
  
    [image: Book Cover Image]
  


THE VENORIANS AND KROVATIANS

Three Scorching Sci-Fi Romances

M.M. Wakeford


Copyright © 2025 M.M. Wakeford

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute it by any means without permission, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. 

Cover designed by GetCovers. 

www.mw-author.com


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

The Venorians and Krovatians

Preface

KRANTOR'S MATE

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Epilogue

MELINDA'S CHOICE

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Epilogue

WYATT’S REDEMPTION

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

LAIJAR'S TEMPTATION

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Epilogue

AFTERWORD

ALSO BY THIS AUTHOR

SERIES BY M. M. WAKEFORD

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Main Krovatian Characters

Main Venorian Characters

Glossary of Krovatian and Venorian terms


The Venorians and Krovatians

First Contact Has Never Been This Hot!

In this series:




Book 1 – KRANTOR'S MATE


One man owns her heart.

The other owns her fate.

• Fated mates

• Why choose/reverse harem

• FM, MM & MFM relationships with an HEA for all

Book 2 – MELINDA'S CHOICE

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

• Love triangle

• Gray alien with a tail

• Mature FMC & second chances

Book 3 - LAIJAR'S TEMPTATION


He came to Earth on a covert mission. Falling for a human was never part of the plan.

• Alien crash landing romance

• First contact & forbidden desire

• Prequel novella to Krantor's Mate


Preface

This is a compilation of three science-fiction romance novels set within the same universe. Please note that these stories are written for a mature audience as the spice level is high! Please also be aware that the Venorians are a pansexual alien race, so we do get some MM and MFM love scenes, however each story features a complete romance arc with a happily ever after for the main characters.

I must include a content note for Melinda's Choice, as there is a non-consensual sex act portrayed in the novel and an unplanned pregnancy. Neither of these are gratuitous but are integral to the plot—and please trust that it will all come good in the end. In this edition, Melinda's Choice also includes a short and hitherto unreleased story called Wyatt's Redemption which is tagged on after the epilogue.

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


KRANTOR'S MATE

BOOK 1


Chapter 1

Martha


I walk into the crowded café and cast a quick glance around, searching for my good friend Lulu. No sign of her. With a resigned sigh, I look around again, this time trying to locate a place to sit. In a far corner of the room, a loved-up couple stand, readying to leave. With an agility belied by my six feet height, I scurry towards their table and grab it before anyone else can call dibs on it.

Sliding into the plush seat, I quickly set about clearing away the dirty cups and dishes from the previous occupants, pushing them to the center of the table and then pressing the button for the clean-up chute. In seconds, it’s all gone, and I swipe through the menu on the tablet display, ordering myself a coffee—my usual double expresso with a shot of cream, layered with frothy milk and a sprinkling of cocoa. I hold out my wrist to pay, and grimace as I see the balance on my bank account. Sooner rather than later, I’m going to need to find myself a new job.

In retrospect, maybe it was a mistake to have handed in my resignation before finding a new position. So what if my new boss was my ex-partner of three years, the man who had ditched me the minute he got offered the job. So what if I was the one made to leave the luxury housing unit we had waited years to get. There was no way Trent was giving that up! Others might have stuck it out, sucked it up and waited until they had a new prospect on the horizon. Not me though. With a toss of my long, chestnut-colored hair, I had walked out of the school—and my cherished job as an educator—head held high.

It felt cathartic and good at the time, but there was a price to my impetuous decision. Now I’m broke.

A bot arrives with my order, deftly sliding my coffee over towards me. I lift the cup to my lips and take a sip of the creamy, frothy and overpriced concoction. Ah, so good. This might be my last extravagance for a while until I get my finances in order. Better enjoy it.

“You look semi-orgasmic. Is the coffee here that good?” Lulu drops into the seat opposite me, grinning.

“It is!” I grin back.

Lulu gives the tablet a few swipes to order her own drink, then turns her attention to me. “So, what’s up? Any news on a job?”

I shrug. “Mid-semester is not the best time to be moving schools.”

“Have you thought about perhaps doing something else until the next school year starts?”

“Like what?" I ask. "All my training and skills are in educating. What else I could do?”

Lulu eyes me quietly for a moment, considering. “I have an idea, but I don’t want you to reject it out of hand. Keep an open mind.”

“What? You want me to sign up to be a sex slave or something?”

Lulu giggles. “Now that, I would pay money to see!”

A bot arrives with her coffee, and she takes a first sip of the hot beverage. “Mmm, you’re right. This is good!” she drawls.

I wait with barely masked impatience for her to share what she thinks I could do to tide me over financially. I don’t say anything though, as I know from experience that she’ll only speak when she’s good and ready. She takes another sip of her coffee, inhaling the fragrant aroma and sighing with pleasure once again.

Finally, she decides to put me out my misery. Taking out her communicator, she swipes to find what she’s looking for, then hands it to me. I glance at the screen, splutter and hand it back to her. “No way!”

She gives me a stern look. “I said keep an open mind.”

“Travelling to a far-off galaxy to live with aliens for six months? Are you kidding me?”

She wrinkles her nose. “Honey, we don’t call them aliens.”

I give an exaggerated sigh. “Fine, the Venorians.”

“Ok, let’s get things straight.” She starts enumerating on her fingers. “First, you need to get as far away from the shit show that is Trent as possible. Get him out of your system. Second, for six months you’ll get double your annual pay as an educator. Third, and this is the most salient point, you tick all their boxes. You’re the right age range, in good health, unattached, with a background in linguistics. They want quick thinkers with strong powers of observation. That’s you, Martha. I know you’ll ace their tests.”

“That’s beside the point," I reply in annoyance. "This is a risky mission, Lulu. We hardly know anything about the Venorians. Once I’m on their planet, they could take advantage. Rape, torture, brainwash me, you name it, and there wouldn’t be anyone to help me. I’d be stranded, light years away from my people and friends. I can’t even!”

I finish my coffee irritably, no longer appreciating it as before. My friend extends her hand to mine, squeezing lightly.

“Martha, think rationally please for just one minute and don’t let your hot head take over. What could the Venorians possibly gain from raping or torturing you? This is an exchange program, remember? A Venorian female will be coming to Earth and living in your unit, learning about us just as you’ll be learning about them. Everything we’ve seen from these people is that they’re rational and empathetic humanoids. If anything, they seem to be more evolved than us! Why assume they’ll be barbaric?”

“But we just don’t know. You think I’d be willing to take that risk?”

She fixes me with a look. “Yes, I do, once you’ve cooled down and thought about it a little more. Honey, this could be the opportunity of a lifetime! And you need to do something to break out of this miserable life you’ve been living these past five years. Let’s be honest. There’s nothing really keeping you here, apart from me that is,” she adds with a fake flutter of her eyelashes.

I can’t help but smile even as I feel a little shard of pain at the mention of five years ago—when that fatal drone accident took Mom and Dad. Grief is a strange thing. Most of the times I think I’m doing just fine. Then it hits me right in the gut.

Truthfully, I am a little intrigued by this job. I’ve devoured every media post about the planet Ven and its inhabitants, the Venorians, ever since first contact was made last year. Calling them aliens conjures up an image of blue skinned creatures with fangs and horns, as imagined by many fantasy books of the last century. In reality, they don’t look too different from us—taller and broader, their eyes and mouths a little larger than ours—but nothing so different that they couldn’t pass off as humans. I would love to meet these people in real life and get to know more about them.

I shake my head. “You may be right. It’s just …”

“The space flight,” says Lulu, completing my sentence.

I nod unhappily. I’ve been in space once before, on a family vacation to Mars when I was a kid. I hated everything about it—the G-force as we were propelled out of our atmosphere, followed by a nasty bout of space sickness. To top it all, Mars was arid and boring as heck. I’d much rather have spent that vacation at Grandma’s ranch in Colorado. After that tragedy of a trip, I’d sworn never to go into space again.

“I hear the technology has improved greatly since you last went into space,” says Lulu with a sympathetic smile. “I can’t guarantee you’ll have a pleasant and uneventful journey, but just think to what end—the opportunity to explore Ven and get to know its inhabitants, to come back here and have people hang on your every word, wanting to find out what it was like. You’d be a minor celebrity, and wouldn’t that be a great way to stick it to Trent!”

My friend has unfailingly been on Team Martha ever since the split with my ex. Although he had been one of her college friends, and she’d introduced us to each other, she’d been quick to side with me when things went down. I love my friend. And her advice is usually sound. Still… going to live on an alien planet for six months is a mighty big step I’m not sure I’m ready for.

Lulu sees me hesitate and squeezes my hand. “Think about it,” she says.

“Ok,” I concede, “I will.”

◆◆◆

Three weeks later


I regret to inform you that on this occasion, your application for the position of educator in linguistics has not been successful. May I take this opportunity to wish you every possible success in your future endeavors.

I delete the latest rejection letter and take a bite of my flaky custard Danish. It’s been a month of searching, and nothing to show for it. Getting multiple job rejections is a guaranteed recipe to make one feel worthless and unwanted. Compound that with having been dumped by your partner, and is it any wonder I’m seeking solace in fattening sugary snacks?

I finish my pastry and grab my communicator again, opening it to a video clip of three Venorians meeting with our ambassador on Mars. I’ve watched this footage countless times. I don’t know why I keep coming back to it again and again. Something niggles at the corners of my mind, but I’m not sure what it is I’m looking for each time I watch the clip.

Our ambassador, Melinda Garcia, greets the three Venorians—two males and a female—with a formal handshake. They look at her outstretched hand curiously, then mimic her actions.

“Welcome to Mars,” says Melinda.

They listen to the translator in their ears repeating her words in their language. Then they nod and one of them, a male who looks to be their leader, responds in his language, while a disembodied voice from his communicator translates what he says to English.

“It is our honor and pleasure to meet with a representative from the planet called Earth. May we show you how it is customary to greet people on our world?”

Melinda smiles nervously but answers, “Of course, we would love to learn about your customs just as we hope to share ours with you.”

The Venorian steps forward, his eyes carefully scrutinizing Melinda. He places his right hand on her cheek, looking deeply into her eyes, then touches his forehead to hers. A moment later, he’s stepping back. The other two Venorians follow suit, greeting Melinda in the same way, then turning to greet our other delegates in the room. The clip ends there, the general public not being privy to the conversations that ensued.

I’m fascinated by this Venorian ritual, though I’m not sure why. I’ve seen plenty of examples of different customs right here on Earth when it comes to greeting people. The Maori greet each other by pressing their noses and foreheads together. The traditional Tibetan greeting is to stick your tongue out at each other. The Inuits sniff each other’s faces. Viewed from this perspective, the Venorian form of saying hello isn’t that outlandish. And yet, something tells me it is very different to what we are used to on Earth.

I play the clip again, watching as the female Venorian looks deeply into the eyes of one of Melinda’s aides, placing a hand on his cheek then touching her forehead to his. As she steps away from him, a troubled expression comes over her face for a split second, before it’s swiftly masked. I replay the clip, focusing on that moment. What did that brief emotion on her face mean? What was it that she found troubling in that simple greeting?

I play the clip over and over again, my mind going around in circles, trying to make sense of what I’m seeing. After a while, I give up and stand to stretch my legs. I decide to go for a run, and burn these extra calories I’ve been eating.

I pull on some leggings, brace my generous breasts in a sports bra, and slip my feet into running shoes. Once outside, I tap my wrist to activate my training program. After a quick warm-up, I start my jog, aiming to maintain my heart rate at 125 bpm. While I run, I listen to a mixture of music and motivational mantras to keep me going. Whenever my heart rate is outside the target range, my device pings in my ear, telling me either to slow down, or more often, telling me to speed up.

Eventually, I manage to maintain an even keel, and I allow my mind to drift off. Without realizing it, I think back to that video clip and the troubled expression on the Venorian female’s face. She steps forward, puts her hand to the man’s face, looks him in the eye and touches her forehead to his. And in that short moment, something happens to make her worry. But what?

Then all at once it hits me.

Of course, that must be it. Why hadn’t I made the connection before? It’s so obvious now I think about it. The Venorians must be a telepathic race. The greeting—looking deeply into each other’s eyes then bringing foreheads together—must be their way of reading the other person’s mind. What a useful ability that must be, being able to suss out if the person in front of you is friend or foe, simply through a quick greeting.

That female Velorian must have probed the mind of Melinda’s aide, and something of what she saw in his thoughts troubled her. Excited at my discovery, I stop and find myself a park bench to sit on, ignoring the scolding voice in my ear telling me to keep running. I turn off my training program and scour the media posts for any mention of the Venorians being telepathic but find none. Could I be wrong? Could it be nobody else has yet noticed this? It piques my curiosity.

