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Chapter One

It was one of those near misses that
makes people poop their pants--among the milder reactions. There
had been rioting in the streets--with a staggering death toll. Half
the cities in the country had been burned to the ground or nearly
completely destroyed.

Suicides and murder had become so
common they were hardly newsworthy anymore--particularly murders by
family annihilators.

Meanwhile, the incurable optimists had
gone underground as deep as they could get. Tourist caverns had
been filled to overflowing--with people on the outside fighting to
get in--and a lot of people were excavating like fighting fire with
backhoes and shovels.

And then the massive intergalactic
object headed for Earth--an Earth sized rogue planet slightly
smaller than Earth--had just slid right in to an orbit at one of
Jupiter’s Lagrange points like sliding into a parking space in a
crowded mall.

Silence fell while everyone held their
breath.

When months passed, there was a
surprisingly minor wild jubilation--mostly by the same incurable
optimists that had been fighting for space in any hole in the
ground.

There were the enraged, of course, the
people who’d lost everything who felt like they’d been pranked and
some-fucking-body was to blame for the breakdown of pretty much
everything.

Not them.

Never the disrupters.

Scientists, of course, were scratching
their heads, trying to figure out why and how it had been captured,
how it had been diverted to an existing planetary orbit when it had
appeared to be heading as straight for Earth as it could
go.

Well, not actually diverted in the
sense that it turned. It simply didn’t cut through Jupiter’s
orbital path and continue on its way--because Jupiter was a good
distance away from any potential collision by the time it
crossed.

Jupiter, of course, was the Earth’s
shield quite often, big enough and heavy enough to pull in all
sorts of debris that looked to be on a collision course with Earth,
but the numbers weren’t adding up. Jupiter didn’t seem to be close
enough to affect it at all.

Of course, it had been decelerating
almost from the time it entered the solar system, but it didn’t
seem to be enough to explain the situation. And they didn’t even
know why it had decelerated.

With much of the globe decimated by
self-destruction, it took a combined effort of many people from
many countries over a year and a half to put together a mission to
check out the solar system’s newest planet, to prep something for a
closer, eyes on, look--and that was with everyone working
frantically.

Because everyone wanted to be
convinced that the planet was there to stay.

And wouldn’t ‘break loose’ in the
same, crazy, manner that it had gotten ‘stuck’, and just swat the
Earth into infinity just about the time they relaxed.

An international crew had been chosen
for the mission.

Seven astronauts--five men and two
women--two from the US--one from Canada, India, Russia, Japan, and
the European space agency. Using the fastest rocket available--they
wouldn’t see the new world for nearly two years.

It would be the longest
mission mankind had ever undertaken--the furthest
manned mission from
Earth.

They’d been taking baby steps toward
colonizing the entire solar system for decades, but the furthest
outpost was in the asteroid belt.

And they were thrilled speechless by
the discovery that they would be testing out the new hiberpods.
Rotation would be half of the crew on and half off (roughly--four
in and three out) for accelerating periods of time while the crew
outside the pods monitored the crew inside.

This, incidentally, would conserve
critical resources for the very long trip.

They sure as hell felt every minute of
the time when they were ‘awake’, though, Emily thought dryly as she
stared at the darkness beyond the ship in Zen
meditation.

Because that was what pretty much
everyone did whenever they weren’t busy--after the first three
months in space. They ‘switched’ to off and just sat staring at
nothing, thinking about nothing.

Well, Emily had found that she
did.

She didn’t know anyone else well
enough to know if that was what they did--not even her fellow
American--Kaylin--or the only other woman on the
mission--Rekha.

Because Kaylin had only started in the
program after she’d left, so she hadn’t even trained with him until
she was approached for the mission, and Rekha was quiet and
retiring of nature--seemed to be.

She got the impression, right or
wrong, that no one really wanted to get too close to anyone else
because they had a strong suspicion everybody wouldn’t be coming
home--if they were directed to land on the planet.

The door had been left open for that
even though it wasn’t expressed as a primary goal.

And maybe that was her slant on the
situation because of her situation.

No one, except the Russian--Mikail,
had any close ties on Earth--including her.

She’d lost her only child, her
daughter, two years earlier--two years prior to her inclusion in
the mission. It was her pregnancy that had convinced her to pull
out of the astronaut program to start with--before they could ask
her to leave--not that there was anything accidental about her
pregnancy. She’d planned it and it had cost her a lot of money on
top of her position with NASA. And she doubted they would have
considered her a good candidate for the current mission because of
her mental state--her grief--if not for the fact that they wanted
to make sure nobody that went had close ties.

