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My name is Apple Brandy Malloy. 

Yeah, my mother had a peculiar sense of humor and, as my name implies, I enjoy a good time. But this story goes beyond “good time”. 

There are places within each of us of which we are unaware...hidden strengths and courages, passions, and Wisdoms. This story is about what happens in those rare moments when we are offered a chance to discover these secrets.

When I left to join the team in Sivas, Turkey, I had no relationship strings to tie me back to the States...other than my parents... no children, no Lover, no job. The chance to work as an intern on one of the oldest archaeological sites ever found presented a singular opportunity to upgrade my resume’.

So let me tell you who I am.

Ever since middle school, I knew I would always Love women...seek them as sexual partners. At the age of fifteen, I declared my lesbian preference openly. People gave mixed reactions. My parents understood...eventually. 

My circle of friends shifted from the “in-crowd” to the more artistic and musical types. Perhaps a bit odd themselves, these people exuded a more accepting disposition, which inspired me and my girlfriends to gravitate toward this clique.

In my latter years at the University of Denver, I became an on-again/off-again cannabis user. (Just FYI, weed is legal in Colorado). I also experimented a number of times with entheogenic plants; mushrooms, peyote, and ayahuasca. These experiences always left me with a sense of mystery, of a code that needed to be cracked. But clearly, Herbology alone could not drag the secrets out of this enigma. I required a guide, a way-shower, someone who knew where the doorway to these secrets could be found without relying on a plant.

At least in part, it is because of these two seemingly unrelated topics that the Priestesses held such a fascination for me. Like an emotional “fix”, their sexual preferences and abilities perfectly fit my mindset, proving themselves to be the way-showers that I required. I wanted to live in that culture, participate in their rites and festivals. It satisfied a hunger within me, a need as basic to my life as physical sustenance.

It was not until Jeanette asked me to read her journal of our adventures on the dig in Turkey that I realized our experiences in the Dreamer’s Eye had significant differences. Shay-nah showed me more of her interactions with the Priestesses, but showed Jeanette more of her educational history. 

Why this occurred is still a mystery. The only conclusion that I have been able to reach is that since the Eye (as I usually refer to it now) has the ability to probe the mind of the person viewing, perhaps it also has the ability to somehow match the experiences it shows to that person’s history. Or maybe it’s just triggered by the questions we ask.

There were also some significant differences in the words Jean and I heard. When the Crone, Mitolahpanetheran, began to describe the Energy centers in the body. Jean apparently heard the names for them in the language of the Priestesses: the sahalla. But I heard the names as I knew them from an anglicized Hindu/Buddhist perspective: chakras.

Kundalini resided at the base of the spine. Jean heard it as da. The Priestesses name procreation: sojann. Veete’, I heard as life-power. Tena is heart/emotion in my ears. At the throat, otoh is intellect, piri becomes willpower, (but you knew that from the Crone’s description) and ritha is intuition, the Divine connection.  

Peculiarly, Jean admitted never studying much Hindu, the chakras or any eastern Spiritual traditions for that matter so I must assume the names she heard originate from the occult language of the Atlantean Priestesses.

So when I stepped onto the Path of the Warrior Priestess, the culmination of all these topics that fueled my existence, got very up close and very real for the first time. Until then, I had to content myself with my studies and a string of rather vapid romantic encounters. 

In retrospect, those relationships never took a serious turn because we could find no true common ground. My girlfriends’ interests focused on television and Hollywood, surfing the Web, and celebrity sex gossip. This just never worked for me.

As Jeanette and I shared experiences of the distant past, a bond grew between us—a bond that could never be matched by any other relationship.  It just wasn’t possible. The intensity of the events we experienced twelve millennia ago coinciding with the onset of a world war in our own century placed our relationship into a unique category, likely a singularity in all of human history...damasta.

Toward the end of our experiences in Turkey, Mitolahpanetheran’s plan became clear to me. Her lessons literally time-traveled forward into the present day. The penetrating Divine vision, the Sacraments, and even my own experiences with cannabis and entheogens all pointed me in the same direction. 

I have always been different.

Now the reason for that difference became apparent. Like Sha’’a discovered about herself early in her own training, I found that I too possessed a predisposition for affinity with the Loving Energy.

That’s why the Crone’s final words to me before Jeanette and I left the library in Turkey for the last time still echo loudly and often in my head. But my heart pounds causing my hands to shake as I write them down. 

“As surely as the seasons turn, the Crones know 

the Great Cycle repeats itself, 

yet always runs the uphill course of evolution.

"You are the catalyst. Eiouae's need called 

and your soul answered, 

manifesting at exactly the right time 

and in exactly the right place 

to accomplish the task required of your generation.

“It lies within your ability to bring Womankind triumphantly through the destructive transition from Pisces to Aquarius, that we may once again claim our power 

and build a new Golden Age.”

Does...

“Might make

Right”

Alexander the Great
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Or does...

“Right make

Might”

Abraham Lin​coln



*

Book I

“The Age of Growth”
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Chapter I 
Against Our
Oppressors
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Songs run in my head sometimes. I never choose the song consciously. It just plays all on its own. As we walk past the Tahoe parked in the archway of the Women’s Edifice, an acoustic guitar makes itself heard in my mind, followed by Bob Dylan’s voice; a song that I could not remember hearing for a very long time, a song my parents sometimes played during my childhood: 

“Come gather round people,

wherever you roam...”

Perhaps our garlanded nudity triggered it...or maybe the emanations of the Energy flowing through us. But as we stepped hand in hand from the shadowy archway of the Women’s Edifice, the leading soldiers staggered backwards in obvious surprise...knocking a few of those behind off-balance as well. After restoring a haphazard order to their ranks, they turned in our direction and the barrels of their assault rifles swung toward us.

We stepped past Jack’s body, his chest ripped open by hundreds of small bullets. Already far beyond any possible aid, I could only spare him the briefest of glances as a similar act seemed about to be wrought upon Jeanette and myself.

As their weapons rose, we stopped our advance and ...as if by some silent agreement...planted our staffs simultaneously in the dry sand. 

Carefully keeping his eyes on our faces and his weapon ready, their leader barked orders in a language I did not understand. Two of his companions started toward us.

Like a convulsion, I felt a surge of Energy flow through Jeanette’s body. Then a sphere of silver-white expanded outward from the crystal of her staff. The Energy struck our attackers like a shockwave, forcing them back a couple of steps. The men coming towards us stumbled and fell backward.

The words of Mitolahpanetheran echoed in my mind now:

“... the goddess uses the Energy to manifest thoughts into reality. That is its Sacred function. Whether it be Peace, heat, cold, or even a bolt of lightning, your goddess will attempt to render your thoughts into physical existence.”

My attention reached up to touch the Loving Energy and in less than an inhale, it rushed down my spine, creating a concussive force between the kundalini and my goddess. A single thought filled my mind.

PROTECTION!

Something sparked in my womb.

Squeezing those Sacred muscles with every bit of strength I could muster rocketed the Energy of that thought up to my heart, down my arm and into the palm of my hand. By the end of my next heartbeat, it whirled up the double helix of the staff to light the crystalline sphere at its top.

“SHIELD!” I shouted, just before they pulled the triggers. Revealed in the gift of the Crone’s vision, a blueish-white wall of Energy materialized between us and our attackers. Blind to this force-field, their automatic weapons blazed angry lead unceasingly at us.

Unfortunately, the shield was not perfect. While it deflected most of the bullets in a shower of white sparks, a few made it through to kick up handfuls of sand near our feet. Several whizzed over our heads, but one struck Jeanette in the arm attached to the hand I held. Blood from the wound enveloped our handclasp in a matter of moments. Yet the strength of her grasp never faltered.

“PEACE,” she shouted, less than a second after the bullet hit her arm. A wave of dark blue with silver sparkles detonated from the crystal at the top of her staff and enveloped every one of our attackers. Their auras went from Redder-than-Red with black highlights to a little farther up the spectrum toward an orangey/yellow and the gunfire ceased for a few moments. The assault rifles fell to their sides as their expressions stretched into surprise.