Sitting on a park bench, drenched in sweat and still a little out of breath, I finally decide. I open the application form for the Venorian exchange program, and I apply. Then I do something I’ve been putting off for far too long. I book a transport to take me to Grandma’s ranch in Colorado.


Chapter 2

Krantorven


I come awake slowly to the comforting sound of Prilor’s even breathing in my ear. One of his arms is wrapped possessively around me, tucking my body to his. I stroke it gently, enjoying the feel of the soft hair on his forearms.

Prilor emits a low growl, tightening his hold on me as he too comes awake. His teeth nip my neck gently, sending a shiver down my body and making my cock stiffen. Seconds later, his hand slips down to my aching member, taking it in a firm grip and jerking it while he continues to nip at my neck and earlobe.

I love waking up next to Prilor. He knows my body as well as his own, and how to make it sing. Only Prilor, my oldest friend and lover, ever shares my bed. I often fuck my other somars, as is only right and fitting, but I never sleep with them afterwards. Even when I fuck a female—something I greatly enjoy doing—I end up wrapped in Prilor’s warm embrace at the end of the night. I can only sleep well with the rumble of his breathing in my ear, the comforting feel of his body wrapped around mine and his unmistakable musk drifting into my nostrils.

Now, like many mornings before, I moan in pleasure as his hand worships my cock, feeling my climax approaching. “Drink me!” I manage to grunt out. In an instant, Prilor swivels around to bring his mouth down to my cock, taking it to the back of his throat, just the way I like. “Ahh!” I shout and spurt my climax into my lover’s mouth. He drinks me down, not wasting a drop of my precious nectar. A kran’s cum is sweeter than a mother’s milk and more potent than the most powerful liquor. I watch the ecstasy come over Prilor’s face as he tastes me and feels the effect of my cum. It makes me smile. I love making my Prilor happy.

I lean over to take hold of his cock. It only takes a few tugs for him to explode into my fist, his orgasm intensified by the magic of my cum inside him. His groan is loud enough to wake up the dead. It serves as the wake-up call for my other somars, who sleep in the rooms next door. I hear them stir, as I lean over and lick Prilor’s sticky cum. It might not be as sweet or strong as mine, but I love it all the same.

The door opens and Fionbal walks in, absently scratching his groin and yawning. His beautiful long cock swings from side to side as he approaches my bed. “Good morning, my kran,” he says sleepily.

I kiss his lips. “Good morning, Fionbal mine.”

Dovtar and Shanbri appear behind him, and we give each other our customary morning kiss. As Fionbal starts our communal bath, Dovtar goes into the closet to fetch my clothes and Prilor’s for the day; Shanbri makes his way to the food preparation area to get our morning repast ready. Over the years, each of my somars have taken on separate roles and duties.

Foremost of all, they are my companions and protectors, but in addition to that, they each have carved out their own set of responsibilities. Nobody would dare touch the clothes in the closet without Dovtar’s permission, just as the food preparation is Shanbri’s domain. Fionbal bathes and grooms us. He also maintains my busy diary, arranging all my appointments and fielding any enquiries that come my way. As for Prilor? His special duty is to pleasure me each morning and to be by my side all through the day, sparring with me, listening in on meetings, giving me advice, and acting as my second in command.

I lean over and poke him in the shoulder, shaking him out of the post-orgasmic daze he’s in. “Come on, lover mine, time to bathe,” I croon into his ear. He grunts but remains immobile. Fionbal re-enters the room and sees me trying to wake the sleeping giant beside me. He laughs, coming to my aid.

“This should make him stir,” he says with a grin.

He bends down to smack a kiss on Prilor’s mouth and run his fingers along his side, finding all his ticklish spots. It does the trick. Prilor rouses with a loud hiss.

“Fucking stop that!” he roars, but Fionbal’s already slipping away before Prilor can punish him. I hear a splash as he jumps into our bathing pool.

“Come on grumpy,” I soothe my rumpled lover. “Let us get in the bath.”

A short while later, all five of us are in the bathing pool, enjoying the warmth of the water lapping around our bodies. Fionbal runs a washcloth over every part of me, ensuring I am clean from head to toe. Then he carefully washes my hair with a fragrant soap he makes especially for us. As his clever fingers massage my scalp, I silently say my daily prayer of gratitude for these four wonderful males who agreed to become my somars, even with the sacrifice that this entails. As my somars, they are not allowed to mate, but must devote their entire lives to me. I can never forget or take that for granted. I love them all, though Prilor best of all.

I observe him now and smile, remembering our first meeting at the military academy ten sun rotations ago. It was immediate attraction and instant love. I took one look at his massive, brawny frame and the sweet gaze in his molten honey eyes, and I melted like wax under a flame. We have been inseparable ever since. It was never in any doubt that he would become my somar when the time came for me to choose four good males to be my companions and protectors for life.

It is normal for somars and their kran to love one another, but perhaps not in the possessive way Prilor feels about me—and I feel about him. My mother worries my feelings are too strong. Her concern is not misplaced. One day, I will surely find my fated mate and bond with her. Where will that leave Prilor? I try to push the disturbing thought aside. I have communed with countless females in my life so far and have had many delicious encounters. Never yet have I felt the stir of my senses, telling me I have met my mate. It could be many more sun rotations before this happens, so there is no point worrying about it. Why am I even thinking of it now?

Prilor senses my mind is perturbed. He does not have the ability to read my exact thoughts, but he can tune in to my moods. As Fionbal washes his body, he looks worriedly across at me. I shake my head and smile. “It is nothing,” I mouth. To distract myself, I lean across the bath and grab hold of Dovtar’s cock. It is long, but not as thick as the others’ cocks. That is why he is my preferred person when I want a good fucking in the ass.

I kiss him, all the while stroking his stiffening shaft. “You ready to fuck me?” I ask.

“Always,” he moans huskily. Fionbal lathers Dovtar’s cock with a waterproof lubricant gel, then I am straddling him, easing my ass down slowly over it. I love that tight feeling as I am filled. Finally, my body closes around the entirety of Dovtar’s shaft. I bite his mouth, licking across the seam of his lips. Then I start bouncing gently up and down on his lovely long cock. Shanbri leans down to take my own stiffening member in his lubricated hands, jerking them up and down my length. Under Prilor’s watchful gaze, I fuck Dovtar and pleasure myself on Shanbri’s hands.

It is not long before I feel my release approaching. In one swift move, I bring myself up to standing and grab hold of Shanbri’s golden locks, pulling him towards my cock. Needing no further invitation, he encloses me in the hot, wet heat of his mouth and sucks me hard. With a groan, I come, pumping my sweet goodness into Shanbri’s welcoming mouth. Full of my cum, he sits up and locks lips with Dovtar, sharing the bounty with him. I smile at Shanbri affectionately. That boy does not have a selfish bone in his body, always sharing, never keeping anything to himself. They both sigh in ecstasy, feeling the effects of my cum. Fionbal transfers his attention to my two languid somars, massaging their bodies clean while they recline in the bath.

Once we are out of the water, we follow our regular grooming routine. I sit on the drying bench in the bathing room while Fionbal shaves my face with the automatic razor. My other somars also have a shave, except for Prilor who prefers to keep a well maintained beard—which I love running my fingers through.

Fionbal then turns his attention to my hair, putting it through the blower to ensure it is dry. After that, he carefully runs a comb through my long, silky tresses and braids my hair for me, while Dovtar massages cream into my body, starting at my feet and making his way up to the top of my arms. He even rubs some into my cheeks, ensuring my skin is soft and smooth all over, just the way I like it.

Prilor keeps me company, checking my communicator for messages and keeping me up to date on what is happening on our planet. Once the grooming is done, we get ourselves dressed and go to the dining room, where Shanbri lays out a delicious morning repast. Sitting around the circular table, we eat and joke playfully. I love spending the mornings with my somars.

And then, it is time to get to work.

◆◆◆

“Absolutely not!” Prilor says, his voice rising in anger.

“I am afraid it is not up to you,” my father tells him gently.

Prilor stands and starts pacing, watched by the people in the room with expressions ranging from amusement to alarm. My friend and lover can be quite intimidating when his ire is roused.

We are in the council room, where my father has his regular meetings with the senior members of our government. To his right sits Rivtas, the commander of our planet chosen by the people. She has been commander for two sun rotations, and I have great respect for her wisdom. Next sun rotation, our people will decide again whether she stays on or is replaced by a new commander. I hope they decide to let her continue in the role, but there is a good deal of competition for this position of power.

Beside Rivtas sit the chiefs of the five sectors of our planet. They too are chosen by the inhabitants of each sector. And then there is my father, the Kran, head of the Tor dynasty— my family—and the Holy Father of Ven. This will be my role one day, when he is gone.

To my father’s left sits Dranlar, one of his somars. I have known Dranlar all my life. He is as dear and familiar to me as my father—perhaps more so.

Everyone’s attention is focused on Prilor. It is highly unusual for him to utter a single word at a council meeting, let alone raise his voice, but the news just imparted has made him forget himself.

“Why cannot someone else go? We are a planet of two billion people; surely there are plenty of others to choose from?”

“But we have chosen Treylor. She was selected after a very rigorous process and is the best person for the job. Prilor, you know she does not need your permission to go.”

“Anything could happen to her on this Earth planet. She could be raped, tortured, killed! That backward race would do anything for our technology.”

Rivtas now speaks up. “Prilor, calm yourself. We have assessed the risks and they are minimal. All five of our people selected for the exchange program will have untraceable communicators implanted in their bodies. We will be able to track her movements and listen in to her at all times. Just remember, our cloaked ship will be in their orbit throughout those six moon rotations, and can send reinforcements at a moment’s notice.”

That helps ease my mind, as Treylor’s safety was my first concern too when I heard she had been chosen to go on the Earth exchange program. I rise and take a step towards Prilor, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. “If it were not for the fact that she is your sister,” I say, “you would be the first to suggest Treylor for a mission such as this. We both know how capable she is.”

I rub his back soothingly, willing him to calm down. He takes a ragged breath, fighting to control his fear. If we were alone, I would enfold him in my arms, kiss him and whisper words of reassurance to him, but we are not.

I feel my father’s piercing eyes on us. Being a kran himself, he understands more than anyone the complex and strong attachment that can develop between a kran and his somar. Many a time have I seen father embrace Dranlar lovingly, almost as often as he embraces my mother.

But that is not all. As a mated kran who has come into his full telepathic abilities, my father sees and understands far more than anyone else. I never need to tell father what I am feeling or thinking—he just knows. It is this capability that marks us as a family, and why we are entrusted with this most sacred position on Ven. As Holy Father, the Kran is both the spiritual leader of our people as well as the ultimate defender of our planet, ensuring our safety from the incursions of rival races.

“Not only is she extremely capable,” my father now adds, “but she will be with a team of some of our best people on this exchange program. Had you waited to let me finish speaking, Prilor, you would have heard that Pravol will going on this mission too.”

Ah, that changes things. Pravol is one of our finest operatives—a tough fighter and a savvy negotiator. He was our representative in that fateful first contact meeting with the people of Earth. It is also no secret that Pravol is passionately in love with Treylor and plans to mate with her one day. He would lay down his life to keep her safe. As the news sinks in, I feel Prilor begin to relax.

“When do they leave?” he asks.

“At the next full red moon,” my father replies.

Prilor nods, still frowning, but falls silent. The meeting continues as we discuss the aims of the mission and contingency plans before going on to discuss our other pressing issue—the Saraxians. We made a peace treaty with them six sun rotations ago, but there is fresh evidence of their presence inside the Utar belt, a neutral zone between our worlds. We are not a militaristic race. Our preference is always to live in peace and harmony with our neighbors, but unfortunately that is not always possible when it comes to the Saraxians. Something will need to be done to deter them, hopefully without starting an all-out war.

My mother appears on the screen. She is on the Onar, the spaceship she and father jointly command, which is currently navigating the Utar belt.

“Greetings,” she says briskly. “We have picked up some debris in sector 8, which on analysis has a Saraxian signature, clear evidence that they are violating the treaty. Our data suggests the debris is recent, only a few rotations old.”

“Have you scanned the area for any sign of their ships?” asks Rivtas.

“We have. Unless they have developed new cloaking technology that withstands our scans, there are no Saraxian ships in the sector currently.”

“Any idea what they could have been doing there?”

Mother shakes her head. “There is nothing here that could be of interest to them. As you know, the sector is barren, with no planets that can sustain life and no minerals to mine.”

Father speaks. “We need to find out what they are up to. There must be a reason for their presence there. Send anything you can find to Krantorven. He will make this his top priority.” He looks to me, and I nod.