And that was a hard proviso to
fill.

Struggling to drag her mind to the
present, she got up and stretched.

That was a vast improvement over the
last space trip she’d taken, she thought wryly--gravity--the fact
that she could just stand up and stretch if she felt like
it.

It--gravity--had been
introduced as standard in every ship built since she’d left the
program, so it was her first in anything in space
with gravity.

It seemed … unreal, as weird as even
she thought that was--that it felt strange to her that there was
gravity. She couldn’t decide if it wasn’t quite the gravitational
pull she was used to or it just didn’t seem right because she
hadn’t expected gravity on the trip.

It wasn’t discussed, she
supposed, because it had become standard years earlier--even though
that was after she’d left.

Surprise!

Shaking that thought, she headed to
the lift and down to the garden.

It was everyone’s favorite spot on the
ship and consequently there was never really anything to do beyond
admiring it. It was mostly run by the computer and worked by robots
anyway, so all anybody got to do was look at it and maybe pick a
leaf off here and there if they managed to catch one before the
robot got to it.

Currently, Francois, the Canadian,
Rene` from the European Agency and Saburo of Japan were podded.
She, Mikail, Rekha, and Kaylin were awake--and Rekha and Kaylin
were already there when she arrived. She smiled at them wryly.
“Where’s Mikail?”

Kaylin grinned at her. “I expect he’ll
be along shortly.”

It was one of those slow grins of his
that almost seemed … intimate. And it never failed to make her
heart trip over itself.

And it didn’t fail this time, but she
managed to return the smile and look away at almost the same moment
and, luckily for her, she spied a swollen bud on one of the plants.
“Oh my god! Something’s about to bloom!”

Not that she was that excited about
it, but at least it was an excuse for the assholes monitoring them
back home--the stagger in her pulse.

Despite the fact that she’d expected
it, she still felt her face heat when she got the question over her
com.

“You ok, Em?”

“Fine! I just noticed we
have something blooming in the garden. I get excited about things
like that these days,” she said wryly.

She didn’t look at Kaylin to see if he
had a smug look--but she was sure that was coming--unless he
totally freaked at the discovery that she was panting for him and
went to the head to puke.

They noted every flutter of her heart
and that was usually when she was in Kaylin’s vicinity--and she
strongly suspected the assholes at mission control knew it. They’d
have to be blind, deaf, and dumb not to know Kaylin was like catnip
to women.

There wasn’t a damn thing she could do
about her reaction either.

She didn’t even know why
she felt like she’d stepped on a live wire every time he came
anywhere near her. She had absolutely never had a thing for younger men.
And he was enough younger than her to embarrass her for that
alone--even to consider him as a man.

Even though it was pretty impossible
not to.

Because she sure as hell wasn’t
thinking about his age when she looked at him.

And then there was the fact that he
was actually pretty hot as far as every female that had ever set
eyes on him thought--which would have made any aspirations in his
direction laughable if she’d been the same age he was. Or
younger.

His life must be really difficult for
him, she thought dryly.

* * * *

Rekha got up and left when Mikail
arrived.

Emily divided a look between the two
of them without awareness that she was looking for any sign that it
was related in some way or merely coincidence.

Kaylin got up. “I guess I’ll head over
to the gym for a workout,” he said--at large, Emily thought, but it
irritated her because she had been on the point of heading to the
gym herself.

Damn it!

“Guess I’ll go watch one of
the movies again,” she said a little glumly.

“Stay and talk,” Mikail
invited her.

She threw a look of surprise at him
and smiled faintly, trying to decide whether she really felt like
attempting a conversation with another human being--especially one
whose accent was so thick it was hard to grasp what he was
saying.

“She offered to spot me
with the weights,” Kaylin said before she could think up a polite
lie--because she had a harder time with conversations than
boredom--personal conversations. There wasn’t a lot else to talk
about, unfortunately, since nothing happened that everybody didn’t
know at once.

She glanced at Kaylin in
surprise--with reluctance. But it did occur to her that there might
be a reason he didn’t want her talking to Mikail--or that he might
have something potentially sensitive to discuss with her. They
weren’t exactly allies even though they had allied for the mission
and were trying hard to mesh as a team. “Oh. Ok.”