“Sorry my shield wasn’t any better,” I whispered to Jeanette without taking my eyes off the gunmen.

She spoke through clenched teeth, “Just...don’t let go of me.” 

Again, the Crone’s Wisdom whispered in my mind:

“...the ability to be intimate with pain is one of the great feminine mysteries. We do it by nature, and somehow we convert that pain into Love...”

“I don’t think these guys are big fans of Peace,” I said, sparing her a quick glance. Their auras began to shift back, nearer to Redder-than-Red. Their weapons once again came to bear on us. “You got anything else up your sleeve?”

Though still-clenched teeth, she answered, “One more thing!” 

I ran the Energy through my body again and sent out another thought to strengthen the fading shield. 

Simultaneously, Jeanette shouted in the language of the Priestesses, “PAL-CRO-SAH-YOY!”

The Energy flooded from her hand and up the staff. With another flash of silver-white, the crystal erupted in a grand shock-wave. But this time, chartreuse, a mottled brown and a sickly yellow glowed pungently in the wave. Something akin to thunder shook the desert.

As it struck the raiders, their eyes went wide and the weapons fell from their hands. The gunner on top of the Humvee abandoned his post. 

But as they turned to flee on foot back toward the desert, a new sound came to my ears.

I whirled fearfully to look behind us. A grey streak, a blast of air, and a thunderous roar met me as a military helicopter charged low from over the ridge behind us...straight toward the fleeing soldiers. Out of the side door, a gunner held the double grips of a Gatling gun with many barrels. The rotating automatic fired so fast that single shots were not audible. Rather, a deafening buzz filled the air. 

Bullets which missed their targets kicked up plumes of desert sand, but many of our attackers fell. Others made it over the low rise leading down into the open desert. 

The helicopter spun gracefully and landed sideways a short distance in front of us, raising a cloud of hot sand. The gunner slid the cargo door wide, motioning for us to join him. His aura alternated red and yellow with flashes of blue, all competing for dominance. As he waved us on frantically, his hand left red trails through the air. 

A flag I didn’t recognize decorated the open door, but just below it, a single red star still shone through a hasty coat of grey paint.

Grasping Jeanette’s hand even tighter, I ran us toward the helicopter, hardly noticing as the hot sand stung my eyes and the desert stones bruised my bare feet. 

With a wistful glance back at the Edifice, as if she remembered the abandoned treasures, Jeanette pulled herself by her good arm onto the floor of the helicopter. I came right behind her with a leap. Somehow, we both managed to hold onto our staffs.

The helicopter smelled of jet fuel. Broken electrical panels with bare wires hung from the walls. Refuse and dirty flight suits littered the floor. 

“I thought there were four of you,” the gunner yelled over the turbine and whirling blade.

I shook my head.

As the man retracted the gun and slammed the door. We stepped back and I saw the pilot...a tall woman with short-cropped black hair and mirrored sunglasses. 

She pushed a control lever forward and the helicopter rose from the desert. Satisfied as to our ground clearance, her right foot pressed hard on the pedal beneath it and I nearly lost my balance as we pivoted in place. The helicopter made a full quarter turn and then she pushed the lever all the way. Simultaneously she brought the joystick forward. We continued to rise and cleared the top of the Women’s Edifice by what could have been no more than inches, then roared away over the Pontic Mountains and into the north.

“For the times they are a-changin...”

After catching her breath, Jeanette stood up. Her arm still bled, but she ignored it and stepped toward the cockpit.

“We have to go back,” she shouted and then turned toward the gunner. “I have to go back. There are artifacts I need to collect. It will take less than a minute. Surely that weapon of yours will hold them off that long.”

The gunner shook his head. “Sorry, love. But that’s not gonna happen.” His accent placed him as Australian.

He indicated the magazine for the Gatling gun and we saw that it was all but empty. Perhaps a dozen rounds remained.

“Just don’t have the firepower...or probably fuel now either,” he added substantially louder, directing his voice at the pilot.

She either couldn’t hear him over the turbine or chose not to answer.

“Her English isn’t so good,” he said, shaking his head again. “But I’m Ben Blaylock...Luna Foundation representative...more of a ‘Man-Friday’ position really.” 

Then shouting at the pilot again, “And this is Captain Ekaterina Askalova, pilot extraordinaire, military pilot...and on retainer with Luna. At least for today.”

“Bran Malloy.”

“Doctor Jeanette Bradley.”

He nodded to us both and then he turned to Jeanette, “Now let’s have a look at that arm.”

“Hang on,” I blurted out. “Do you mean to say that Luna rented a helicopter and Russian pilot for a day? But they couldn’t afford a little more ammunition? Or fuel?”

Ben moved to the wall and opened the first-aid kit. Grabbing gauze, swabs, and a bottle of something clear, he knelt down and began to clean the wound on Jean’s arm.

“First off she’s not Russian. She’s Georgian. And it wasn’t a matter of affording it,” he explained. “That’s just all that could be had on short notice,” indicating the magazine again. 

“And we were lucky to get this,” now motioning around him to the older machine carrying us. Then he shrugged, as if trying to telegraph that none of that was his fault.

“But this is your lucky day, my dear,” he said to Jean, beginning to wrap her forearm. “Bullet went straight through. It’s a clean wound, but we’ll get you some real medical attention as soon as possible.

“And as far as fuel goes,” he continued, turning his attention back to me. “We refueled in Batumi just before coming over the Black Sea. But it’s a stretch to get back. No fuel stations this side of the line.”

His aura held a steady blue now.

“Are we going to make it?” Jeanette shouted in the general direction of the pilot. 

Her head came around to look at us for the first time since we came aboard. Seeing us in our Priestess garb apparently interrupted her answer. “Da...just...just barely,” Then she blinked hard once and then her aura went pink and gold with the tell-tale teal shell.

Now what’s the math on that?

Captain Ekaterina Askalova returned her attention to the controls, but her aura stayed pretty much the same.

“Well, that’s reassuring,” Jeanette shouted. The turbine screamed over our heads and made conversation with the cockpit next to impossible.

Finishing Jean’s arm, Ben stood up. “Would you ladies care for something to cover up with?” he asked politely with a nod at our near-nudity. “I’m afraid there’s only these old flight suits. But you’ll be getting chilly shortly in those outfits. When we get back to Tbilisi we can get you some proper clothes.”

“Tbilisi?’ I asked. “Tbilisi where?”

“Tbilisi, Georgia. Previously a member of the former USSR.”

Jean and I looked at one another.

Ben picked up one of the dingy yellow coveralls and handed it to me. He gave another to Jeanette and then went to do double duty as co-pilot.

I slipped the insulated coverall on over my garlands. It smelled of old sweat and grease. Jeanette managed to pull hers on with some difficulty. Afterward we made our way to the crew seats. 

She fumbled with the seat belts for a moment, but could not seem to find the correct combination of angles to get them fastened properly. As her frustration built, she gave up and leaned her head against my shoulder. Soon, small sobs began to escape past the choke hold she kept on them up until that moment.

Suddenly, the exigent reality of recent events crashed into my consciousness and a few moments later our tears flowed together.
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Chapter II 
Transit
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After expending some of the grief I felt over Jack and Carlotta, not to mention our own brush with death, the tears finally abated enough that I could just make out the compass on the control panel. It pointed north-northeast. This course soon brought us over the Black Sea, and then we swung just north of east and held steady for a long while.

As the sun neared the horizon behind us, we landed at a tiny airport on the coast to refuel. Then we took to the air with a course a few more points north of east than the previous. Shortly after take-off, Jeanette fell asleep leaning against me. Soon I began to doze as well.

The feel of the helicopter slowing awakened me as we descended into an ocean of artificial light. 

After the nap, all trace of the Crone’s gift vanished. The ability to see auras evaporated and my visual spectrum returned to its standard seven-color mediocrity.