Mother’s cool gaze briefly turns towards me. “Understood.” Without another word, she disconnects, and the screen goes blank. My mother, unlike father, is not one for big displays of affection. Those who do not know her well think her cold and unfeeling, but that is far from the truth. Beneath her cool exterior beats a heart that is loyal and loves unreservedly. I feel that love with all my latent telepathy. Even if she does not express it overtly, I have no doubts of her devotion to me or father. I also have no doubts of her devotion to public duty and service. She makes an admirable mate for father, sharing the burden of being the Kran. I have hopes destiny will grant me a fated mate equally strong and admirable. I do not require affection from her when I have that aplenty with Prilor.

The meeting ends, and Prilor follows me out. He has already got his communicator out to speak to Treylor. She comes on the screen, takes one look at his face and sighs. “You know.”

“When were you going to tell me? A moment before take-off?”

“Of course not! I am sorry. It is hard to find the right time, especially knowing how you will react.”

“You can still change your mind, you know.”

“I will not.” Prilor looks pained but does not argue the point further.

“Come over tonight. Shanbri is making roast prot.”

“If you want me over just so you can convince me not to go," sayd Treylor, her tone sharp, "then no.”

“For fuck’s sake, Treylor! Just come. I want to see you.”

She hesitates. “Fine. But one word from you trying to stop me from going and I am out.”

“Understood.”

She disconnects and we make our way to my quarters, where my other somars are at work. Quickly, I fill them in on the latest happenings. Shanbri, once again showing his empathetic side, takes Prilor in his arms before I get a chance to, kissing him sweetly. “I am sure she will be fine, especially with Pravol’s protection. And honey, I will light a candle for her each morning. Our mighty god Lir will keep her safe.”

Prilor nuzzles Shanbri’s neck in thanks. Then I am on him, wrapping my arms around his bulky waist. “Come to bed,” I grunt, pulling at his shirt and guiding him to my room. I know I cannot erase his worries, but I can surely ease them.

Once we reach the bed, I say in my commanding voice, “Strip.” Prilor complies, the habit deeply ingrained. I divest myself of my own clothing until finally, both of us stand naked, face to face. As ever, the beauty of his bare form leaves me breathless. He is large, even for a Venorian, with muscles perfectly carved, golden-brown hair swirling on his chest, two firm brown nipples peeking through the curls. I push him back on to the bed. “Lie still. Let me worship you.”

I climb over him and kiss his surprisingly soft, plump lips. They part, allowing me to plunge my tongue into the heaven of his mouth and taste his precious flavor. I lick and kiss him, feasting on his deliciousness. Then I start a journey down his body, paying homage to every part of him. I mark his neck with a glorious pattern of bites. Down his arm I lick, then back up I nip, burying my nose in his musky armpit. He is ticklish there, but I hold him down, kissing him and making him quiver. I do the same on the other arm, worshipping my way along his strong, muscled flesh. I am feral with need for him, burying myself in the forest of his chest, stroking and tugging at his hair, biting his gorgeous nipples and suckling them like a hungry babe.

Down, down I go, dipping my tongue in his navel, then down some more until I am rubbing my face in the fragrant nest of hair on his groin. His thickly engorged cock knocks against my brow, already dripping with precum, but I bypass it, journeying down his leg, kissing and licking each sweet spot. I reach his massive feet and drop more kisses, ignoring his desperate writhing. Only when I am well and done do I lick and kiss my way up his other leg, towards my ultimate destination. I part his legs, baring the brown rosebud of his ass to my hungry eyes. 

I circle it with my finger then press lightly, eliciting a desperate moan from Prilor. I look up to see his pleading gaze. He does not need to speak the words. I know. Swiftly, I anoint my cock with some lubricant from the bedside table and kneel before my lover. With much care, I push into his tight, hot heat, taking it slow until I am buried all the way inside. Our eyes lock, need answering need. And then I am rocking in and out, filling him with my girth, finding the sensual spot that sends him into ecstasy. On and on I grind myself on him, delighting in the firm, hot grip of him on my cock. My eyes instruct him to take his own cock in hand, and he obeys, our minds and senses in tune with one another. I thrust into him, and he jerks himself off, both of us readying to reach that precipice together.

I pull out of him just as I am about to climax. Then, we both groan at the exact same time, spilling our essence on to his belly. My cum and his mingle, a symbol of our entangled lives. I stare at it, as I catch my breath. Of their own volition, two of my fingers swirl the sticky emissions together, then I am lifting them up to Prilor’s mouth. He sucks greedily, sighing in pleasure. Keeping his eyes on mine, he brings his fingers down to scoop up the creamy goodness and lifts them to my mouth. I suck them in, glorying in the taste of us combined. We feed each other some more, my potent cum beginning to have its effect on Prilor. His eyes droop as I rest my lips on his and kiss him gently. “Sleep, my love,” I murmur. In no time at all, his body relaxes, and he falls into a deep slumber.

I watch him sleep, my heart aching with love. After a while, I scramble off the bed and make my way to the bathing pool which Fionbal has readied for me. I give him a gentle kiss of thanks before immersing myself in its soothing warmth. My helpful somar wrings a washcloth and takes it through to wipe clean my sleeping lover while I luxuriate in the steaming fragrant water.

I do not linger in the bath though. There is work to be done. As soon as I am clean, I dry myself and dress, leaving Prilor asleep on our bed. I join Dovtar, Shanbri and Fionbal in our workspace and check my communicator. Mother has already transmitted the data on the Saraxians. Soon, my somars and I get to work, trying to figure out what our pesky neighbors are getting up to in sector 8 of the Utar belt.


Chapter 3

Martha


As my transport lands in front of Grandma’s house, I see the door open and her tall, upright figure emerge on to the front porch. A moment later, Grandpa appears behind her, placing an arm around her shoulders as they both watch me descend from the drone and make my way up the front steps.

Grandma eyes me sternly when at last I’m standing before her. “What time do you call this for a visit?” she barks.

I don’t look away. “Much too late.”

She snorts. “Where’s that spineless fella you’ve been shacking up with?”

“We broke up.”

At this, it’s Grandpa’s turn to huff. “About time!”

They make no move towards me. I guess they’re going to make me work for it. I haven’t been back here in over a year, the last time being an uncomfortable overnight stay with Trent. They hadn’t liked him, and the shadow cast by Mom and Dad’s death had made me wish I was anywhere but here. There were too many memories here. Too much pain.

I’m not sure what has prompted me to come back this time. Maybe it’s the thought that I might never see them again if I’m accepted on the Venorian exchange program. Or maybe because it’s time to let go of the grip grief has had on me, and to start a new chapter in my life.

“I’m sorry,” I say.

“What for?” Grandpa demands.

“For staying away so long. For blaming you for what happened, even though I know it wasn’t your fault. I’m sorry.”

We stand still, the air around us thrumming with long repressed emotions.

“You think I didn’t blame myself? I never should have suggested they take that new drone.”

My lips tremble. “I knew it was a bad idea.” My voice breaks. “But I didn’t say anything. I wish I’d said something.”

Grandpa opens his arms, and I rush into them. He holds me tight as I sob into his chest. My voice is muffled by his sodden shirt. “I missed you, Gramps.”

He strokes my hair with one hand, the other still holding me tightly to him. “Oh, dear girl. I missed you too.”

Eventually I step back, eyes glistening, and turn to Grandma. She’s a much tougher nut to crack than Gramps, so it’s no surprise she continues to stare me down for a long, silent moment. Then her mouth softens imperceptibly, and I walk straight into her arms. She holds me close, not speaking. I sigh in relief, only now realizing just how much of a burden my estrangement from them has put on me. All at once, my load feels lighter.

I come out of the embrace, letting Grandma examine me critically from head to toe. “City life don’t seem to agree with you, Martha. You’d better come in and eat some proper food.”

My face transforms into a grin. “Real steak and fries?”

“Only ever the real thing in this house.”

I follow her inside, Grandpa shuffling behind me. The house is like a time capsule, standing unchanged for decades. We walk into the large living room I used to play in, and my gaze lands on the comfy couch I used to snuggle up in to read a book. I imagine this place was much the same when Mom played here as a child. Coming to Grandma’s ranch feels like stepping back in time. Very little of the technological innovations of the last century seem to have touched this place. The only concession to modern life is the communicator sitting on a side table.

Grandpa settles down in his armchair, while Grandma goes into the kitchen to brew us some tea. I smell the sweet scent of baking in the air. “Cookies?” I enquire.

“Chocolate chip,” responds Grandpa.

I sink into the couch with a smile. It’s good to be home.

◆◆◆

Sometime later, I sit back replete, having scarfed down the most mouth-watering, juicy steak in the universe, along with crispy French fries and a green salad—all the fresh ingredients sourced right here on this ranch. The synthetic meat I eat in the city is a good approximation, but it’s never going to taste quite like the real thing.

I’m sipping on some iced tea, satisfied and content, when Grandma asks the burning question. “So, missy, why are you really here?”

“I wanted to see you.”

She snorts. “Fine, you’ve seen us. What else?” 

Nothing gets past Grandma. It’s like she has a sixth sense or something.

“I walked out on my job when they appointed Trent as my new boss, and he decided to dump me that very same day. I’ve been at a loose end ever since.”

Grandpa growls. “The rat!”

Grandma sighs loudly. “That impetuous streak of yours! I honest to God don’t know where you get it from. Must be from your dad’s side of the family.”

“I know it probably wasn’t my wisest move," I say, "but you should have seen the bastard, cold-shouldering me days after he’d said he loved me. He even had the nerve to demand that I submit to an ‘evaluation’ seeing as my teaching stats were a little on the low side.”

Grandpa makes another grunting sound of disapproval, but Grandma gets straight to the point. “So, what now?”

“I’ve applied for a few jobs, but nothing’s come through so far.”

“If you need to stay here a while to save money, you know you’re always welcome,” Grandpa says gruffly.

I feel my eyes well up again. I take a deep breath and try to hold the tears at bay. “Thanks, Gramps. I’m ok for now, but it’s good to have a safety net.” I hesitate before I go on. “There’s a job I applied for today. It’s something different, not in education. If it comes through, I won’t have any more money worries.”

“What kind of job?” asks Grandma sharply.

“It’s to go on the Venorian exchange program. I’d be swapping places with someone from Ven for six months.”

The room goes silent. I rush to fill in the void. “It’s a great opportunity to learn about them. All indications are that they’re a civilized people, and I’d be part of a team from Earth to go there, so I wouldn’t be without friends. In any case, it’s a long shot. Thousands are bound to apply, so my chances of getting on the program are low.”

“You’ll get it. They’d be mad not to snap you up,” says Grandpa.

I smile. “Thanks for the vote of confidence, Gramps.”

Grandma is silent, but I can hear her short choppy breaths. I lean across to gently squeeze her hand. “I’m sure it’ll be fine. A great adventure. Nothing to worry about. But I will be gone for a while. That’s why I came to see you.” The subtext is clear to everyone—in case I don’t make it back.

Grandma turns her hand to enfold mine, gripping it tightly. Eventually, she says, “I’m sure it will be a great adventure. Of course, you must go if you get the chance.”

Grandpa stands and wraps his arms around her. “She will be just fine,” he affirms.

“Yes,” Grandma murmurs, getting her emotions back under control. She smiles at me. “Ready for some pie?”

The rest of my stay is uneventful, but charmingly peaceful. I spend time out with Gramps in the stables; we go riding while Gramps oversees the work of his ranch hands; I help Grandma care for her vegetable patch in the back yard. I even get a chance to go skinny dipping in my favorite place—the rock pool on the edge of our land that has a small waterfall. After a week, I get news that they have invited me to interview for the Venorian exchange program. It’s time to leave my idyll and get back to the city.

Early the next morning, my transport arrives to take me to my job interview. My grandparents walk with me to the small drone waiting in their front yard. Grandpa hugs me tight and kisses my cheeks. Then it’s Grandma’s turn. She holds out to me a little box.

“What’s this?” I ask.

“Just a little keepsake my father gave me. It’s yours now. You can attach it to a pin and wear it as a brooch or put it on a chain. Think of it as a good luck charm.”

I take the box and open it. Inside is a beautifully crafted pendant made from twinkling gemstones that are shades of pink and purple, arranged in a swirling pattern. “It’s beautiful,” I whisper.

Grandma’s voice is hoarse as she says, “Yes, it is. I know you were very young when your great-grandpa died, so you probably don’t remember him. He used to love to rock you to sleep and sing you lullabies. He wanted me to give you this when you were grown, so, it’s yours now.”

I snap the box shut and slip it into my purse. “Thanks, Grandma.” Then we’re hugging one last time before I turn and climb up into the cabin of the waiting drone.


