Colonel Yeats ordered us out to search for the remains of the Defiance’s crew.

“No, you don’t want to do that. I’m telling you death stalks the land outside this ship. I had to use a flamethrower to clear off those vines to get back in—”

“There are no burnt vines out there.” Yeats sneered at Colonel Pettigrew. “You can act as insane as you want. I still intend to see you hang.”

We might be on the verge of the twenty-second century, but the military tended to be set in their ways.

Our chief medical officer looked concerned. “Beau, the odds of anything being left of Pettigrew’s crew out there after all this time are slight.”

“There’s nothing but vegetables out there,” Yeats snarled. “But either way, uniforms and protective gear will be left. Bones will be left.” He wheeled to face Colonel Pettigrew. “You’re a murderer, pet, and you’re going to swing.”

Pet? That seemed rather...familiar from someone who’d claimed not to know the colonel beyond hearsay.

But as it turned out, part of Colonel Yeats’s statement proved to be correct—we did find a couple of human skulls, the skin stretched tight, almost as if it had been mummified. However, there were no tracks or trails to follow, and that was all we came across.

“Never mind,” Yeats barked, his frustration palpable. “This skull is enough.” The second skull had a neat hole puncturing the front of it, while the back was blown out, a typical exit wound. XK-75 pulse rifles had been brought for the crews’ protection...and apparently personal side arms, as well, which were similar to the old-fashioned revolvers of fifty or seventy-five years ago. They’d been outlawed, as were most hand weapons. This was fortunate, since some of those fire arms were loaded with hollow-point explosives, guaranteed to vaporize a man no matter what the distance.

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem as if they’d helped.

We salvaged what we could from the Defiance, took the deceased crew’s personal effects for their families, and transferred everything to the Defender. Colonel Pettigrew was confined to quarters, and we completed the last assignments and experiments his crew had been unable to get to. This included taking samples from a mound we happened to come across that strangely matched the radioactivity we’d found near the Defiance.

Finally, after a brief service committing the bodies of our departed comrades to this alien soil in the sure and certain hope of their resurrection—I heard Colonel Pettigrew choke softly, “Blue skies and tailwinds, my friends”—we were ready to lift off. By that point, Colonel Pettigrew was allowed some time in the mess hall. I wasn’t sure if it was worth it, considering how the crew ignored him, and Yeats never stopped sniping at him.

I started to wonder about that.

“Sugar babe—” He sauntered up to me and tried to slide an arm around my waist.

God, I hated when he called me that—or any pet name, for that matter—as if he thought of himself as my sugar daddy.

“—go collect whatever plants you need,” Yeats murmured. He leaned forward, this time as if he was about to blow in my ear.

I stepped away and frowned at him. We’d had that brief—as in not-more-than-a-couple-of hours-brief relationship—and I’d warned him not to call me that.

Now he ignored my look and instead sent a wink my way.

“I already have what I need,” I told him.

“Well, go get some more.”

“I’m not likely to find much with all the mist that’s creeping in on the Defender.”

“It’s just mist. Take a fucking flashlight.”

I had that feeling along my spine again, but all I wanted to do was get away from him, so I ignored my intuition and grabbed my protective gear. Before I could climb into it, though, Colonel Pettigrew intervened.

“Don’t go out there, Lieutenant.” He was sheet-white. “That’s what we walked into before all hell broke loose.”

“A likely story, pet.” Yeats mocked the colonel’s misery. “I gave you an order, Lieutenant.”

A hollow thud rang through the ship.

“What the fuck was that?”

“You saw what the Defiance looked like when you got here. Those vines pulled her down. I’d say the Defender is about to get the same treatment.”

“Beau, you can’t take that chance with the knowledge we’ve accumulated,” his second-in-command urged.

More thuds sounded against the ship’s side, and she began to shiver.

“Andy, are you sure we have enough specimens?”

“Yes.” I’d have said yes even if we hadn’t. That feeling along my spine had climbed my backbone and wrapped itself around my throat.

“All right, everyone, go to your stations and prepare for lift off.”

And we got the Defender into space before we were anchored to the alien soil of Venus. We were unaware, though, of the deadly cargo we carried in our hold. The plants I’d selected—beautiful, strange...lethal—proved to be carnivorous, and of the nine crewmembers of the Defender, only three of us survived to step out onto the soil of Terra once more. The plants had cast out vines to wrap around three men and two women who’d been trapped in the empty corridors of our ship and sucked them dry of the moisture the plants needed to thrive.

* * * *
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Danger...the threat of death...tended to make a person do things they might not usually be inclined to do.

Colonel Pettigrew and I ducked into a storage locker to avoid the vines. I stepped back to give him some room, but he wound his arms around me and pulled me into a snug embrace.

And for the first time, I was kissed by another man. But I remembered too well how I had first felt with Yeats, and I didn’t trust the sensations that shimmered through my body. I was not going to be caught in that trap again.

The colonel traced the seam of my lips with his tongue. “Open for me, Andy,” he pleaded, and I wanted to, oh how I wanted to. Tentatively, I parted my lips and touched his tongue with the tip of my own. He held himself still and let me explore at my own pace.

But then he groaned and rocked his lower body against mine. The next thing I knew, he yanked down my trousers and shorts, and I braced myself to be assaulted again. Instead, Colonel Pettigrew dropped to his knees, and swallowed my cock to the root.

“Oh, God, I’ve never felt...”

He slipped off me. “What, never?”