In minutes, we dropped to a helipad on top of a four-story building. Men and women in medical uniforms came out to hustle us inside. Jeanette and I both made it in under our own power. But once into the examination room they stripped Jeanette out of her flight suit and laid her on a gurney. The medics delicately cared for her arm as she lay there, anachronistically beautiful in only her garlands.

Another medic took my pulse and blood pressure. Then motioned for me to stand and turn around and show her the fronts and backs of my arms, then demonstrate a full range of motions. She nodded and wrote briefly on her clipboard’s fourth and fifth pages.

Leaving me alone, Jean became their sole focus. They cleaned the wound again, then cut away the tabs of dangling flesh left by the bullet. Afterward, they stitched-up her arm and re-wrapped the wound.

After giving her the range-of-motion test as well, the doctor in charge nodded and the medics began to clean up. As I considered going back out to the helipad, Ben Blaylock poked his head around the door frame.

“You ladies decent?” His eyes went upwards and he turned around as I reached for the flight suit. After donning mine, I helped Jeannette back into hers. A couple of minutes later, we followed Blaylock down the stairs and out the front door.

Captain Askalova waited outside with a town car. Ben got in front with her as Jeanette and I fell into the leather interior of the rear seat. 

“We’ll be staying at the Radisson Blu Iveria,” Blaylock announced. “At least until we can get a flight plan for Heathrow. It’ll probably be at least a couple days due to the mess the world is in. But Luna doesn’t scrimp. The Blu Iveria is top notch. All meals served in-room...anything you want...and a nurse will check in on you tomorrow, Doctor Bradley.

“And...it’s too late today to do anything about your clothing,” he continued. “But first thing tomorrow there will be a selection of clothes brought to your rooms. Any preferences?”

“Denim jeans and cotton T-shirts,” I said quickly. “Maybe a couple of nice blouses.”

“Khaki is fine with me,” Jeanette added. “Maybe some cotton T-shirts as well.”

Blaylock looked perplexed. “Um, I’m thinking Luna will want you a bit more nicely dressed than that when you come in for the interview and debrief, but I can see to that.”

Debrief?

He tossed his iPad on the seat next to him as Captain Askalova’s stony visage drove us on through a maze of city streets. Finally, we pulled into the hotel and around back to the service entrance. 

“Wait here a minute,” said Blaylock. He jumped out and jogged around the corner of the building. In less than three minutes he came trotting back.

The tall pilot got out and opened Jeanette’s door as Blaylock explained apologetically, “It’s those flight suits, girls. Can’t go in through the lobby. They’re takin’ us up the service elevator. Sorry ‘bout the inconvenience. The rooms will be nice, though. They’ve got us in two suites right across the hall from each other. You two take one. Ekaterina and I will take the other.”

“Don’t get your hopes up, Wallaby,” Captain Askalova’s accent and stoic expression made the comment undefinable as comic or serious. 

But Blaylock winked. “We’ve worked together before, Ekaterina and I. She just knows me.” Then he turned to the tall Georgian, “Be a dear and go park the car?”

She rolled her eyes, but said nothing.

The service elevator rang for the seventh floor and the three of us stepped out of the cold stainless-steel environment into a plush and quiet hallway with a thick beige carpet, patterned with giant blue fleur-de-lis. The door closed behind us and Blaylock handed out pass cards. We each had our own door to the suite, but I wasted no time in opening the door between the rooms. Jean had already collapsed face-up on the bed, still wearing the flight suit. Her bare feet poked out the bottom of the overlarge coveralls like dirty orphans.

“Come on, Kinswoman,” I said, pulling her to a sitting position and unzipping the suit. When I finally got it off, she sat down on the bed, ready to lay back again. 

“Not so fast there, pahdnah,” I drawled. “Into the bath with you.”

It was well after midnight and we both were beyond exhaustion. But I lifted her garlands off and set them aside carefully. Then I stripped off my own and managed to get us both into the shower. I washed her hair with the hotel shampoo and combed it out as she lathered herself, trying to keep the bandage on her arm dry. In fifteen minutes, we both stepped out cleaner than we had been for several days, perhaps several months. 

After we dried ourselves, I took her hand and led her back to the bed. She stumbled slightly in her weariness. When I pulled back the covers, she crawled under them. Then, turning out the lights, I slid in and lay close behind her.

We spooned all night and she never moved. But a warm and intimate sweat developed between us over the hours of darkness and when we awoke, she seemed pleased that I lay beside her. 

She rolled over to look at me, her face plain this morning...absolutely honest and beautiful. She played no games as she smiled and touched my face. Then I saw the memory of yesterday cloud her expression and her eyes grew distant.

My lips pressed her forehead briefly and then I reached for the phone to order coffee. The room service operator spoke utilitarian English and I soon had two carafes of dark roast something-or-other on the way.

When the knock came a few minutes later, I answered the door in nothing but a sheet. The young man wheeled the coffee cart into the room, attempting to avert his eyes and then left quickly without a tip. The door closed smartly behind him. 

I poured two cups and set one on the nightstand by Jean’s head. 

Smells pretty good. I wonder where Georgians get their coffee.

A few seconds later the smell reached Jean’s nose and she sat up hurriedly, reaching for the black porcelain cup. After bringing it to her lips she threw back the covers and walked to the cart, nude. 

Though the skin of her body remained evenly pale, her face carried a tan from the Turkish desert. Slim, but healthy, the motions of her leg muscles neatly drew my attention and my gaze followed that shapely physique up to a round behind. 

She picked up the cream pitcher and after dosing her coffee liberally, took another taste and nodded. Our eyes met over the top of her cup and my admiration for her figure must have shown on my face. Her expression softened and her head leaned to one side slightly in supplication.

“Just give me a little time,” she whispered, tugging her lips into a hint of a smile.

I stepped closer and laid my fingertips softly on her cheek with a slight nod.

Closing her eyes for a moment, she then turned, walked un-self-consciously back to the bed, and slid under the covers.

We finished our coffee in silence and I poured us two more. I almost left it black for her so she would have to get up...allowing me to observe her nude trek across the floor again.

Nah.

I wrapped up in the bed sheet and sat in a plushly upholstered chair next to a Cherrywood end table, crossing my legs into an easy lotus to meditate on the joys of coffee. But after only three sips someone knocked at the door.
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Chapter III 
Pastimes
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Blaylock came in with a clothier. They brought seven racks of apparel varying from denims for me and khakis for Jeanette, to a wide variety of t-shirts, some fashionable blouses that complimented the jeans and khakis. Two of the racks held clothing of a more formal nature, but heavily stylized. 

There were skirts of every hemline...from mini-minis all the way to floor length. Satin dresses hung next to blouses cut so low they might have easily been swimwear.

Also, one rack held shoes and boots, hi-tops, high-heels, knee length lace ups and even two pair of thigh-high patent leather boots with stiletto heels.

Undergarments of multiple styles hung on small hangers, but I wrinkled my nose at the hose and garters. Jean saw me do it and gave a small laugh.

Blaylock and the clothier left. For a couple of hours Jeanette and I forgot our troubles and played dress up. We zipped, unbuttoned, unzipped and re-buttoned ourselves and each other in and out of the different styles. 

“Is this fun, or what,” I asked with a grin.

“I feel like I’m five years old playing in my mother’s closet, she replied, slipping her bandaged arm into a pleated sleeve.

By the time the clothier returned we had selected pretty much everything that fit...including the thigh-high boots...and piled the rest back on the hotel racks.

A portly gentleman, the clothier spoke no English but bowed politely to us, then signaled his assistants in the hallway. They quickly brought in several roller suitcases and a large trunk, dropping everything by the window. Then all of them wheeled away the hotel racks and left us with Ben Blaylock standing in the doorway.

“Still no word on a flight plan,” he apologized. “The European Union has commercial airliners locked down. Only military craft allowed in the air at present. But Ekaterina tells me private planes may be allowed up soon...before commercial airliners. So sit tight and order whatever you like from room service. Or you can even order from several very nice restaurants here in Tbilisi. The menus should be in the desk drawer.”