She glanced at Mikail and smiled. “See
you at dinner.”

He nodded, but his eyes were narrowed
on Kaylin speculatively.

Emily wasn’t especially surprised when
Kaylin went directly to the weight bench as soon as they arrived in
the gym and started setting up for a session. It did surprise her,
though, that he didn’t actually say anything when she’d thought he
must have a reason to separate her from Mikail.

“There’s … some kind of
problem with Mikail I should know about?” she prodded him finally
when he’d finished his session with the weights and grabbed a towel
to blot the sweat of his labors from his skin.

Something flickered in his eyes before
he looked away. “Not that I know of,” he responded
finally.

Emily was a little outdone
then.

She’d felt uncomfortable about just
dismissing Mikail’s offer even though she wasn’t particularly
comfortable about taking him up on it.

Kaylin flicked an assessing glance at
her. “You didn’t seem … especially eager to stay for a
visit.”

“Oh.” She chewed her lip.
“Well … thanks, then. I didn’t want to be rude.”

“No problem,” he said,
getting up. “Just so you know, though--he’s got more than chatting
on his mind. So don’t let him get you alone unless you just want to
bump uglies with him.”

Emily blinked at him, her jaw sliding
to ‘stunned’. Her brain went into pandemonium phase, all sorts of
questions colliding. She glanced toward the door to the gym and
finally moved a little closer. “How do you know?” she
whispered.

His lips tightened. “His dick salutes
you when you walk by,” he said dryly.

Emily opened her mouth in a hoot-owl
gape. “But … he’s married. Isn’t he?”

She didn’t know what to make of the
look he gave her.

“Baby doll ….” He broke off
and shook his head, his expression a mixture of anger and
amusement. “You interested?”

Emily blinked some more. “In
Mikail?”

She hadn’t given it a
thought.

Because he was married.

And they were on a mission.

Not exactly life or death since there
wasn’t anything they could actually do to save humanity. They were
just collecting data--hoped to.

Not that she could see any possibility
of sending seven humans on a four years mission (round trip
assuming they made the trip back) and expect them to forget all
about being human and the things they needed for their mental
health for the duration.

It was the nature of the beasts--all
beasts--the need to breed--or at least practice.


Chapter Two

Emily didn’t actually realize she
hadn’t moved from the spot until Kaylin disappeared into the shower
room. Blinking a couple of times to jumpstart her brain, she turned
and scanned the equipment and finally moved to the ones she
generally used and went through her routine like an
automaton.

Kaylin was standing in the doorway to
the shower room, his hands planted on his hips, studying her when
she finally stopped and looked around, trying to decide if she was
done or not.

He moved toward her when she stopped.
“Hey. I wasn’t trying to upset you, Em.”

She stared at him for a long moment
and finally frowned. “I don’t think I’m upset. I’m just … trying to
decide how I should handle the issue.”

“Carefully,” he said
dryly.

Emily uttered a sound of wry
amusement. “Yeah. I guess I just need to be careful I don’t find
myself alone with him …. Maybe if I avoid him long enough he’ll get
the message that I’m not interested.”

“Maybe,” he said doubtfully
and then hesitated for a long moment. “You could be my
girlfriend.”

She gaped at him, feeling her coloring
fluctuate madly. “Kaylin! That is so sweet! I really appreciate the
offer. But … there are five men on this mission. If we aren’t
careful we could have … worse problems. Unless … do you suppose any
of the others are gay? Because I don’t see Rekha being willing … or
… uh … interested in playing mission slut. Well, and me
neither.”

He frowned--not
thoughtfully.

Emily felt her face heat. “Sorry! I’m
just not used to thinking in terms … well! That threw me for a
loop. I’ve gotten out of the habit of thinking of myself in terms
of … uh. Well, I was a mother ….”

And there it was. The least little
thing could trigger an ‘episode’. It just leapt right out and
instantly her throat clogged with the regrets that were never far
from her mind. Her eyes and nose stung and she was fighting the
grief again. She swallowed convulsively a couple of times. “Sorry,”
she said hoarsely and took off with no clear idea of where she was
retreating to. Thankfully, she ended up in her cabin.