Chapter 4

Krantorven


Treylor arrives in the evening, accompanied by Pravol and by my sister Sonlar. I beam in delight when I see Sonlar, for I do not see her as often as I would like. She is not a Tor, but the product of a union between my mother and Dranlar, father’s somar. It is the right of every somar to have a child with his kran’s mate after she has successfully begotten the kran’s heir. It is only fair to allow our somars the chance to continue their line when they have vowed to live unmated as our companions for life.

Fortunately for my mother, who is not the most maternal of beings, Dranlar was the only one of father’s somars that wished for a child. Which means I only have one true sibling in this world—Sonlar. She is three sun rotations younger than me, and the same age as Treylor. Over time, they have become great friends.

Sonlar has forged her own path in life, not following in the footsteps of her mother or father. She is an artist that designs clothes and jewelry, and in great demand for she is extremely talented. Her work takes her all around the major cities of our world, which means I do not often get to see her.

She steps towards me now, and I look searchingly into her eyes as I place my hand on her cheek. We touch foreheads, and I probe her mind to check on her wellbeing. I cannot as yet read the fine details of what someone is thinking—that will occur after I am mated—but I can detect moods, emotions and intent. I step back, relieved to have sensed only positive emotions from my sister. She is happy.

Unfortunately, her probe into my mind was not as joyful as mine. I am plagued with worries about the Saraxians, and some of this worry must have leaked out. All Venorians have a basic ability to read the emotions of others upon touching, although my family, the Tors, have a much more finetuned telepathic talent which allows us to read minds across a distance. Even with her lesser ability, Sonlar has sensed something is up and she gazes at me in concern. “What is troubling you, my love?”

I try to allay her worry. “It is nothing for you to be concerned about, just a few issues that have cropped up with the Saraxians. I am sorry to have bothered you with this, my dearest.”

I am not sure I have convinced her, but she lets it pass. I turn to Treylor and offer her my greeting. In her, I sense nervousness, excitement and joy. Fortunately for me, her heightened emotions have dampened her ability to read mine, so I do not give anything away this time. Pravol is next. I sense his intense focus on Treylor, and his protector feelings out in full force. I have no doubt he will keep her safe on this visit to the planet Earth. As I step back from him, he raises a brow at me. I quickly say, “A little bit of trouble with the Saraxians, but nothing to set your mind to worry.” I am not sure I convince him either, but he too lets it go.

Then Shanbri is summoning us all to the dining room, where a large roasted prot takes pride of place on the table, enticing us with its delicious aroma. Beside the meat is an assortment of delicacies, all cooked with Shanbri’s masterful touch. He watches us eagerly as we partake of the meal, taking pleasure in our pleasure. If anyone were born to serve, it is Shanbri. He finds such joy in helping others, in giving of himself. I smile at him lovingly and summon him over to me. Once he is by my side, I pull him to me and kiss him lingeringly. “Shanbri mine, you have outdone yourself. The prot was meltingly tender and wonderfully spiced. Thank you, my love.” His handsome face flushes, and I cannot resist kissing him one more time.

Prilor, sitting beside me, pulls Shanbri to him, nipping him gently on the neck. “It tasted fucking great,” he says gruffly.

Treylor goes off into peals of laughter on hearing her brother’s not so eloquent praise. Smilingly, she echoes his words. “It did taste fucking great! Thanks, Shanbri.”

We enjoy a convivial evening together, catching up on news and discussing the forthcoming mission to Earth. By the end of the evening, I sense that Prilor has let go of the intense fear he was feeling, even if he remains a little fretful. We bid our guests goodbye and make our way to the bedroom, where Dovtar awaits to take away our soiled clothing. Once naked, we wash in the ablution room, drink our night-time tonic, then walk to bed hand in hand.

Prilor pulls up the soft covers and waits for me to get in before joining me. We tangle limbs and kiss for a long, long time. Finally, I draw back and say, “I love you, Prilor mine.”

“I love you too, my kran,” he responds.

Then I turn around and settle on my pillow, Prilor’s thick, hairy arms wrapped tight around me. With his comforting warmth infusing my body, and his wonderful musk wafting over me, I drift off to sleep. My last sentient thought before I succumb to slumber is a vision of my future mate bearing Prilor’s child. I imagine Prilor rocking an infant in his brawny arms—a child with auburn locks and honey-colored eyes—while I sit beside him and croon a lullaby.

◆◆◆

Early the next morning, we slip on our sparring gear and make our way to the outdoor space where we work out, just beyond my quarters. It is our daily routine to train our bodies, keeping ourselves in top physical shape. Prilor is my usual sparring partner, though on some days I also like to practise my skills with Dovtar. He is quick and nimble, requiring me to use different sparring tactics than with Prilor.

On this occasion, I plan to spar with Dovtar, as I fear I have lost some of my agility and speed of late. I need to sharpen these up. “Prilor,” I say. “Why don’t you spar with Shanbri today, and I will take on Dovtar.”

“As you wish, my kran.”

We take our positions in the adjacent sparring rings, while Fionbal practises some Drekon poses on a mat he places nearby. Dovtar and I bow to each other. “Ready, my kran?” he asks.

“Ready.”

We begin. I pour all my concentration into the task, my eyes following every movement Dovtar makes and adjusting my stance accordingly. It is not easy, but I am pleased to see some improvement in my agility. Sweat is dripping down my brow as I battle to keep up with my quick and wily somar. Suddenly, I hear a sharp cry.

Instantly, we put down our weapons and rush over to where Shanbri is clutching his arm, a torrent of blood seeping into his gray tunic.

Prilor, looking upset, cries out. “I am so sorry, Shanbri. I did not mean—”

“It is fine,” grits out Shanbri, in obvious pain.

I crouch beside him and examine the wound. The gash is long, but not too deep. Fionbal is already by my side, handing me a wet cloth to clean it up. When the worst of the blood is wiped away, I kneel beside my somar and prepare to lick the open wound. I am born with a body different to ordinary Venorians. Along with my enhanced telepathic skills and my sweet, potent cum, both my saliva and my blood have the power to heal. I can only give of my blood to my mate—for to do so starts the process of our minds melding—but I can use the healing properties of my saliva whenever required.

Swiftly now, I lick Shanbri’s wound, wetting it as much as possible with my essence. Already, it has stopped oozing blood and is beginning to pucker into a scab. Once done, I let Fionbal wrap a bandage around it.

“How do you feel now, Shanbri mine?” I ask solicitously.

He smiles his charming grin. “Better, thank you, my kran.”

“Let me kiss you to make it even better.” I put my lips to his and let him plunge his tongue into my mouth. We kiss for a long time, my tongue dancing with his, allowing him to lap and suck mine, taking in more of my healing essence. Finally, we pull apart, breathless and aroused. In a thick voice, I say, “Let us return to our quarters for some loving and a wash, then we must begin our work.”

He sighs in pleasure. “Yes, my kran.”

◆◆◆

One moon rotation later

We have been patrolling sector 8 of the Utar belt for half a moon rotation now, looking for any more traces of a Saraxian presence. In the meantime, mother returned to Ven and spent some time there with father, before he took the Onar on a diplomatic mission to some of our allies in neighboring galaxies, such as the Driskians and the Krovatians. Using his unique telepathic abilities, he is engaging in meetings with representatives from these races to try to gather more information on the possible threat from the Saraxians.

It is also an opportunity to negotiate some new trade deals. Our planet produces vlor, a precious stone that comes in shades of pink and purple, which is widely valued not just for its beauty but also for its healing properties. The most valuable is the purple vlor stone, as it has a powerful regenerative effect on the body. It can cut healing time for wounds in half simply by placing the stone on the affected area. It is also used to combat the effects of aging. Clients at beauty parlors all over the galaxy are willing to pay a high price for a purple vlor treatment to regenerate their skin and muscle tone. It is not something I myself do—at twenty-eight sun rotations old, I have no need yet for such things.

We trade shipments of vlor in exchange for other precious commodities that are hard to find on our planet, such as dorenium, a mineral we use to help power our spaceships. There is a dorenium mine on one of our colonies in sector 3 of the Utar belt, which is our main supply, but we also like to augment our reserves through trade with our allies.

In father’s absence, mother is taking on his responsibilities as the Kran of Ven. It is a seamless transition for them to make thanks to their special connection. Through their unique bond as fated mates, my father and mother’s minds connect as one. She knows all that he knows, and vice versa. They have no need to regale each other with their news when they reunite, because they already know it all. Every night as they sleep, even light years apart, their minds meld, sharing all information and knowledge each of them has gathered that day. This makes it easy for mother to take over father’s affairs as the Kran when he is away from Ven.

One day I too will have such a connection with my mate. I am both curious and repulsed by the idea. It is a privilege granted to the males in our family to have a fated mate with whom we can meld our minds, and I am suitably respectful of that honor. I am also aware of just how useful that can be, especially when having to fulfil my future duties as the Kran after father is gone. But I am also wary of the prospect of having another being invade all my thoughts, especially when it comes to Prilor. What he and I share is intimate, our emotions powerful. How will it feel to have someone intrude on that relationship, to know all those secret words of love we exchange when we are alone? What will happen to Prilor when my mate inevitably shares my bed? Will he be relegated to a room next door with my other somars? The thought makes my heart clench in pain.

I have often wondered how my father manages his relationship with mother and his somars. It all seems to be harmonious, but I suspect it took time to get there. Dredging my memories of childhood, I can recall occasions when Dranlar slept in the same bed as both my mother and father. He also had his own private quarters, which my mother occasionally shared with him. On those nights, my father had the companionship of his other somars. What they have seems to work well for them, but I do not believe father’s feelings for Dranlar are as intense as mine are for Prilor. Having fallen asleep to Prilor’s breaths in my ear every night this past decade, could I relegate him to his own quarters, even for part of the time? I sense there will be trouble ahead, but I am powerless to do anything about it. I suppose I shall just have to deal with it when the time comes, and find the right accommodation between myself, Prilor and my mate. I am hopeful she will be someone sensible and wedded to duty, just like my mother.

My somars and I are aboard the Phtar right now, a small ship I command. It is more agile than the Onar and has superior cloaking technology, making it ideal for silent patrol of this neutral territory. Under cover of our cloak, we have been whizzing in and out of the barren planets, moons and meteorites of sector 8 of the Utar belt. We have not seen any further sign of the Saraxians. Our analyses have not come up with any rational explanation for why they were here in the first place. My instinct tells me they are playing games with us, using this as a distraction from their main objective. Could it be that they want to divert our ships here, so that they can take offensive action elsewhere? But where?

We do not have a massive fleet of spaceships. Including the Onar and the Phtar, we have a total of five ships. Two of them are mainly cargo ships, transporting commodities to and from our planet. We are using these cargo ships to transport our people on their mission to Earth. One of them will remain there for the duration of their stay, staying cloaked so as not to alarm the people of Earth; the other will return to Ven with the five Earth people on the exchange program. It is due to arrive back any rotation now.

We station the only other remaining ship we have in sector 3, its main function being to keep guard over our dorenium colony. It is commanded by Rivvol, a cousin of Pravol. She is highly experienced, and I have great respect for her abilities.

I turn to Prilor, sitting next to me at the main console of my ship. “Let us open a channel with Rivvol.”

Moments later, Rivvol’s face appears on the screen. “It is good to hear from you, Krantorven. How may I be of help?”

“Rivvol, it is a pleasure to see your dear face. I hope you are keeping well?”

“Indeed I am, my thanks to you for asking.”

“Let me get straight to the matter, Rivvol. We have not found any more signs of a Saraxian presence here in sector 8. My theory is that this was a decoy operation to distract us from their real objective. Could it be they have set their sights on our dorenium?”

Rivvol frowns. “I have not noticed anything out of the usual here, but I shall increase my patrols. We will also send some probes to scan the space around the sector.”

“Good. We will make our way over to you in our cloaked state, checking along sectors 4 and 5 along the way. Let us aim to meet in three rotations and discuss our findings.”

“Understood.”

Rivvol ends the connection, and I turn to Fionbal, sitting at his workstation further behind me. “Fionbal, send a message to mother briefing her on our proposed movements. Ask her to also increase vigilance on Ven, particularly on our Vlor mines, the warehouses and the ports.”

“Will do, my kran.”

Beside me, Prilor is already setting a course for sector 3, using a circuitous route so we can have a good look around the surrounding areas for anything untoward. As our ship changes its course, I sit in silence, my mind going over all the facts again to see if I have missed anything that could be important. The sinking feeling in my gut is telling me that something is wrong. But am I making the right decisions? What would father do if he were here?

Prilor’s hand snakes its way to the back of my neck, massaging it gently. “Do not second guess yourself, Krantor. You are taking the most sensible course of action. Whatever it is that is brewing, we will face it together. I am right by your side, always.”