“Ben”, I said, “I need some candor and perspective here. What is our plan?  Why are we going to England to be interviewed by Luna?”

Blaylock gave a mild snort that might have been mirth, “You’ve become some sort of heroes in the eyes of the Foundation. They want to talk to you as soon as possible. I am to tell you that they may have another assignment for you...a very lucrative assignment they told me to say specifically...if you’re interested.”

“What sort of assignment,” Jean piped up. “It’s not anywhere near the Middle-East, is it? I’m done there.”

“That’s all they gave me, love,” Blaylock said with a shake of his head. “They never like to let out too much information all at once.

“In any case ladies, enjoy your afternoon. We probably won’t be going anywhere today, nor tomorrow either. So...eat drink and be merry, for the world may blow itself to hell shortly.”

He turned to go with a smile on his face, but I called him back, “One more thing. When you came to rescue us, we were dressed rather...strangely. But you never batted an eyelash or made a comment other than about our being cold. What’s up with that? Do you often rescue mostly nude women from the desert? Or are you just that polite?”

Now he laughed outright. “I’ve worked for Luna for quite a few years and I’ve seen a thing or two along the way. I can’t claim to know the motivations of the people at the top, but almost every assignment they give me has something do with a woman, sometimes more than one. Odd styles of dress are nothing new to me, though the two of you definitely win the blue ribbon for exhibitionism.”

I looked at Jeanette...who had a huge smile on her face and blushed almost purple.

Sighing, I said, “Thanks Ben, you’ve been a good sport about this whole thing and I haven’t thanked you properly.”

Standing up, I went to him and took his hand in both of mine and looked him in the eye. “Thank you, Ben Blaylock. With all sincerity, thank you.”

Jeanette rose and stood beside me to clasp his other hand in her only good one, “That goes double for me, I was already bleeding.”

Now Blaylock began to blush, “Never a dull moment with Luna. It was my pleasure to rescue the both of you, and not just because of your state of dress. You two have been amazingly polite in spite of strange circumstance and turbulent travels. And that IS unusual.”

Again, he turned to go, but now Jeanette called him back, “Ben, can I ask a favor?”

“I’ve got a pocketful of ‘em,” he chuckled. “Whattaya need?”

“Those staffs we carried when you rescued us,” she said slowly. “I’d like something to transport them in. Do you think you can find a case that would fit?”

“Let me see one,” he replied.

She fetched a staff from the closet and showed it to him. He measured the length against his body. It came to just above his nose.

“I think I might be able to find something to fit the bill,” he said smiling again.

“Thanks Ben.”

He gave a curt bow and walked out, closing the door behind him. 

I flopped back down in the chair and picked up my coffee. Jean poured herself another cup and came to sit down in the chair on the other side of the end table, setting her cup next to mine.

“He didn’t answer your question about Luna,” she said looking me straight in the eye. “Do you think he’s got something to hide?”

“Hide?” I replied. “No. if anything, he’s revealing things slowly, as if he wants us to comprehend the situation before he moves on. Or maybe he doesn’t know any more than he said. As I think about it, Luna has always been pretty tight-lipped. It wouldn’t surprise me, given the current world circumstance and what we have discovered, that they would not want a lot of publicity right away. What we found is a game-changer. Jeez, they won’t even let us leave the hotel room. Captain Askalova probably has orders to shoot us if we try.”

Jean laughed, “Probably.”

A comfortable silence followed for a little while and then she said, “I don’t know about you, but it feels like it’s way past lunch time already. What say we sample some of the local cuisine?”

“Sold!” I replied. “One of the local restaurants or room service?”

“Let’s see if there are any menus in English,” she said, standing up and moving toward the desk.

We ordered khachapuri and matsoni, a warm and gooey cheese-stuffed bread with something like sour cream or yogurt on the side. The unique taste amazed me, but the portions were small. Next time I planned to order two just for myself.

Afterwards, Jeanette picked up the phone, dialed room service and tried to get a bottle of Canadian whiskey sent up, but could not get the idea across to them. She hung up, then walked out the door and to the suite across the hall.
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I followed as she knocked, a little bit louder than might have been considered polite.

A moment later, the Georgian pilot opened the door. Jean stepped back before the tall and stoned-faced woman.

“Uh...Captain Askalova. I’m looking for Ben. Is he here?”

“Nyet, Wallaby is out on errand. Can be calling me Ekaterina. You are for needing something?”

“Well...yes. Maybe you can help me? I’m trying to get a bottle of Canadian whiskey sent up, but I couldn’t get room service to understand. Can you call and explain it to them?”

“Whiskey” she snorted, a smile shattering her typical stone face. “Why wanting to drink whiskey when one of world’s finest vodkas is for making here in Tbilisi?”

“Vodka?” Jean made a face. “Is it as good as Tito’s?”

Now Ekaterina made a face, “Tito’s? Texans are not for making good vodka.”

She disappeared back into the recesses of her suite and came back with a bottle whose label I could not read.

“You have shot glasses?”

Jean shook her head and Ekaterina disappeared again. A moment later she returned with three shot glasses.

“Come. We drink to new friends.”

We followed her to the dining table and sat. She poured each of us a shot of the vodka, filling the glasses to the brim. Then she lifted hers and said, “Is for discovering naked women in desert.” Then she tossed the shot down like water.

We chuckled, but as we swallowed the vodka, it became clear that both Jean and I underestimated the proof rating. I felt ready to breathe fire.

Jean coughed hard, but Ekaterina laughed, “Tito’s? Bah!” She poured the glasses full to the brim again.

“Tell me,” she continued in her thick accent. “Why you fight insurgents wearing only jewelry? What were staffs you carry? Seems good story. Need for to hear.”

Jean and I stared at the shot glasses, hesitant to pick them up. 

After a moment I said, “Uh, I don’t think our employers want us to talk about that just yet. We’ve got some kind of debrief coming up. Suffice it to say that we did have reasons though.”

“Luna very mysterious,” she said. “They want job done and no questions. But you are guests. Drink, am for finding Canadian whiskey if there is bottle in Georgia.” 

She moved to the room phone and began to dial.

We picked up the shot glasses and managed to down them in several sips without mishap while the tall pilot spoke Georgian into the phone.

She returned smiling as we finished the last sip, “Room service is for having bottle, coming to room now. Now, one more before you go.”

A third time, she poured the shot glasses brim full.

Jean and I looked at each other.

“It’s not like we have anywhere to go,” she said.

Shrugging, I reached for the vodka.

I tried to toss mine down, but didn’t quite make it. I made it on the second try. Jean made it on the first swallow and managed not to cough this time.

Ekaterina laughed again, “You make good Georgians soon.”

It warmed my heart to see her break that stone face.

Jean and I rose. 

“Thank you for your hospitality, Ekaterina.” I said. “And for rescuing us in the desert. If it were up to me, I would tell you all there is to know about the reasons we were dressed like that. Not that you would believe me. But perhaps a day will come when I can do that.”

She showed us to the door and said, “Come visit again soon, when get tired of whiskey.” 

We laughed and walked across the hallway with small stumbles.

The whiskey arrived a few minutes later with two tumblers and a bucket of ice. Jeanette wasted no time in pouring four fingers for each of us. She handed a glass to me. I added a few ice cubes to mine and we sat down in the living area of the suite again.

Jean took a sip and looked at me like she searched for the right way to ask a question. I cocked my head, giving her my full attention. Her face grew serious.

“If we...” she began, then her voice seemed to lock up of its own accord. As she wrestled with emotion and vodka, misty tears came over her eyes.

“If we...?” I repeated back to her, three shots of strong vodka left my head spinning as well. My whiskey glass remained on the table, but she took another sip.

After a moment, she fought down her emotion long enough to find her voice, “Before they got Carly...as we came out...they both were still alive. If we had walked out to face the soldiers then, do you think we could have saved them?”