She’d had no clue that Kaylin was
directly behind her until he crowded her in the doorway and dragged
her inside with him, shutting the door behind him and locking it.
In truth, it just added to the turmoil already engulfing her,
confused her more. She was still trying to figure out how they’d
tangled with another when he engulfed her completely by his aura by
gathering her tightly against his length and imprisoning her mouth
beneath his. She gasped at the heat of it, the hunger, allowing him
to breach her last defense. For a handful of moments she was still
too confused to really grasp what had happened--was happening--and
then his essence electrified her entire system--melting everything
together so that it short-circuited brain function.

She was so drunk within moments on the
endorphins he summoned, dizzy with the flood, that she didn’t even
realize he was carrying her down on her bunk until she felt the
yielding surface at her back.

And then the hard unyielding surface
of his front pressing down on her.

She didn’t think she would’ve wanted
to think if she’d been able to.

It felt so damned good--all of
it--every touch of his flesh to hers, the brush of his lips, the
massage of his hands and fingers--that she just wanted to feel
it--not complicate it with reason.

There was no slowing down to
savor.

No slowing down to think.

From first impact to the fight for
possession of her channel, there was barely a blink and no more
than that was necessary. Emily felt herself skating the event
horizon before his flesh even converged with hers. By the time he’d
conquered the channel and hit bottom, she was already shaking with
imminent explosion. The first wave of paroxysms waffled through her
when he found her g-spot and began hammering at it. The last hurrah
exploded when she felt him hit his zenith and begin shaking with
ecstatic seizure.

She was halfway into post coital coma
before he stopped shuddering.

She would’ve made it all the way down
except the asshole decided to ‘bless’ her with his gratitude for a
good ride and, by the time he decided he’d worshipped long enough
there was a message alert that brought the ugly side of reality out
in both of them.

He didn’t bound up. He rolled over and
fell off of her and the bunk, hitting the floor with a disturbingly
solid thunk. “Fuck!”

Emily sat up with an effort and looked
down at him. “You ok?”

He grunted instead of replying and
struggled up, looked around in confusion for a moment and finally
moved to her com unit. “What is it?” he growled.

There was a profound silence at the
other end. “We’re coming up on insertion,” Rekha said.

“I’ll be there shortly,” he
said tightly and turned to look Emily over with mixed
feelings--mostly annoyance--because it had taken him damned near
two years to make it into her bunk with her and now he didn’t even have
time to relish it. “You’ve got time to … freshen up, baby, if you
hump it. All hands on deck, you know.”

Emily stumbled up and looked around
for the clothing she’d been wearing as Kaylin departed. She was
diverted by some kind of disturbance almost directly outside of her
quarters and rushed to open the door.

Kaylin was leaning against the
bulkhead, checking his jaw.

Mikail was braced against the opposite
side of the corridor, his hands balled into fists.

Both men whipped glances in her
direction when she snatched her door open.

Uttering a yip of dismay--because she
realized on the instant that she had her clothing in her hands, not
on her--Emily leapt back into her cabin and closed the
door.

And then locked it.

She didn’t have a damned thing to
‘freshen’ up with beyond wet wipes.

Considering the deposit Kaylin had
made she thought that would probably be inadequate to the task. She
made a hit at it anyway and dressed--because she just felt too
damned weak and wobbly to make it down to the facilities and then
back to the command deck.

Then she listened at the door for a
few moments to make sure no one was there and finally left her
cabin and headed to the command center.

Kaylin, Mikail, and Rekha were already
there and seated and strapped in. Francois, Rene`, and
Saburo--fresh from their pods--came in right behind Emily and took
their seats.

Thankfully, Emily was able to dismiss
all things extraneous and focus on her training because she needed
to perform at peak as they brought the ship in to a high orbit
around the rogue.

A couple of hours later, when they’d
verified they had achieved a stable orbit, everyone got up and
headed down to the mess hall and, for a little bit, everyone was
focused on putting together a meal.

Finally, Francois met Kaylin’s gaze.
“What happened here?” he asked, pointing to a spot on his own face
and then to Kaylin’s face.

Kaylin flicked a glance at Mikail,
careful not to meet Emily’s gaze, and merely shrugged.

Francois, Rene`, and Saburo all
exchanged a long, speaking look and then Rene` slammed his fist
down on the table. “Somebody break some ting we need, deese gonna
be eber body beezness,” he growled.

Emily jumped at the noise and then
turned bright red.

She could feel the blood pulsing in
her face.

And she could
not convince herself it
wasn’t noticeable.
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