I place my hand over his and squeeze it. I am so blessed to have this wonderful man by my side, sharing the burden of being a kran with me.

Later, as we get into bed, my communicator bleeps with a message from mother.


Mother: Your father is cutting his trip short and returning to Ven. Keep to your plans and report back to us anything unusual that you notice on your route to sector 3. We will talk with you and Rivvol when you meet up in three rotations.


Me: Understood.


Chapter 5

Martha


I’ve made it through the first stages of recruitment for the Venorian exchange program, scoring highly on the aptitude tests we were given. Now we come to the part I’ve been dreading—going into space. The remaining candidates and I are all being taken to Mars, where we shall undergo a final series of trials before being informed whether or not we have made it through to selection as one of the five humans to go to Ven.

All morning I’ve felt queasy at the prospect of the impending ride on the space rocket and the G-force as we break through our planet’s atmosphere to reach space. We’re all kitted up in our space suits minus the helmets which we’ll pull on last, and sitting in a side room, waiting to board the rocket. In all there are ten of us left. It doesn’t take a genius to work out that only half of us are going to make the grade.

Next to me is Eliza, a pretty blonde with cornflower blue eyes and a butter-wouldn’t-melt look on her face. I’m not buying into her act though. Beneath the sweetness, I suspect lies an extremely competitive person willing to do whatever it takes to get selected.

I take a fortifying sip of water from my bottle and breathe deeply in and out, willing my stomach to cooperate. Throwing up during our space flight is not a good look. Eliza gazes at me sympathetically. “Have you tried motion sickness tablets?” she asks, not for the first time. It doesn’t escape my notice that she says this just as Professor Norton, one of our assessors, walks past.

“I have taken some,” I say quietly. “It will be fine.” 

“Are you sure?” Eliza frowns. “You do look a bit green.”

Professor Norton pauses to cast a severe glance at me. I smile weakly and give a nervous wave. He nods his head in acknowledgement and moves on. Having scored her hit, Eliza gives me one last faux sympathetic smile and turns to speak to the person on her other side.

I will myself to stay calm, but my churning stomach isn’t listening. Acidic bile makes its way to the back of my throat. All at once, I stand and rush to a nearby restroom, locking the door behind me. I get there just in time to retch violently into the toilet bowl. Breaths heaving, I straighten up and press the flush. My face looks back at me in the mirror, full of misery and despair. That face says, “Maybe it’s best you just ditch the space suit and go home.”

For a brief, tantalizing moment, I consider doing it, thinking longingly of being back at Grandma’s ranch.

But just as quickly, I realize the impossibility of giving up now and going home with my tail between my legs. The die is cast. There is no going back now, only forwards. 

Taking another fortifying breath, I run the water to wash my hands and rinse out my mouth. Now that my stomach has emptied, the queasiness seems to have receded a little. I look at myself in the mirror once again and put on a confident smile. I can do this.

◆◆◆

As our ship approaches the docking bay on Mars, I breathe a sigh of relief. Our journey here has been hellish—at least for me. My skin clammy with space sickness, I’d spent my time practising my breathing, trying not to vomit what little food I’d consumed. I barely took part in any of the team activities. The others cast me looks of sympathy tinged with contempt as they went about their business while I curled up in a ball of misery.

Compounding my torment was the knowledge that the assessors on this program had noted my inability to travel well in space, and that it will be a negative mark against me when they come to select the final five. However, there’s nothing I can do about it. At least we’re here now, and I can attempt to make amends over the next few days as we complete the final trials before selection.

Mars is no less red and dusty than the last time I was here. However, the colony has expanded greatly, with buildings as far as the eye can see, housing a large resident as well as transient population. As we walk into the vast atrium of the indoor village, I can’t help but be impressed by the human ingenuity and determination that built this massive, sprawling city on an arid planet, light years away from our home. It’s a hive of activity—people going about their business, walking or skating along the internal lanes, shopkeepers peddling their wares, and a plethora of restaurants and cafés with “outside” seating, offering up all kinds of cuisines.

We’re taken to our lodgings and allowed to settle in for the day before our trials begin again tomorrow. My room is basic, but comfortable. I finally get the chance to have a shower with real water, cleaning off the grime and sweat from our journey. Once I’m dressed, I send a quick message to Grandma on my communicator, telling her I’ve arrived safely, then decide to go out and explore the village for some place to eat.

As I step out of my room, I see Troy and Ameer, two guys on the exchange program who I’ve gotten to know over the past few weeks and liked.

“Hey, Martha,” Ameer hails me. “You’re looking a lot better.”

“I’m feeling like a new person,” I proclaim with a cheerful smile.

“We’re about to go find some place to eat. Want to join us?” asks Troy.

“Thanks. I was about to go on a very similar mission myself. What shall we pick for our first meal on Mars?”

Troy makes a face. “Something digestible. You’re not the only one whose system took a battering on that journey.”

“A curry?” asks Ameer hopefully.

Troy shrugs. “I could do that. How about you?”

I smile. “That works for me.”

We walk along the main promenade, checking out different places until we find a bustling café that serves delicious smelling curries. I order a fragrant chicken biryani—though of course, the chicken is made from synthesized protein. It doesn’t take long for our meal to arrive, and we fall on it ravenous, appreciating the taste of freshly cooked food after days of eating the bland rations on the spaceship.

As we eat, we discuss our chances of getting chosen as one of the final five.

“It sucks that I just can’t travel in space without getting sick,” I groan. “I’m sure that’s spoiled my chance to get on the program.”

“Don’t be so sure,” says Ameer. “I hear the next trials are going to test our aptitudes for thinking quickly in tough situations. You’ve got good reflexes, Martha, and a great ability to think laterally. I’m confident you’ll do well, unlike me.”

“What is this?” Troy growls. “A pity party? We all stand an equal chance. Just have to see how it plays out.”

“So says the man who’s a virtual shoe-in. You know you’re the only engineer on the team capable of drawing up complex schematics from memory.”

Troy shrugs uncomfortably. “I have strengths and weaknesses, just like anybody.”

He pins Ameer with a piercing stare. “I’m not the one who can speak eight languages fluently and pick up new dialects at the drop of a hat.”

I chuckle. “We’re kind of like the heroes in those old Marvel comics I used to read as a child. Each one of us has a unique superpower.”

Troy smirks. “Superheroes? Yeah, I like the sound of that.”

Ameer wrinkles his nose. “In that case, can anyone tell me what superpower Eliza has? I can’t quite figure out how she made it so far into the program.”

I huff out a quick, unamused laugh. “I could tell you, Ameer, but it would make me sound like a bitch.”

Ameer regards me with a frown, digesting my words. “So, it’s that way is it. Who is she currying favor with?”

“My lips are sealed.”

Now it’s Troy’s turn to laugh. “Who isn’t she with? Open your eyes, Ameer. That pretty little piece with the innocent blue eyes is as ambitious as they come and won’t stop at any underhand method to get what she wants. If I were a betting man, which I’m not, I’d put ten thousand dollars on her being selected.”

I grimace. “I’m afraid you could be right.”

◆◆◆

The first few days on Mars go well. At least I think so. We’re given a series of different trials to undertake, both individually and as teams. I’d like to believe I acquitted myself well, but time will tell. On the final day, we’re presented to Ambassador Garcia at a special lunch, and she then invites each one of us for an individual interview. I’ve not yet mentioned to anyone my theory about the Venorians being telepathic, but in my conversation with Melinda Garcia, the opportunity finally presents itself.

We’ve been sitting in her office for the past twenty minutes, talking informally. Eventually, we come to the subject of her first contact meeting with the Venorians. I ask, full of curiosity, “What did it feel like to be in the same room as another humanoid species for the first time?”

She laughs. “It certainly was a unique experience.”

“Were you nervous?”

“Of course. Anyone that says otherwise is a liar.” She pauses. “But along with the nerves was a sense of excitement and purpose.”

“What did they smell like? Could you discern a different scent to them?” She cocks her head and smiles. “Nobody has asked me this question before. No, there wasn’t an overpowering aroma, but when we touched foreheads in greeting, I detected a fragrance—earthy with a hint of musk. It was pleasant, though not a scent that felt entirely familiar.”

“What did you think of their form of greeting?”

She shrugs. “All cultures have their different ways to say hello. I can’t say I enjoyed having total strangers so up close and personal. It felt a little too intimate for my human sensibilities.”

I hesitate, then ask my burning question. “Did you experience anything else, other than discomfort at being up close and personal?”

She raises an eyebrow. “Should I have?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps a slight electric shock, or a feeling like you were being probed.”

“Being probed? Where has that come from? Am I missing something here, Martha?”

I look down at my hand, which I have been drumming on the fake leather surface of the sofa without being aware. I force it to be still.

“Martha?” she prompts.

I take a deep breath. “It’s just something I noticed when I watched the video footage. When the female Venorian greeted one of your aides, for a fleeting second, she had a troubled expression on her face before she masked it. It bothered me, so I replayed the footage over and over again until it occurred to me that they’re a telepathic race, and they use this greeting to probe the minds of the people they're meeting.”

“Telepathic?” Melinda Garcia looks stunned.

“Yes, telepathic. Has no one else put forward this theory?”

She shakes her head looking bewildered, but also intrigued. “No, never. Can you show me the footage?”

I take out my communicator, linking it to the main screen, then bring up the video, scrolling to that moment where the female Venorian greets Melinda’s aide. I pause it. “Watch carefully here as the Venorian female steps away from your aide. Look at her face.” I play the footage.

Melinda watches intently, a frown on her face. The moment is so brief as to be easily missed. “Play it again,” she demands.

I do so, and she watches it again like a hawk. Then she shakes her head. “This is very inconclusive evidence, Martha. She could be looking like that for any number of reasons. Maybe she didn’t like his scent. Maybe she’s not so keen on meeting humans. Who knows? It’s a bit of a jump to think she must be telepathic.”

I flush and bow my head. “I guess so. It’s just a feeling I can’t seem to shake.”

Melinda smiles reassuringly. “For all I know you may be right, Martha. It’s certainly something to bear in mind next time we come into contact with them.”

She stands, indicating the interview is over.

“Thank you for your time,” I say with a hint of despondence in my voice.

She gives me a warm smile. “It was a pleasure, Martha, and good luck with the selection process. I’ll see you tomorrow when the panel announces their decision.”

I leave her office and pass Eliza on my way out. “How did it go?” she asks.

I nod my head, feigning nonchalance. “It went well.” Then I muster a smile, “Best of luck!”

The following afternoon, we all gather in the ambassador’s banquet room to hear the results. The selection panel, which includes Professor Norton, Ambassador Garcia, and three other judges, sits at a long narrow table in the center of the room, while the rest of us are seated on chairs facing the judges.

I zone out as Ambassador Garcia goes through the preliminaries, thanking us all for our endeavors and telling us how hard the selection process was. Finally, she begins to announce the winners. “Troy Summers.” I clap, unsurprised but immensely pleased, as Troy stands and goes to shake hands with the judges. “Shay Smith.” I clap again. Shay is a scientist who has worked extensively on the International Space Program. She’s quiet and soft-spoken, but smart as a whip. I’m not surprised by her selection either.

“Diego Sanchez.” Diego is a medic, involved in genetic research. Another strong candidate—and a reminder that I don’t stand a chance in this race. I brace myself for the eventual rejection.

“Dimitri Woods.” Dimitri is a well-known psychologist—another undoubtedly strong candidate for this mission. I clap along with everyone else, then clasp my hands nervously as the final name is announced. Ameer, seated beside me, gives my hand a quick, reassuring squeeze.

“Eliza Carmichael.” So, Troy was right. And despite having prepared for this moment, I still feel a shock of disappointment. That’s it. The dream is over. I clap loudly to hide my dismay, and glance over at Troy, whose lips are set in a grim line. He looks back at me sadly and shakes his head imperceptibly. I force a smile and mouth, “Congratulations,” to him.

We stay a while, listening to the speeches of thanks from each candidate and clapping for them politely all over again. Eventually, we’re free to go. Ameer whispers in my ear. “How about we go get drunk?”

“Good idea.”

He takes my hand and leads me out. Before making our exit however, we go over to Troy. I hug him tightly. “No one deserved this more than you. Well done!”

Ameer grabs hold of his friend and gives him a bear hug. “I’m so happy for you man.”

“Thanks,” says Troy. “I really, really wish you two were going with me.”

I shrug. “Me too, but hey, that’s life.”

As we’re about to leave, I feel a small tap on my shoulder and turn, finding Ambassador Garcia. She smiles kindly. “I’m so sorry this wasn’t the news you wanted to hear, Martha. If it’s any consolation, I argued in your defense, but they overruled me.”

“Thanks, Melinda, I appreciate it.”