I thought about it for a moment, “Maybe,” I replied. But we didn’t know exactly what we were dealing with. For all we knew, there could have been a hundred of them out there. We needed information before blazing out into the heat of battle. We could have just as easily been killed as well.”

She shook her head and let her chin fall lower, “I don’t think so. After the Crone gave us her gift, the Energy flowed through us so strongly. Somehow...” the words began to choke in her throat again.... “Somehow, I think we would have still beaten them.”

I felt my brows squinch-up as I replied, “You can always second guess yourself after the fact. We didn’t have a plan when we went out there. We had no way to know what was about to happen or even how to fight them. We had to fly by the seat of our pants...or lack of pants...” The vodka allowed me to try and make a joke. My face felt hot and intoxication made me unsure of my logic. Unsurprisingly, my rationality felt a bit off.

In the middle of taking another sip, she almost choked on it, snorting in response. 

Carefully, she set the glass back on the table and looked at me, a small smile curled on her lips at my joke, mostly due to the vodka, I felt certain.

As I finally took a sip of the whiskey, another knock came from the door.

Jean got up and answered it. The nurse that Ben said would be coming by to check on her stepped into the suite.

They moved to the bed and unwrapped Jean’s arm. The wound looked swollen and darkly bruised, tinged with yellow around the edge. 

“Infection,” the nurse said, her accent as thick as Ekaterina’s. Then she pulled a glass thermometer out of her bag to take Jean’s temperature. 

“We’ve been drinking,” Jean confessed, indicating the glasses and bottle. “The temperature may not be accurate.” 

The nurse waited three minutes by her watch and pulled the glass tube out of Jean’s mouth.

“Ninety-nine point five. Into bed,” she ordered, then began to dig in her medical bag. In a moment, she pulled out a plastic bottle of pills and handed it to Jean.

“Tetracycline, one every four hours, diakh?”

“Diakh,” Jean responded.

“And no more wodka.” She pronounced the ‘v’ as a ‘w’. Then she wrapped Jean’s arm in fresh bandages and repacked the medical bag. 

“Thank you,” Jean called after her.

“Arap’ris,” she responded.

The door closed and I took another sip of whiskey. It seemed weak and watery after the potency of the vodka.

Jean came back to her chair and picked up her glass.

“Hey,” I reminded her, “The nurse said no more drinking...the antibiotic...”

“She said no more vodka,” Jean interrupted. “This...” she lifted the glass now, “...is Canadian whiskey.”

I sighed and gave in to the drunkenness of the moment. Tomorrow I would talk sense into her. Though seeming weak, the whiskey on the rocks tasted better than I ever remember distilled spirits tasting. After another swallow made its way down my throat, a warm and comfortable glow filled my belly.

“Now what were we talking about?” Jean looked at me over her glass.

“Jack and Carly,” I reminded her.

Her brow wrinkled at the recollection. “You don’t think we could have saved them?”

“I don’t know,” my rationality seemed even more befuddled by alcohol. “This is probably not a great time for me to be discussing it. I’m getting drunk.”

“On just that little bit?” she tried to smile. “Lightweight.”

“I’ve worked hard at keeping my tolerance low,” I protested. “I’ve never been one much for booze. An occasional wine, but I’m more of a weed kinda girl. Alcohol is a depressant, you know...and it’s physically addictive. Weed isn’t either of those.”

“Well, I don’t think that Ben or Ekaterina will be bringing over any cannabis anytime soon so you’re stuck with whiskey...unless you want to order wine.”

“No, if I finish this one...that’ll be enough for me.”

She stood up and refreshed her glass, then she walked toward me with a jaunty stride.

Banging her glass against mine, she said, “To Jack and Carly: Courageous to the end, both of them. I’d like to have that kind of courage.” 

Walking over to the closet where our staffs sat behind the clothes we selected, she pulled one out. As she leaned in to pick it up, her figure drew my eyes again. I stared drunkenly.

“How does this thing work anyway?” she said, holding it up turning it. After a few moments, she shrugged and put it back. 

Then as she turned around, she must have noticed my eyes on her body. With a deliberateness in her stride, her eyes looking down directly into mine, she moved confidently across the room. My inebriation made me smile stupidly.

Her stride brought her beside me, then she reached down and put her hand on mine, “Come on. It’s time.”

A hunger filled her eyes, a need to know something, to experience an event without precedent in her life.

Lifting the glass to my lips, I swallowed twice and stood up.

My knees nearly buckled, but I caught myself with a little grace and turned to face Jean. Her face angled down forcing her eyes to look up slightly in order to meet mine. 

Suddenly, my heart began to pound in anticipation.

She stepped toward me.

I moved to meet her. Her lips came within a hair’s breadth of my cheek. Her breath...potent with alcohol but warm on my skin...urged a surrender to the accompanying shiver down my back. My head turned slightly and brought our lips closer.

A moment later, my nipples swelled against the cotton t-shirt.

With an innocent trepidation, she ticklingly brushed her lips against mine. My head spun, but I couldn’t tell if it was from the kiss or the alcohol. I paused, letting this instant become a snapshot in my memory.

Then she kissed me full on, her lips opening and her arms going around my neck. 

I let my tongue tease her lips with slow circular strokes and after a moment she sucked it into her mouth. Our tongues danced and played chase as I backed her toward the bed, while her hands went under my shirt to lift it over my breasts, over my shoulders. She left it hanging there around my neck like some piece of alien jewelry.

As the back of her legs hit the edge of the mattress, I gave her a little push and her hold on my neck toppled us both onto the bedspread.

My fingers fumbled at the buttons of her khaki blouse, my drunkenness now a handicap.

Screw it!

Grasping the lapels of her shirt, I pulled hard. Buttons flew and her eyes went wide. But now her breasts kissed mine as we looked into one another’s eyes. I could feel her heart pounding through my nipples.

Not to be outdone, she wrapped a leg around behind me and rolled. Suddenly on top, stripping off the remains of her shirt, she then lifted mine over my head. Then she fell on me and sucked at my tongue. Her nipples pressed into my breasts.

The rolling over made me even dizzier, but it just added excitement to the moment. I could taste whiskey in her mouth. 

Exposing time for the fraud that it is, that kiss became transcendent. It lifted me into the level of intimacy I sought. 

Is this the one?

Without breaking our embrace, we began to help one another out of the clothes constraining our lower bodies. Belts and zippers came open. Bikini bottoms wriggled their way to ankles and then buried themselves somewhere in the rumpled bedspread. Socks got peeled away by toes. A pony tail holder shot across the room.

Nude now, we pressed and gripped, squeezed and tickled, our mouths never separating.

Careful not to let our lips come apart, Jeanette reached over and pulled the covers down and then rolled us over, putting me on top as she pulled the covers back over us.

But that last roll set my stomach churning. Just as I slid my hands under her butt to pull us still closer, it became clear that my body had other ideas about what needed to be done next.

Letting her go I flung my legs to the side and somehow managed to get them on the floor and under me. With unbalanced strides, I loped to the bathroom and fell to my knees, sideways by the toilet. 

We did not eat breakfast and drank vodka, followed by whiskey, after a very light lunch. 

My stomach heaved and nothing but liquid fell from my mouth. Vodka and whiskey tasted worse the second time around. Jeanette sighed heavily, then started warm water in the sink, and came to stand beside me with a towel.

I heaved a few more times and finally ran out of fluid. Turning towards her, I wiped my face on the proffered towel. After a moment, I took it and she went for a warm wash cloth. She came back and washed my face, then helped me up.

Together, we stumbled back toward the bedroom.

So help me, I’m never gonna touch hard liquor again.

After dumping my limp body on the bed, she dialed room service and ordered something. I nearly passed out, but she came back and washed my face again, then went to put on some clothes.

I dozed a little till room service arrived. Then she made me sit up and eat part of a hamburger and some thick French fries. The onion in the burger brought me back to semi-consciousness.

“Ugh,” I mumbled through a full mouth. “I detest onions on hamburgers.”