“No.” I kept my fingers crossed that he wouldn’t question me.

“Knowing that just about makes me want to bust a button.”

“Yeah?” And somehow, I felt better, the more so when we wound up in a sixty-nine position. I mouthed his cock through his own trousers, then freed it and licked and nibbled the crown. He tasted amazing. He smelled amazing. I took him down as deeply as I could, and I thought my brain would explode as we simultaneously climaxed.

“God, I’m embarrassed,” the colonel murmured.

“Why?”

“I came so fast.” He licked a stray drip of semen from his lips.

“I came just as fast.”

“You did, didn’t you?” He sounded pleased, almost drowsy, and he curled around me.

So death and danger? Yeah, but with Edward Pettigrew...Colonel Pettigrew...my colonel...this had nothing to do with danger or death or anything but us.

* * * *
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Chapter 4
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I’d made an interesting discovery—the oxygen carried in our bloodstream was poisonous to those plants. Before I could test my theory and then announce it, Colonel Yeats, in an effort to save the remainder of his crew, sacrificed himself by luring the plants to their demise—and his as well—in the nuclear reactor that powered our spaceship.

Not to speak ill of the dead, but he always had been a hotshot.

* * * *
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Thanks to damage caused by those damned—a word I’d never thought to use in conjunction with my beloved flora—plants, it took the Defender almost eight months to hobble home. I was fairly sure those last weeks were accomplished by nothing more than sheer determination, because we were dangerously short on fuel.

It was spring when we finally entered Terra’s atmosphere once again. Instead of landing at Cape Canaveral, however, we were ordered to touch down at a makeshift base located outside Roswell, New Mexico, where our ship would be gone over with a fine-tooth comb. Then we were shuttled to the East Coast.

“The debrief and the trial won’t be for a while, Andy. Go grab some breakfast,” my colonel told me. He’d become mine, just as I’d become his, during the long journey home. “I’ll join you as soon as I can.”

I yawned and rubbed my scalp vigorously. “All right, Colonel. I’ll see you in a bit.”

I made my way to my quarters, left something for Frosty along with a note, and dropped my duffel bag at the foot of my bunk. It was filled with laundry that could wait until after I’d eaten something.

Only as it turned out, I was called to Colonel Braddock’s office before I could even get a cup of coffee.

Colonel Braddock was the liaison between the United Terran Space Force and NASA, but everyone knew that he was nothing more than a pencil-pushing brown-noser with a tendency to throw his weight around.

Unlike my colonel, who had eagles on his shoulders, Braddock only had silver oak leaves. Nevertheless, he still outranked me, so no matter how much I disliked him, there was no question I wouldn’t obey the order.

“You sent for me, sir?”

“Ah, yes. Lieutenant Anderson. Here.”

I took the paper he handed me. “What is this, sir?”

“You’re being given leave. I understand your actions aboard the Defender were above and beyond.”

“I don’t understand, sir.” My “actions” had left me scared spitless, I’d say that. Being familiar with plant life, I’d been able to help, but I had no doubt if the man we’d traveled to Venus to rescue hadn’t been at my side, we all could have kissed our asses goodbye.

“Yes, well, this is your reward.”

“Oh?” I braced myself for the inevitable questions about the Defender’s rescue mission—everyone I’d crossed paths with had been curious. Not that I would talk about it until after the debrief, but still...

Colonel Braddock didn’t seem interested. I scanned the orders.

“A week?”

“Yes. Use it to go home.” He gave me a boarding pass that I accepted without giving it more than a cursory glance. “Touch base with your family.”

“Uh...Thank you, sir.” That would be really nice. It had been a long time since I’d been home, and this time, I could take my colonel with me, but...my brow furrowed. “However, I need to be available for Colonel Pettigrew’s court-martial.”

“It’s been postponed for a couple of weeks.”

“I wasn’t notified—”

“Are you challenging me?” the lieutenant colonel barked.

“No, sir. I’m just saying—”

“There’s a flight ready to take off.” He scowled and ignored my words. “You’re to be on it immediately.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll stop at my quarters and pack—” And I’d take the opportunity to call my colonel and see if he was interested in accompanying me.

“No need, Lieutenant. I’ve had that done for you.”

I stiffened. “Sir?”

“Murphy.”

The corporal whose desk was in the outer office appeared in the doorway with my duffel bag in his hand. “Here you are, sir.” He passed it to me.

“Thanks.” I wasn’t happy that someone had been in my things, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it at that point. And I needed to see my pop, to tell her I was safe and that I’d fallen in love.

“Now that that’s all settled, Lieutenant, you’d better be on your way. Dismissed.”

I saluted, did an about face, and left his office. A jeep was waiting outside the building, the engine rumbling. I climbed in and was driven to the airfield. I should have realized it was an offer that was too good to be true.

I’d expected to be taken to Patrick Space Force Base, since it was only five or so miles from Cape Canaveral, so I was a little surprised when I was driven to Melbourne Orlando International, which was more than twenty-eight miles away.

“Is this right?”

My driver shrugged. “It’s where I was ordered to bring you.”

“Okay.” Occasionally military personnel did fly on civilian aircraft, so I accepted I’d be flying into Blanchardville instead of Roger Chaffee ABF, and on a Montgolfier 842, a wide-bodied civilian hovercraft, instead of a miliary C130 Alcides. I sent a salute to my driver, adjusted my duffel bag over my shoulder, and crossed to the terminal, where I found my gate and boarded my flight.
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