“Listen. The Venorians are due to arrive in the morning. There will be formal introductions with each of the five selected candidates, after which they will spend time with their Venorian exchange partners. In the evening, we’ll be hosting a formal dinner party, and I’ve included you on the guest list. You might not get to go on the mission this time, but at least you’ll get a chance to meet some Venorians and perhaps test out your theory?”

I smile gratefully. “Thank you, that was very thoughtful and kind.”

Melinda smiles back. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Ameer takes my hand and walks me out the door. By mutual consent, we head towards the main village, looking for a bar to drown our sorrows in. Once we get there, we find ourselves a table in the corner. “What will you have?” asks Ameer.

“Hmm, how about you start me off with a Dirty Martini?”

“Coming right up.”

I watch him weave his way around the semi-occupied space to get to the bar and order our drinks. He’s a good-looking guy, with a lean muscular body, beautiful dark eyes and a sexy smile. Maybe I could also drown my sorrows in his bed. I’ve not been with anyone since the debacle with Trent. It’s time to finally move on.

He returns a short while later with our drinks, placing them carefully on the scuffed surface of the table. We tap the glasses together. “To silver linings,” says Ameer.

“And what would those be?”

“Now that we won’t be working together on this mission, I can finally try my hand at seducing you.”

I chortle. “Snap! I was having the very same thoughts.”

Ameer grins wide. “I’m glad. I really like you, Martha, and if not going to Ven means I get to spend time with you, then maybe it’s a good thing I wasn’t chosen.”

I take a sip of my drink and sigh in pleasure. “Oh, that’s good.” Then I look at Ameer appraisingly. “You know, you’re a shit liar. I’m perfectly aware just how much you wanted to go on this mission. No way are you happy about any of this.”

Ameer’s eyes turn serious. “No, I’m bummed about it. But I wasn’t lying when I said I really want to spend time with you.”

“I’d like that too.”

We finish our drinks and order some more. As the evening progresses, our commiseration turns into subtle flirting, and then, the drunker we get, into not-so-subtle flirting. Ameer lifts a stray lock of my hair and tucks it behind my ear. “How about we take this party to my place?”

“Hmm, yeah.”

In his room, we kiss and strip naked, making love unhurriedly all night long. We stroke each other to one glorious peak after another. Then we sleep, sated and content, at least for the time being.


Chapter 6

Martha


For the dinner party tonight, I’ve decided to wear the most formal gown I packed for this trip. It’s a dove gray dress that cinches above the waist and flows in soft waves down to just below my knees. I ease myself into it and twirl in front of the small mirror in my room, checking out my reflection from all angles. I like what I see. The neckline is cleverly cut to give a flattering effect on my generous breasts; the loose, flowing waves of fabric soften the lines of my figure.

I’ve always felt self-conscious about my body. I wouldn’t have minded being so tall, if I could also have been willowy and slender. No such luck. I exercise and mostly eat well, so I’m not what one would call overweight. Even so, my chest is large and my hips wide. I am not a small woman.

I step closer to the mirror and examine my face. I’ve styled my hair into loose wavy strands down my back and put on some light make-up. The large gray eyes that stare back at me are a striking contrast to my lightly tanned, freckled skin. Some might say they’re too large—I still recall other girls in high school calling them googly eyes—but mom always thought they were my most beautiful feature.

I frown at myself. I’m coming to accept the way I look a little more the older I get. And yet I still get these occasional moments of self-doubt. Chin up Martha, time to go.


When I arrive at the dinner party, I’m glad I went to the effort of looking my best. It’s awkward enough having to walk in all on my own into a room buzzing with the chatter of well-dressed, highly ranked people.

A passing bot offers me a glass of champagne as I walk past a wall lit with sconces, giving the room a deceptive old world feel. Sipping my drink, I weave my way through the crowd searching for Melinda and for the Venorians. It doesn’t take long to spot them, towering over everyone else. I recognize the same Venorian male from the video, standing close to another Venorian, this one a female I’ve never seen before. As luck would have it, they’re with Melinda and Troy.

I sidle up to them as quickly as I can. It’s Troy who catches sight of me first. With a wide smile, he draws me close. “Martha, you’re looking lovely.”

“Thanks, so are you.”

“So good to see you again, Martha, and Troy’s right, that dress is divine on you,” says Melinda.

I feel the attention of the Venorians on me and my face flushes red, both in excitement and embarrassment. I look across at them, finding them watching me with polite curiosity. Melinda makes the introductions.

“This is Martha Reynolds, one of the shortlisted candidates for the exchange program. Martha, may I introduce you to Pravol—who I’m sure you’ve recognized—and to Treylor.”

I step towards Treylor first. She’s impressively tall, dwarfing my six feet by several inches. She’s also stunning—large honey-colored eyes, with matching hair artfully styled into loose braids, and smooth golden-brown skin. She wears loose silky pants a beautiful shade of dark blue, teamed with a figure-hugging pink tunic that plunges at the neckline to reveal the upper contours of her cleavage. Shiny gold chains of different lengths adorn her neck and collarbone. I’m awed by her presence and flooded with happiness at the chance to meet this exotic creature.

She looks deeply into my eyes, and I could swear she reads my emotions. Carefully, she places one soft, warm hand on my cheek, then brings her forehead to mine. I feel her warmth and curious interest, then we’re both stepping back. “I am so happy to meet you too,” she says, her words translated and voiced by her communicator.

Oh yes, I’m sure as sure can be that she’s telepathic. I never said I was happy to meet her; I only thought it. However, I don’t have time to ponder this further, as it’s Pravol’s turn to greet me. He’s even taller than Treylor, standing at around six feet seven, and incredibly broad. He too wears loose silky pants that do little to hide the thickness of his powerful thighs. A contour-hugging purple tunic completes his outfit, showing off his broad, well-defined chest. The tunic is cut at the shoulders to reveal bronzed, muscular arms. A bulging vein snakes its way from his shoulder to his wrist.

Looking up, I see his face is set in a studiously blank pose, betraying no emotion, so it’s a bit of a shock when he touches his hand to my cheek, to feel a sort of vibration. As his forehead meets mine, the vibration turns into an awareness of something strong, like a rock, standing protectively.

He steps back and immediately moves towards Treylor. All at once I understand. He is protective of her. On the heels of that thought comes another. How come I could feel his emotions? Is there a telepathic feedback loop, where their ability to probe my mind allows me a momentary glimpse into theirs?

Melinda takes up the conversation. “Pravol will exchange places with Troy here. The two of them have spent the afternoon getting to know each other and preparing to step into the other’s shoes. And Treylor will swap places with Eliza.”

At the name Eliza, Treylor’s lips curl into a slight sneer. Aha, so she isn’t a fan of the devious blonde either. Speaking of the devil, there she is, looking angelic in a pale blue shift dress. “Martha,” she says, looking surprised. “I didn’t expect to see you here. Have you gate-crashed the party?”

If looks could kill, I’d be skewering her right now, but I respond oh so sweetly. “Well now Eliza, if I had been gate-crashing, then that would definitely have let the cat out the bag. Surely you weren’t trying to embarrass me in front of everyone?”

She lets out a little tinkle of laughter. “Oh Martha, how funny you are. I was only teasing.”

I lift the champagne glass to my lips but say nothing more. Not the best idea to be having a spat in front of the ambassador and the Venorians. Troy deftly steps in. “I was just about to go help myself to something from the buffet. You hungry, Martha?”

“Starving,” I say.

“Well, let’s go. Please excuse us.”

He steers me towards the buffet table in the back of the room which is laden with a glorious selection of finger foods.

“Thanks for the save,” I say. “That got a little awkward there. My fault, I know. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

Troy chuckles. “It wasn’t the most diplomatic thing to say, but Eliza was the one at fault there, as well you know. That woman is poisonous.”

We get to the buffet table and Troy passes me an empty plate, which I heap with food. I see a dish of southern fried shrimps with garlic butter sauce, next to a another filled with smoked salmon blinis. I help myself to some sticky chicken wings and take a bite. Oh, so good, and so real!

“Wow,” I say in between bites. “They’ve got real meat on Mars!”

“Yep, nothing but the best for this special occasion. Which is why I made sure we got here quick and loaded up.”

“Good call.”

I add some eggrolls and samosas to my heaving plate. As I’m doing so, I sense a presence behind me and turn. Treylor, followed by her protective shadow, Pravol, is looking at the buffet table with interest. Her eyes then swivel to the mountain of food on my plate, and I see her lips quirk in amusement. 

“It’s not often we get to eat such delicacies,” I explain. “Would you like to try some?”

“I would. It smells good.”

I hand her an empty plate, then give one to Pravol, who inclines his head in thanks. Treylor follows my lead, taking a chicken wing and biting into it. I watch her chew on it thoughtfully, then take another bite, concentrating on the task. Finally, she smiles. “I like it.” She helps herself to some more, as well as a few other items. I watch her bite into a fragrantly spiced meat samosa and moan loudly in pleasure. “Pravol, try this,” she says to her friend. She feeds him the rest of her samosa, and as he takes it into his mouth, his tongue snakes out to delicately lick her finger. Definitely more than friends, these two.

Soon we’re joined by a host of other people, eager to converse with our guests and to partake of the food. I cede my place at the buffet and wander over to Troy, who is standing to one side with Shay. We chat amiably while we eat, enjoying every delicious morsel. A bot serves me another glass of champagne, which I try to sip slowly, not wanting to get intoxicated in such revered company.

Over the course of the evening, I’m introduced to more Venorians, each time sensing some of their emotions as we touch foreheads. One of them has a great surprise in store for me. Shuban, a stony looking giant with shiny black hair swept back from his brow in an intricate knot, stares at me with cool blue eyes, then he steps forward and places his hand on my cheek. Oh my! I feel a sudden jolt of heat. He touches his forehead to mine and then I get the full force of what he’s feeling. Desire. Jesus! If I’m not mistaken, the alien wants to fuck me.

I step back hurriedly, my face burning. He sees my reaction and his brows crease in a frown. Was I not supposed to glimpse his mind when he probed mine? “You sensed me,” he says, his tone mildly accusing.

“I-I did,” I stammer. “W-was that wrong?”

“No. I am surprised. None of the other humans we have met can read our minds.”

“Oh.”

He smiles suddenly, and his blue eyes twinkle. “You are a beautiful woman. I hope I did not offend.”

“Not at all. I’m flattered.”

“Perhaps, if you are to return to Earth with us, we can enjoy each other’s company.”

Oh my God. The alien is propositioning me. On the back of my recent hook-up with Ameer, I feel like the barren desert of my love life has unexpectedly turned into an oasis. Should I accept? I’m young, free and single. Why the heck not?

I nod my head. “Perhaps.”

He leans towards me and whispers in my ear. “I look forward to getting to know you.”

I breathe in sharply. “Me too.”

Then we’re separated as others clamor for his attention. Chest heaving, I grab a third champagne from a nearby bot and guzzle it down, trying to calm my agitation with some liquid courage.


Oh my! Coming here this evening, I did not expect this at all. But what a night!

I’ve learned the Venorians are telepathic, and that I seem to be the only human that can read their minds. I’ve discovered they’re super-hot and sexy. And I can’t wait to know more about them.


Chapter 7

Martha


I’m woken the next morning by the buzz of an incoming call on my communicator. I sit up and grab it, pressing the respond button. It’s Melinda Garcia.

“Good morning, Martha. Sorry to disturb you.”

I clear my throat. “Good morning, Melinda. What can I do for you?”

“Would you be able to come into my office? There’s an urgent matter I need to discuss with you.”

“Yes, of course. Give me twenty minutes.”

“Great!”

I end the connection and hop out of bed. A quick shower later, I dress and make my way over to Melinda’s office, all the while wondering what this urgent matter could be. I’m guessing it has to do with last night’s dinner party. Am I in trouble over my little spat with Eliza? No, that wouldn’t be an urgent matter. Perhaps it’s to do with the Venorians, and my theory—now confirmed—that they’re telepathic.

I arrive at her quarters and am shown into her office immediately. Melinda stands and comes round her imposingly large desk to clasp my hand, a warm, friendly smile on her face. That’s a good sign. I’m not in any trouble.

“Martha, thank you for coming over so quickly.” She leads me over to a small sectional sofa in the corner of her office and invites me to sit with her. “I wanted to share with you some good news,” she tells me. “Firstly, you were right! The Venorians are telepathic. And a little bird told me that you have the gift too.”

Ah, Shuban has spoken. I hope he hasn’t disclosed the exact details of our interaction last night. That would be embarrassing.

“I take it you’ve spoken to Shuban?”