“I’ll remember that the next time you get drunk and puke,” she said, patting me on the cheek.

As afternoon moved toward evening, my stomach felt better, but my body felt like I just finished a work out. Tired and sweaty, I went and took a shower, then crawled back into bed.

Jean fretted for a while with nothing to do. Eventually she moved to the other room of the suite and I heard the television come on. Shortly, I tried to go back to sleep. But if there is anything I detest more than onions on hamburgers, it’s television.

“Seriously?” I called to the other room.

A few breaths later the TV dropped to a quieter volume and I dozed for a little while.

Later, I felt her crawl into bed and snuggle up to spoon with me; the wonderful sensation of her bare flesh next to mine. She smelled clean, like she just took a shower and the warmth of her body called to me. The softness of her breasts pressed into my back like an invitation.

With a feline stretch, I rolled over to look into those deep brown eyes, but now darkness dominated the room, her face barely visible as she nestled into the pillow. A hand went behind my head and urged me towards her. I pulled the covers over our heads and my lips found hers in the darkness.

We kissed long and Lovingly. My tongue plunged deep, but with a delicate teasing patience. Then I pulled back slightly and let it caress the slickness on her lips. She nipped and licked back at me, grasping at my lips with her own. But I dodged and slipped my tongue back into her. The sweat formed between us again, a slipperiness on which our passion might ride.

Draping my leg over her hips, I pulled her loins close to mine. She had shaved again and I found a generous invitation between her thighs. Opening my legs wider, I let her anoint me intimately. Our kiss grew desperate. Loins pressed as if they tried to weld themselves together. My own nectar joined hers in a collage of musk and the combined scents of our bodies filled the space under the covers. We inhaled one another with each breath. She began thrusting at me. Her breath came heavily through her nose and our lips locked together as...

Someone knocked on the door.

GODDAMN IT!

I started to get up but the hand around my neck held my lips to hers. Our kiss remained uninterrupted.

Again came the knock, louder now.

I stuck my head out from under the covers, “WHAT?”

Only more knocking answered me.

“Oh, for the Love of...” I got up and pulled the bedspread around me.  

Stomping to the door I yanked it open, only to be faced by Captain Ekaterina Askalova dressed in fatigues.

“What?”

As she looked down my body and then back up, I didn’t need to see her aura to know its colors. As her eyes came back to my face, she said, “Have flight plan and private jet. Wheels up in one hour.” 

Her accent made it sound like an order.
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“A Dark and
Stormy Night”
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“Your timing SUCKS!” 

She shrugged and Blaylock came up behind her with a long case. Apparently, he found something in which we could transport our staffs safely.

“Give me that,” ordered Ekaterina. “Go back to room, Wallaby. You see them without clothing too often already.

She handed me the case and said, “Out front in fifteen minutes.”

I nodded and closed the door. Turning around, Jean sat up in bed with her head in her hands, tight fists gripped curly locks and pulled them sideways slightly.

Oh, sweet Mother Goddess, she’s beautiful.

Coming back to the bed, I sat down and pulled her lips to mine. After a few more seconds of bliss I drew back and said, “Come on...it’s a private jet. Maybe there’s a bed on-board.”

“Yeah, right.”

In fifteen minutes plus a few seconds we stood in front of the Radisson. Ekaterina pulled up in the town car. When we jumped in the back seat, Blaylock was conspicuously absent.

“Where’s Ben?” Jean asked.

“Wallaby’s assignment here in Eastern Blocks. Am for flying you to Heathrow.”

“Aren’t you a member of the Georgian Air Force? Won’t you get into trouble for missing duty?” I asked.

“Granted extended leave. Perhaps we have time for more vodka, da?”

My stomach grumbled threateningly.

She pulled out into traffic and back into the maze of two lane city streets. As we approached the airport, Ekaterina launched into an explanation:

“Only military aircraft for being permitted over central Europe now. Must take long route. First north to Ukraine, then west for over Poland and to refuel in Copenhagen. Then across channel to London. Should be taking four hours. Is for taking ten.”

My knowledge of European geography almost found itself up to the task of following her description. I could tell that this path took us substantially out of the way.

Jeanette and I looked at each other and shrugged.

We made it back to the airport with just enough time to have a ground crew throw our luggage on-board. Then we sat down across from each other in the tiny jet. I faced forward. The Learjet’s engines already whistled and sang in anticipation of being pushed to their limits. An airport worker in a white flight suit came out of the cockpit and handed Ekaterina an official-looking clip board. Carefully, she read all three pages and then nodded. The man spoke Georgian and Ekaterina’s glance strayed to us, a chuckle pulling her lips into a devilish smile. 

Quickly, as if he wanted to escape something, the man in the flight suit leapt down the stairs and Ekaterina closed the hatch behind him, then disappeared into the cockpit. Less than a minute later we began to taxi.

Learjets are light and have engines so powerful that our acceleration down the runway seemed like an amusement park ride. It pressed me hard enough into the back of my seat that I could no longer feel gravity pulling me downward. Jean seemed unaffected by it.

“You’ve been on a Learjet before?” I asked just as the wheels left the ground and Ekaterina pointed us a few degrees short of straight up.

She nodded, “They’re fun.”

My stomach felt ready to start churning again. But in a couple of minutes, the plane eased into a gentler climb. As we rose above a thin layer of cloud, the stars seemed to ignite in the sky of their own accord. Pristine and innocent, the thought occurred to me that they shone equally upon the poor and the wealthy, the Loved and the lonely, the hurting and the dead...even the present and the past. Jeanette saw them too, and her face became an icon of beauty as she sat with eyes upturned, enraptured by the view out the little window beside her. 

I remained silent, my eyes fixed on her, finding yet another moment to treasure. 

Shortly, she became aware of my gaze and turned to look at me. 

“What?” she asked innocently.

Narrowing my eyes slightly, I let my face grow serious, “Sometimes I see little jewels in life that no one else will really understand.”

Looking back out the window, she blushed and smiled. My shocked mind discovered that my heart just gave itself away for the very first time.

We sat in friendly silence for a few minutes until the plane reached cruising altitude and Ekaterina eased the engines back a little. 

I got up to explore, but Jeanette went for the wet bar. After pouring herself a large dose of something golden colored, she sat back down.

To my surprise, I found the restroom large and comfortable; another first. Afterward, I went forward to explore the galley. The leasing company stocked it with frozen foods and a microwave. 

I almost gagged. 

Opening the refrigerator, I found several pint-sized containers of milk, orange juice as well and some cheese sticks...but found nothing with which to cook other than the microwave. 

I don’t eat food cooked in microwaves. 

However, a Keurig sat on the counter.

So for now, I settled for milk and cheese. Opening another cabinet, I found individually packaged crackers. 

A decent snack, if not terribly healthy. 

I returned to my seat munching.

“There’s food up there if you’re hungry,” I said with my mouth partially full.

“Maybe in a little while,” Jeanette replied, taking a sip of the golden liquid.

I sighed. She held her liquor well, but her level of consumption concerned me. But she went for days on the dig without a drop and never complained once. 

Maybe it’s just nerves right now. 

The hectic nature of the last few days made me decide to let matters rest for the moment.

Looking out the window again, I saw flashes in the clouds below...a storm over...what did Ekaterina say? “North to Ukraine”? The storm put on quite a show. 

“Check that out,” I said, nodding downward and out the window. 

Jean looked up from her glass to observe. Her eyes lit up. “Oh, how beautiful!” She turned in her seat to gaze out the window and her hand reached out to me. I stood up to take it and then knelt by her feet, looking out the window next to hers. She held my hand firmly and for a long while, we just peered down at the storm. Often, we gasped and gave little exclamations, like children watching fireworks on Independence Day. The display seemed to distract her from the alcohol which relieved me somewhat. 

At least she doesn’t feel the need to nurse it constantly.