Melinda nods. “Both he and Pravol came to see me early this morning. They are intrigued by you. It is very rare indeed for them to meet someone from another species who can also read their minds. They are both adamant that you should be part of the mission to Ven. Specifically, they asked that you take Eliza’s place on the program. It seems she did not make a positive impression on them—nor on me for that matter.”

I’m speechless.

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

I try to unscramble my thoughts that have gone haywire in the last minute. “Yes. I’m just overwhelmed. This is the best news!”

Then another thought occurs to me. “Have you spoken to Eliza yet?”

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

I heave a relieved sigh. An Eliza on the warpath is not something I want to experience.

“So, what next?”

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

“I look forward to that.”

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

“I understand.”

She stands to shake hands with me again. “Good luck, Martha. I’ve been so impressed with what I’ve seen from you. I have every confidence in your success on this mission.”

“Thank you, Melinda," I say, still processing the new turn of events. "I really appreciate the vote of confidence.”

I take my leave and hurry back to my quarters. I’m stepping into my room just as my communicator buzzes with an incoming call from Troy.

“Guess what,” he says. “I’ve just seen Eliza, and her face is like a thundercloud.”

I huff. “Yeah, that figures.”

“Holy cow, Martha! You’re going to Ven with us!”

“I know!”

He grins. “This is fucking great news.”

“Yeah. I’m so excited. Still processing though. It hasn’t sunk in yet.”

“Well how about this to make it more real? Treylor and Pravol have invited us over to their ship for a Venorian breakfast. Can you be ready in ten minutes?”

“Of course.”

“See you then, sugar.”

“Don’t call me that.”

He taps his head thoughtfully. “You’re right. Gonna have to think of a better name now I know you’re a mind reader. I’ll work on it.”

I shake my head. “See you in ten,” then end the connection.

◆◆◆

Shuban is the first person I see as we board the Venorian ship, which is docked on Mars in readiness for our departure later today. He comes towards me with a wry smile. “Such a shame, Martha. I was looking forward to getting to know you.”

I smile shyly. “Likewise. Perhaps we’ll meet again on our return journey.”

“I hope so, beautiful one.” He looks behind me. “Ah, here is Pravol. He will take you through to Treylor’s quarters. Goodbye for now.”

“Goodbye.”

I turn to see Pravol approaching. We exchange the customary Venorian greeting, and I get the same emotions emanating from him as we touch foreheads—protect, protect, protect. The guy must have a one-track mind. “Good morning, Martha, Troy,” he says solemnly. “I hope you are both well.”

“Yes, thank you,” we answer together.

“Please, follow me.”

We walk behind Pravol as he leads us through the gleaming corridors of the ship. I gaze curiously through a window we pass, revealing a large open space occupied by a few Venorians busily working at their consoles. As we walk, Troy nudges my arm. “What was that about earlier with Shuban?” he whispers.

“Nothing,” I whisper back. “Talk later.”

We arrive at our destination and enter. The room is spacious, though furnished simply and uncluttered—a sizeable circular couch and a bunk in the corner—all designed to accommodate a larger race of people than ours. I catch glimpse of a table laid with all sorts of strange looking foods, as Treylor hurries towards us. We exchange greetings. This time, I put my hand to her cheek too, and touch foreheads. Warmth, happiness, excitement. Same feelings as me then.

She steps back with a smile. “I am so glad to see you again, Martha.”

“Me too.”

She turns to Troy and greets him, then beckons us towards the table. “It is your turn to try our food this time. Come and sit.”

We arrange ourselves around the table, Pravol naturally taking the seat on Treylor’s side. Over the next hour, we sample a range of different foods. Some, such as the “kroot”, leavened bread with a savory filling reminiscent of cheese, is absolutely delicious. I struggle to swallow the “pilat”, strangely chewy meat with an unpleasantly sour tang. I wash all this food down with a warm beverage called “joh”, which Treylor explains, is a staple morning drink, a bit like our coffee, though sweeter and spicier—maybe closer to a chai latte.

Treylor does most of the talking, Pravol sitting mainly silent beside her and only interjecting every now and then. They make an interesting couple. She with her outgoing and bubbly personality. Him, taciturn and solemn.

I find out a little more about Treylor. She comes from a high-ranking family with a background in the military. Her father was some kind of a general, in charge of one of the five sectors on the planet Ven. He’s now retired and driving her mother crazy with different projects to keep himself busy. His latest is to learn to play a musical instrument called the “gan”, but making a huge din in the process. I’ll be staying in their house, but Treylor assures me I will have privacy in my own quarters.

“Do you have any siblings?” I ask.

“My older brother, Prilor. He is a somar to the Kran’s son.”

The Kran, as far as I understand, is some kind of monarch and spiritual leader, so the Kran’s son must be like a crown prince.

“A somar?” I enquire, not having come across the term before.

“Yes. Each kran must have four somars to protect him and give him companionship. It is a lifelong commitment and a great honor for our family.”

I nod, trying to understand. So, a type of bodyguard, but for life.

She smiles brightly. “You will meet Prilor and his kran. He is a very good man and very handsome.” An idea occurs to her. “Let us call them now and you will see.”

She takes her communicator and taps a few buttons. Seconds later, a large screen projects on the wall beside us, showing the sleepy face of a Venorian with shaggy golden-brown hair. He rubs his eyes and grumbles, “Treylor, do you know what time this is?”

“Time you should be up,” she says tartly.

He sits up, showing a massive hairy chest and bulging muscles. I give a quick intake of breath. Oh my, the man is a goliath. He looks at his sister with concern in his lovely honey-brown eyes. “Are you alright?”

“I am absolutely fine,” she says on a laugh. “I wanted to introduce you to Martha, who will be taking my place on Ven.” She turns her communicator towards me. “Martha, meet my brother, Prilor.”

The person in question scowls at me. “If anything happens to Treylor, you will answer to me,” he growls. Well, hello to you too.


Pravol speaks up. “No, she will answer to me.”

“Enough you two,” exclaims Treylor, looking flustered. “You are being rude to my guest.”

On the screen, I see a bronzed arm, sprinkled with fine dark hair, snake its way around Prilor’s chest, then a man’s face kissing him on the neck. The man addresses us with a wicked smile on his face. “Do not mind him. He is always grumpy in the morning, is that not so, Prilor mine?”

Prilor responds with a grunt. The man’s smile widens. He is perhaps the most beautiful being I have ever seen. His large, darkly lashed turquoise eyes contrast with smooth bronze skin in a perfectly chiselled face that ends with the most kissable of plump lips. Raven hair, in morning disarray, frames that perfect face. I can’t seem to catch my breath as I stare at this vision of perfection. My heart palpitates in my chest.

Treylor, mistaking my reaction for admiration of her brother, whispers to me, “He is handsome, yes?”

“That he is,” I breathe, not certain we’re talking about the same being.

On the screen, the beautiful man is fiddling with the controls on his communicator. “One moment please, let me access the voice translator,” he says in a sexy, gravelly voice.  Then he turns his eyes to me. “Good day, Martha, we are honored to make your acquaintance and we look forward to welcoming you on Ven. I am Krantorven.”

So, this is the crown prince. Treylor’s brother must be his lover, as well as his bodyguard. I sigh inwardly. All the best men are always taken. Not that I stand much of a chance with this one. He’s royalty, just a little out of my reach. I smile politely and respond in my best diplomatic voice, hearing his translator speak my words in Venorian an instant later. “The honor is mine. I look forward to visiting your planet.” Then I remember Troy, sitting dumbfounded beside me. I turn to make the introductions. “This is my friend and colleague, Troy Summers, who will also be on the mission to Ven.”

Krantorven—what a mouthful of a name—inclines his head regally. “Good day, Troy. I look forward to meeting you both in more formal surroundings, not when we are rumpled in bed.” He looks severely at Treylor. “Next time, Treylor, please send us a communication before making a call in the presence of others.”

“I apologize, Krantor,” she says looking a little crestfallen. “We were talking about Prilor and I so wanted Martha to see my handsome brother. I did not think.”

His eyes gentle as he regards Treylor. “It is fine. Is all well with you?”

“Yes, please do not worry. All is well.”

He smiles. “I am glad. And so is this grumpy giant.” He kisses Prilor’s cheek.

Treylor’s brother looks at her and nods. “Take good care of yourself.”

“I will.”

They end the connection, and we adjourn to the living space, having eaten our fill. We talk some more, my turn now to fill her in on what to expect on Earth. I tell her about my friend Lulu and warn her off Trent, should he ever presume to make advances to her. Pravol growls. “He will not,” he says firmly.

No, there is no need to worry about Treylor with such a protector as him. I feel a stab of envy. Nobody has ever stood up for me like this. I’ve never been the center of someone else’s world. How nice that would be.

I look between the two of them. “So, are the two of you boyfriend/girlfriend? Engaged?”

Treylor is puzzled. “Boyfriend? I do not know this term.”

“It’s our way to describe two people who are together as a couple, but not married.”

She frowns. “I am not sure I understand. Pravol and I are not mated, but we have plans to be in the future.”

“Soon,” he says. “When we come back from the Earth mission, we will mate.”

“What does it mean, to mate?”

“It is a very important commitment between two people. It means we are together for life, and we cannot share our love or our body with anyone else,” explains Treylor.

“We have something like this in our culture. We call it marriage, though it’s not always for life. It is possible to divorce and end the marriage.”

Treylor looks shocked. “Oh, that is not good! What is a promise if it is broken?”

I smile wryly. “You may be right. But people make mistakes, and we don’t consider it fair for someone to stay trapped with a person they no longer have feelings for.”

“In our culture, mating is for life. That is why we only take this step after a long period of reflection. Sometimes, couples are together for many sun rotations before they agree to mate. Only in very rare circumstances can a mating be terminated, by order of the Kran.”

“I see. What kind of ceremony do you have when you mate?”

“First," says Treylor, "we make a public pledge that we are going to mate. Then we have a moon rotation to prepare our bodies for the mating.”

“Prepare your bodies? How?”

“We do this through deep meditation. When our bodies are ready to accept the mating, there occur changes in our physiology. I cannot explain them. It is like the cells in our bodies are preparing for union.”

I nod, not really understanding. “And then?”

“There is both a public and a private mating. In public, we stand in front of our families and make our pledges. Then in private, we make an exchange of all our body fluids—our blood, the fluid in our mouths and down below.” She points to her groin.

So, they kiss, have sex and make a blood vow. Ha. Interesting.

“Because our bodies have prepared for the mating, once we exchange fluids, our cells change so we become part of one another. His scent and my scent merge together to form a hybrid scent. Any female approaching Pravol after we are mated will scent it and know he is taken. And the same for me if any male approaches me.”

Now it’s Pravol’s turn to explain. “It is not just our scents that change. Our tastes will change too. After we are mated, I will love all the foods Treylor loves. I too dislike pilat,” he says, looking at me, “but once we are mated, I will love it because Treylor’s taste will be merged with mine. Her mathematical ability will improve as she takes on my characteristics, and I will finally be able to sing in tune as I take on hers. This is why a mating is so important. It merges the best capabilities of two persons, allowing them to be healthier, stronger and much more skilled. Mating is the backbone of our society on Ven, and the reason for our success as a people.”

I’m struggling to lift my jaw off the floor. I am in complete awe. I share a look with Troy. “Wow,” he says. “That’s amazing. We have nothing like that in our physiology. How lucky you are!”

Pravol nods his head in agreement. Then, it’s time for us to go. We say our goodbyes and return to the village on Mars. We have time for one last bittersweet meeting with Ameer, before we go to collect our packed bags and join the rest of the team travelling on the mission. Melinda Garcia formally sees us off, then we’re boarding the Venorian ship, and finally on our way to the planet Ven.


Chapter 8

Krantorven


The Earth female, Martha, is attractive. She has wavy chestnut hair and skin a lighter shade of bronze than ours, speckled with freckles across her cheeks and the bridge of her nose. But that is not what captures my attention. It is her eyes—clear gray, the color of a stormy sky—and the stormy, impetuous nature I sense beneath. This is no cool, calm and collected person like my mother. I sense heat and passion. Not characteristics I would want in a mate, but in bed, oh yes, that would work just fine for me.

Perhaps, when she arrives on Ven, Prilor and I should work our charms to get her into our bed for a night or two of passion. My cock stiffens at the thought. It has been a while since either of us has been with a female. I have missed the wet heat of a female cunt, the soft skin and the pillowy breasts of a woman. I pin Prilor to me and growl into his ear, “I want to fuck you hard.”

He grunts. “Do it. It is that female, is it not?”

I bite the shell of his ear. “Yes. There is a fire in her. I want to slip my hard cock into her juicy cunt and fuck her as hard as I am about to fuck you. I want to spend all my precious cum into her, making her ready for your massive cock. Would you like that?”