Finally, I leaned toward her and laid my head against her shoulder. Her arm went around my waist, but we continued to gaze out the window. Eventually, the storm passed behind us and my attention returned to the glimmer of stars. Snuggling under her chin, I could smell her body...no perfume except what she generated. After a couple of breaths, my own body began to respond to her scent. 

Closing my eyes, I breathed gently against the flesh of her neck and downward into her cleavage. A shudder went through her body. I smiled and let a longer exhale follow in the same direction.  Her hips shifted a little like she could not get comfortable. After the third breath across her flesh, she turned her head and brought her lips to my forehead. Holding them there for a few moments, she then pulled back and looked down at me. 

My eyes surrendered to her as she lowered her lips to mine.  After the sweetest of moments, the Learjet began a banking turn into the west. The angle of the plane made Jean’s body fall against mine and then a moment later the centrifugal force of the turn pushed me against her. The combination of angle and force pulled us together marvelously.

Our lips never separated.

As the plane leveled out, she finally withdrew from the embrace, but kept looking into my eyes. 

As our gazes held, the plane hit a little turbulence.

“Looks like the bumpy ride is just beginning.” She smiled at me.

I paused before responding...before I bared my heart to her. For an instant, the Energy flowed between us. I took a deep breath of her, making my nipples very aware of our bodies’ contact.

With a voice just loud enough to be heard over the jet’s engines, I said, “Let me...I want to...” Suddenly the words I wanted to use left my vocabulary.

“What?” Her smile broadened a little.

This never happens to me. I’m never at a loss for words.

Sliding down onto my knees in front of her, I took her hands, minding her injured forearm, and looked into her eyes again.

“Jeanette, I want...I want your...Blessing. Let me fall in Love with you.”

Her head shook a little bit, but her smile didn’t fade, “You’re asking my permission? Just do it.”

“That would be a ‘yes’?”

“That would be a ‘yes’.”

Our lips found each other again and we kissed until I needed to change pants. During that kiss, I released many blocks against Loving of which I never knew existed. My heart opened to her of its own accord and did not bother to ask permission.

Before our lips parted, I Loved her. Nothing would ever be able to change that. Not even if we went our separate ways. That’s how I knew it was real. I could let her go at that moment and still Love her for the rest of my life. My eyelids seemed to develop a will of their own for a few moments, blinking quickly as a mist attempted to obscure the view of my BeLoved.

Words and a great booming voice floated up from my memory: 

“THERE IS NOTHING YOU COULD EVER DO TO END MY LOVE FOR YOU.”

A warm tear escaped the outer corner of my eye.

“YOU ARE MY BELOVED.”

I remained quiet for a while, as if comprehending what that truly meant for the first time.

As much as there needed to be, we found no bed aboard the Learjet. However, the seats reclined somewhat and the armrests folded back. So at least we could grab a pillow and recline together. We fell asleep holding hands.

A good while later, Ekaterina’s voice awakened us via the intercom, “Wake up, ladies, landing in Copenhagen shortly. Wake up...strap in.

I pulled myself upright. 

Was there time for coffee? 

I went for the galley and brewed something that I didn’t recognize. It smelled okay though. Two cups came back with me. Jean’s had cream.

She smiled her thanks at me and we buckled up as Ekaterina began our descent over Denmark.

Fueling proved to be an outrageously long process. Apparently, even Luna’s influence could not hurry the Danish ground crew. We sat on the tarmac for over three hours waiting to fuel. Ekaterina took advantage of the time for a nap. Apparently, a pilot’s logging rules didn’t apply to military pilots. Mid-morning came and went before the wheels left the ground again.  

We landed at Heathrow early that afternoon and Luna’s Carte Blanche did extend as far as the London Customs desk. They whisked us through and out the door with all our things, including the garlands and staffs. They hardly even spoke to us after Ekaterina pulled out Luna credentials. We were in a limo half an hour after the wheels touched the ground.
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“I really didn’t expect a limo,” Jean said as the three of us found seats in the back of the spacious vehicle.

“Wallaby said you are for being heroes to Foundation,” Ekaterina offered. “Seems is true.”

After a bustle with London traffic we headed northwest, past Oxford in the general direction of Wales. Sometime later, after navigating several different roads through the green English countryside, we pulled off the two-lane through a decorative gate bordered by stonework. A tall fence connected to the outside of the masonry and went both directions as far as we could see. Adorning the archway over the gate hung a seven-pointed star. The gates opened and then swung quickly shut behind us. 

In about half-a-mile, the quaint, gravel road...lined with yellow dandelion flowers and wild onions...brought us to a prodigious mansion. Three young women met us in the drive.

I looked at Ekaterina, “What is this place?”

She looked surprised at my inquiry, “Luna...am thinking. Don’t know. First time here.”

The young women opened the doors and grabbed our luggage before we could even verify our patrons. 

As we stood up and started for the door, a neatly dressed, middle-aged, great-aunt type came out to greet us. Her hair greyed above the ears, but her eyes shone brightly.

“Doctor Bradley, Miss Malloy, Captain Askalova, please be welcome at the Luna Foundation. I’m the Matron, Edeli McKimson. Call me Eddi. Anything you need, just ring the Matron’s Office.  Someone will answer twenty-four hours a day. Let me show you to your suites and then we can talk about preliminaries after you have rested and refreshed yourselves. Follow me.”

In through the tall double doors at the front of the mansion, then up a wide set of stairs to the left, the young women behind us seemed to manage the luggage just fine. We soon settled in suites on the third floor. 

“Is there anything you need immediately?” Eddi asked as she reached to close my door.

“Jean needs medical attention,” I replied. “No one has looked at her arm since yesterday.”

“We have an M.D. in residence and Ben Blaylock apprised us of Doctor Bradley’s condition. She will be with you shortly.” 

I nodded and she closed the door.

Looking around, it seemed all our luggage made it into our rooms. The case containing our staffs and the suitcase with the garlands sat near the wall.

“What a place,” I said to Jean through the door between our rooms.

“I don’t know what to think,” she replied, stepping under the arched lintel. “I expected something more...stodgy...English propriety and all that. You know, like a single tiny room on the second floor of a library, full of moldy papers and run by a little old man with horn-rimmed glasses...not ‘Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous’.”

“It is lavish,” I admitted, looking at the dark walnut beams over glossy red pine panels. “We could have fallen back into the seventeenth century here.”

In a bathroom equally lavish with marble and polished brass, we soaked in the huge tub for over an hour before getting out to shower and dress. Just as I began to tie my shoes, there was a knock at the door.

Jeez, here we go again!

It was the doctor, a small oriental woman with thick glasses, “Hello,” she said. “I am Doctor Yin. Who is Doctor Bradley?”

She spoke with an English accent, with only the vaguest hint of a Far-East dialect.

Standing there in her bathrobe, Jeanette raised her hand to show the bandage.

“Please have a seat.” After Jean sat down at the table Doctor Yin cut the tape and unwrapped the gauze. The wound looked worse than it did yesterday.

“How long ago did this happen?”

“Three days now,” Jean answered.

The doctor wrinkled her nose, “That’s a bad infection Doctor Bradley. Have you been taking anything for this?”

Jeanette got up and dug in one of her suitcases, pulling out the white bottle of pills the Georgian nurse gave her. Doctor Yin took the bottle and looked closely. 

“This bottle of tetracycline is four years out of date. Where did you get this?”

“A nurse in Tbilisi.”

Rolling her eyes, she pulled out her cell phone and hit one button. 

In a moment she said, “Hi Vanny, I need ten caps of Linezolid, 600mg, over to the mansion, ASAP...Yes... Bradley, Jeanette...Thanks.”

Then the doctor opened her medical bag and pulled out a hypodermic syringe. When Jean saw the size of the needle I thought she might faint. 

The doctor drew several CCs from a vial and indicated to Jean, “Turn around and lift your robe please.”

I felt the temptation to avert my eyes from the needle going into her butt, but didn’t. There was a small squeal just before the doctor pressed the plunger.

Then she took a blood sample.

“You need to rest and give up the alcohol,” the doctor chastised. “I can tell by the smell of your breath that your liver is toxic. Give it a break. Drink water, eat citrus fruit and fresh greens. Seaweed would even be better.”

Jean stuck out her tongue slightly and made a face, but the doctor remained adamant. “In about two more days we would have needed to do surgery, maybe amputate. Knock off the booze and eat right. Treat your body like you care about it.”

Yin’s admonition made Jean’s eyebrows go up, but then she nodded.

“All right, I will.”

The doctor left and I walked over to comfort my doubly punctured kinswoman, “You want me to order us some tea?”

She chuckled despite the soreness in her behind.

‘No, I’ll be fine, I’ll get a bottle of water shortly and do what the doctor said.” She followed her statement with a heavy sigh. 

Jean had just walked back to her room for fresh clothing when I heard a quick polite tap on the door.

“Yes,” I said loudly, rolling my eyes.

The door opened and one of the young women who took our luggage entered. Addressing me directly she said, “Mistress, the Matron asks that, when you are ready, please join her in the dining room at the bottom of the stairs and to the right.”

“Thank you. Please tell her that we will be there shortly.”

She gave a slight bow and started to walk away, but I recaptured her attention by saying, “What is your name?”

“Liane, Mistress.” She didn’t avert her eyes. 

“Liane, thank you for your help earlier today.”

She bowed and smiled, “Thank you, Mistress.”

“Just call me Bran.”

Liane smiled. “Okay, Bran.” Then she turned to go.

She moved across the hall I heard her give the same invitation to Ekaterina. Soon, we all met in the hallway and made our way toward an uncertainty. A strange set of emotions played on us. No one knew what to expect.

As we entered the dining room, the women there...and suddenly I noted that there were only women there...stood up and applauded briefly.

Jean smiled and held up her good hand for a moment. Ekaterina and I came in right behind her. 

The Matron stood at the head of the table and indicated the two empty chairs to her left and one to her right. We managed to calmly navigate past a dozen women ranging in age from early twenties into their sixties. Shortly we were seated beside the Matron...Jeanette and I across from Ekaterina.

Eddi remained standing and laid her hands on Jeanette and Ekaterina. “We are the Sisterhood of Luna. Let me reiterate your welcome. There are many things to discuss, but first we wish to demonstrate our gratitude and hospitality. You have come through an amazing story and we all wish to hear it in its entirety. But now eat and relax. No further taxing of your strength or patience today.”

As she finished, two young women in maid’s uniforms began serving soup and salad...a good salad too, fresh spinach and leaf lettuce with some kind of ground garlic and olive dressing. The freshly made tomato soup tasted rich with basil and bay.

Conversation remained polite, inquiries into our education, hobbies and families back in the States. Ekaterina proved the most talkative of the three of us, gladly recounting her years of service in the Georgian Air Force and tossing down white wine like water.

Jean stuck to her word and drank only water, but I saw her eye the other women’s drinks a couple of times.

They served an entrée of smoked venison, taken by a hunter here on the Luna estate. New potatoes and fresh green beans graced the plate as well. All of us welcomed the healthy, home cooked meal. 

We were just finishing a dessert of strawberry shortcake with vanilla ice cream when Eddi announced, “Ladies, the Matriarch will want to speak with our guests tomorrow. In the meantime, make certain everyone is aware that we have visitors.”

Liane came in with three silk corsages on clips. 

Then Eddi addressed us directly, “Wear these until everyone knows your faces. Hopefully you will be staying long enough for that. Please feel free to roam the grounds, go for a swim, go horseback riding.”

“You have pool?” Ekaterina’s eyebrows went up.

“Of course, pool, hot tubs, sauna, masseuse, aromatherapy...”

“Have missed swimmingk,” her accent became more pronounced.

“Right out back,” Eddi jerked a thumb to her left with a smile. “Liane can show you.” Then she turned her attention to Jean and me, “Breakfast is at nine in the main dining hall.”

The party slowly broke up with a lot of “thank-you’s” and “congratulations” which still confused all of us. We did not get out of the dig with anything but the staffs and some jewelry. The tablets were lost as well as all of Jeanette’s translations and logs.

Why are we being congratulated?

But Ekaterina made for the door. She looked back at us, “Come for swim?”

Jean indicated her bandage.

“Oh, what a shame. Am going for to find swimsuit. Come visit at pool.” She spoke swiftly and then vanished around the corner.

“Maybe so,” Jean called after her as the Georgian pilot trotted for the stairs.

Then she turned to me and said, “I’m worn out and the bed is calling my name. You coming?”

As much as I wanted that scenario to occur, I felt a sense of curiosity about this place. I at least needed to take a cursory look around.

“I’ll be up in a bit, shouldn’t take long. I need to see what kind of place I’m in. Wait up for me?”

She nodded, but looked ready to yawn. So we parted at the stairs with a brief kiss and I went in the direction Eddi pointed. 

Meandering through a couple of hallways, I took a wrong turn into a really large dining room, apparently kept in a state of readiness. Places were set with plates, glasses and silverware. Everything looked freshly done. Turning around, I went across the hall which landed me in a partially enclosed patio. A fire burned contentedly in a large chiminea and I could see the pool though some foliage a few dozen yards away, its pale blue glow clearly visible in the English twilight. 

I wandered out onto the sidewalk in the direction of the pool. Behind it rose tiered platforms with hot tubs on them. Nine Jacuzzis sat on three levels, only one of them occupied. Several young women splashed and laughed with each other. I recognized Liane among them. She smiled and waved at me. Waving back, I walked out of the lighted area into the gardens.

The smell of green and growing things surrounded me, lilacs, ginger...a dozen unknown fragrances. Stopping at the edge of the pool light, I saw, tiny lanterns come on close to the ground in the garden area. This place seemed impossibly similar to the Women’s Edifice of Valdivia. The lightstones, the fire, the pool...

Just no altar of womanhood.

The stars became visible between puffy clouds. I had worked in the desert too long. Green felt good. Losing track of time for a bit, I just breathed the calm evening air.

A splash interrupted my reverie and I turned to see a tall dark-haired figure coming in my direction underwater. She broke the surface and rolled over to backstroke strongly toward me. As she approached, I realized Ekaterina swam topless. She wore only a white thong over her pale skin. 

Smackaroonies! She’s got the body for it too.

I walked back in her direction, as she executed a quick flip, coming up to rest her elbows neatly on the side of the pool and crossing her arms in front of her bare breasts.

“Should join me, Malloy,” she coaxed. “Can see you work out. We should swim.”

A swim would have been nice, but I could also feel ulterior motives. “Maybe tomorrow. It’s been a stressful day...and Jean’s waiting for me.” I nodded in the direction of the mansion.

Ekaterina’s eyebrows went up and her head went back, “You and Bradley? You are...together? Of course, you are. Do not know why am not seeing sooner. Are for making good couple.”

Another splash echoed across the pool and I looked to see a long trail of brown hair coming in our direction.

“Looks like you’re gonna get a workout partner after all,” I said nodding in the direction of the swimmer now. 

Ekaterina turned as Liane broke the surface a few meters away from us. The Georgian pilot gave me that devilish smile and swam in the young woman’s direction. 

“Race you to other end,” the Georgian accent echoed through the courtyard.

“You’re on.”

A great deal of splashing and blowing followed. Then after a long and wistful glance back at the gardens, I picked my way back into the mansion and up to the suite. 

Entering quietly, Jean softly snored under the quilts. A strategically placed nightlight made traversing the room comfortable while the light itself remained innocuous.  After my clothes fell away, I slipped under the quilts and snuggled up behind her. When this did not interrupt the quiet snore, I took the tip of my finger and traced it slowly over her bare hip beneath the covers. 

She stirred and stretched, then rolled over, putting her arms around my neck. Her lips searched for me while her eyes remained closed. I pressed my breasts against hers and slipped my tongue between her lips. A moment later, she tried to melt into me. 
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