I bite the back of his neck, and he moans, “Yes, yes I would.”

I grip his cock in my hand. “Then I want you to oh so slowly work your cock into her wet heat until you are buried as far as you can go, and you feel my cum around you, searing into your skin.”

He’s panting as he reaches for the lubrication gel, which is always placed by our bedside. I take it from him and slick my aching cock. “And then,” I hiss, “you will fuck her so hard she will barely be able to walk from our bed.”

I push my considerable length into him forcing my way past the initial tight ring of muscle. “You will make her spasm in release, not once, not twice, but three times, her pulsing walls gripping tight around your cock and my cum.”

I start thrusting in and out of his tight hole, not gently. “Then, and only then, you will come, roaring your release and flooding her cunt with your cum so it mixes with mine.”

I fuck my lover hard, imagining him fucking that Earth girl with his mighty girth. I sense the moment when he reaches the pinnacle and give one final thrust, emptying myself into him just as he roars his pleasure. I still, buried inside him, and kiss him softly, all my ferociousness gone. “I love you to the moon and back, Prilor mine,” I whisper into his ear.

“I love you more, my kran.”

Like clockwork, Fionbal walks in, rubbing his sleepy eyes, his cock swinging from side to side. He leans over to kiss me. “Good morning, Fionbal mine,” I drawl.

“Good morning, my kran.”

He moves over to kiss Prilor, who’s collapsed on his front, my weight crushing him to the bed. “Fionbal, you will need to put some salve on him and some extra soothing salts into our bath water. I have demolished Prilor’s ass today, and he will be sore.”

Fionbal laughs. “Consider it done.”

Sometime later, we arrive on the bridge of the Phtar and relieve Dovtar, who has been on night duty. “Anything to report?” I ask.

“Not a peep, my kran,” he says tiredly.

I summon him to me, and he comes over, accepting my kiss. “Go get some rest, Dovtar mine.” He nods, and heads to his cabin for some sleep. Prilor takes his place, unable to mask a wince as he sits. I smirk in satisfaction. I have marked my Prilor well.

We have reached sector 5 of the Utar belt, keeping our ship cloaked, but have not seen anything out of the ordinary. This is not a busy thoroughfare. Apart from a small Driskian trading ship transporting supplies to our dorenium colony, we have not come across anything or anyone.

We continue weaving our way back and forth between the small planets and moons of this sector, on course to meet with Rivvol in one rotation’s time. I’m examining data on my communicator when Fionbal calls out. “There is something moving in quadrant B6. It looks like a small ship whose cloak has been compromised.”

I look at B6 quadrant on our screen. At first, I don’t notice anything, then I spot it. “Are we close enough to scan the ship?”

“Yes.” A moment later, he says, “It is a Klixian freighter.”

What are Klixians doing in this part of the galaxy? They are a slimy race of people known for their deception and treachery. As a rule, we do not engage with them in any way. None of our other trading partners do business with them either, so there can be no innocent reason for a Klixian to be here, so far from their world.

“Prilor, edge closer until we can beam it in.”

Prilor carefully manoeuvers our ship until we are within range to beam it in. As soon as it is within our clutches, I open a channel. “Klixian ship, prepare to be boarded.”

A voice comes on the line. “But why? We have done nothing wrong.”

“Lay down your arms and prepare to be boarded,” I repeat.

Fionbal takes over the controls from Prilor, and we both suit up in our protective armor. A moment later, Shanbri joins us, and we all check our weapons. I look across at them before we push open the airlock. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Prilor pushes it open, and we step towards the Klixian ship, forcing open its airlock door. Holding our weapons at the ready, we enter. The space is empty. We move to the second airlock door and open it up. Two Klixians stand before us, their hands in the air.

I lower my helmet and look at them severely. “Greetings, Klixians. You are very far from home.”

“Our apologies," says one of them. "We mean no harm. Our ship has experienced some technical faults and we have stopped here to make repairs.”

“Where were you headed and from where?” I demand imperiously.

“We have just been to Krovatia to trade in boral crystals and were making our way home.”

A likely story. To my knowledge, Krovatians do not trade with the Klixians. I approach the Klixian and place my hand on his cheek, pressing my forehead to his. I do not get a clear reading, but my suspicion that the Klixian is being untruthful is confirmed. We will have to take them with us and wait for father. Only he will be able to read their minds and tell us what is going on.

I nod to Shanbri, who comes over to cuff their arms behind their backs, while Prilor keeps us covered with his weapon. “You will come with us for further interrogation,” I tell them.

I ignore their complaints and force them around towards our ship, where they will be locked in our detention cell. Once they have been secured, we resume our journey towards sector 3.

“Fionbal,” I instruct my somar. “Send a message to Rivvol telling her we have some Klixian prisoners that require interrogation. Copy father and mother.”

“Understood.”

It is not long before we get a reply from father.


Father: On my way.



Chapter 9

Martha


I’m bowled over by the planet Ven. It is beautiful, and the main city, Torbreg—named after the Kran’s family of course—is magnificent. Graceful wide avenues lined with picturesque mansions and gorgeous purple and pink blossomed trees, have led us to a bustling downtown area with a large market selling colorful wares and a plethora of exotic foods. I can’t wait to explore.

Our transport finally stops in front of a tall, imposing building. The walls of this grand, five-storied structure are stained a pretty color of peach, its roof comprising a glorious mix of mocha, caramel and rusty orange tiles arranged in a zig zag pattern. This, we are told, is the Interior Ministry, where all new visitors to the planet are processed.

We are ushered inside and greeted by a smart and officious looking Venorian female. All civilized societies, it seems, have their version of officialdom.

“Welcome to Ven,” she says. “I am Trinar, and I will be issuing you with all the necessary documents for your stay here with us. First, though, may I ask you to come with me to our medical wing where we can give you a health check and inoculations?”

We follow her two flights up an old-fashioned circular staircase, then down a series of endless corridors, until we arrive in a pleasantly furnished room with a large sectional and several armchairs.

“Please sit, and we will call you each individually. Do help yourselves to refreshments.” She points to a table with a large jug of pale pink liquid and pretty glass cups. It also has a tray with a selection of cookies and fresh cut fruit.

Troy and I approach it curiously. I pour some of the pink liquid into a cup and take a tentative sip. “It’s good,” I say. “Pleasantly refreshing with a hint of citrus. Would anyone else like some?”

Diego Sanchez comes over and pours himself a cup, taking a long, satisfying drink from it. “Yes, you’re right. A little like lemonade but less sharp.”

Troy is already wolfing down some cookies. “Hmm,” he says as he munches, “these are great.”

A Venorian female dressed all in white—no prizes for guessing she must be the doctor—emerges from a doorway and calls out my name. “Looks like you get to go first,” Troy smirks.

I follow her into a white, clinical room, and she indicates for me to lie on a couch. She smiles reassuringly as she runs a handheld scanner all along my body. She checks the results on her screen. “Good news, Martha. You are in perfect health.”

“Thank you," I say. "That’s good to know.”

“I would like to give you a set of inoculations against local diseases which your body may not have developed any immunity to. It is a painless process, just a slight pinprick, and there should be no side effects.”

“Please, be my guest.”

She approaches with a large tube, which she presses into my skin. I feel a moment of discomfort, then the pain’s gone.

“That’s it,” she says. “It is done.”

“Thank you,” I say as I stand to leave.

“You are welcome. Please could you send in Shay Smith to me next?”

“Of course.”

Once we are all checked out, Trinar returns to take us through more winding corridors to another large, pleasantly furnished room. She presents each of us with a tablet computer displaying indecipherable text. “You must all sign this document. It is a summary of our rules and expectations of behavior while you are our guests on this planet, and your pledge that you will abide by the rules.”

She sees our bewildered expressions and laughs. “Of course, you cannot yet read our language, though I hope you may learn it soon. Scroll down to the bottom of the text and you will see an English-language translation.”

We do as told, and find a quaintly translated text which highlights the rules. I read through them quickly. No stealing. No sexual conduct without consent of all parties. No sexual conduct with persons under the age of eighteen sun rotations—I’ve learned that is the term they use for years. No littering or defacing of property. No cursing of the almighty god Lir. Proper respect to be shown to the Kran and his family. Respect when entering places of worship.

“I have no issues with any of this,” I say. “Are we all happy to sign?”

Everyone agrees, and we sign the document. Next, we are issued with our own communicators and given funds in the local currency, the Litor—also named after the venerated Kran’s family—so we can purchase what we need during our stay. I’m not sure what one Litor can buy, but our funds indicate we have been given ten thousand.

Trinar spends a little time with us showing us how to navigate the communicator, which is of a different design to what we are used to back home. Finally, she smiles. “That is all. Shortly, someone will come to take each of you to your designated homes. We have also planned a banquet to welcome all of you to our planet, but unfortunately it has had to be postponed as both the Kran and his son are currently off planet. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at any time using this button here.”

“Thank you Trinar,” says Troy. “You have been extremely helpful.”

Trinar’s communicator bleeps with a message. She looks down at it then smiles at me. “Martha, your transport has arrived. Will you please follow me?”

I give the others a quick hug goodbye, suddenly feeling emotional and a little overwhelmed. That’s it. I’m on my own now. Troy holds me tight. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you very soon,” he mumbles into my hair. “And now we know how to use it, you can call me anytime on the communicator. You’ll be fine.”

I nod, then follow Trinar down to the main entrance of the building. Two people await by the door. One of them is a large bear of a Venorian with golden brown wavy hair, flecked with gray. He looks at me with kind, honey-colored eyes, and I immediately know who he is.

“You must be Treylor’s father,” I say. “I see the resemblance.”

The man gives a loud guffaw, looking mighty pleased. “I am indeed! And you are Martha. I have already heard so much about you from Treylor.” He comes towards me, and instead of the customary greeting which I have come to know, he envelops me in a giant hug. “Welcome, my dear.”

My eyes get misty at the warmth of his welcome and I know, at this moment, that I will be just fine. He releases me and turns to the tall woman standing quietly by his side. “Call me Senlor, and this is my beloved mate, Flidar.”

Flidar bows her head gracefully and approaches me, this time for the standard greeting. We touch cheeks and foreheads. I sense cautious, but warm welcome. I step back. “I am honored to meet you both, and very grateful for your hospitality.”

“Indeed, the honor is ours,” responds Flidar.

“Come, let us go,” says Senlor.

I hesitate. “My things,” I say.

“Already inside our transport. Come, come.”

I follow them out, where a large yellow drone awaits us. They usher me in, and then with a light woosh, we’re up in the air and on our way to my new home.


Chapter 10

Shanbri


I am in that pleasant semi-dreamy state before fully awakening, lying in my bed back in our home quarters on Ven. Beside me, Dovtar’s gentle snores provide a comforting rhythm to my musings. We sleep in the same bed in our room that adjoins Krantor’s chamber. Fionbal has his own adjoining room on the other side.

Venorians are a race that for the most part does not like to sleep alone. From an early age, I always had someone in the bed with me. At first it was my mother, seeking mutual comfort when father was away on his military missions. Then later it was Krantor, my childhood friend, who kept me warm and cozy at night.

It was at military school that Krantor met and fell in love with Prilor. I was summarily, if kindly, replaced in the bed, and so I naturally gravitated towards Dovtar, another close friend at the academy. We have slept together ever since. What would I do without his rhythmic snores to lull me to sleep every night? I have grown so used to having him around that I hardly miss Krantor’s bed, even though the dismissal stung at the time.

I give my body a stretch, enjoying the soft feel of the sheets beneath me. It is good to be back home finally after several weeks of flying on the Phtar. A spaceship has fewer comforts, and worse for me, limited cooking facilities. I look forward to spending some quality time back in my domain, the food preparation area. Perhaps I should sneak out to the market for fresh supplies while everyone slumbers. With a quiet yawn, I come fully awake and make my way out of bed, careful not to disturb Dovtar.

I walk to the ablution room where I relieve my full bladder and empty my bowels. Next, I step under the rainmaker for a quick wash of my body. Once clean, I pat myself dry on the large towelling sheet, dropping it into the cleaning chute after I am done. Lastly, I place my lips on the open spout of the ablutenizer, and press the button to start it. A gush of warm liquid enters my mouth, followed by an automated set of brushes that—guided by a sensor—thoroughly cleanse all my teeth.

Mouth freshened, I return to our room where Dovtar sleeps on, making a rumbling sound in his chest with every other breath he takes. I smile affectionately then pull the lever to open our concealed clothes storage cabinet. I hastily pick out one of my favorite navy pants. I have several of them because they are so comfortable, draping my legs in loose-fitting silky material. At the top of the pants is a soft but supportive pouch to rest my large cock in. I pull them up my legs now and adjust myself until all feels right. I rummage through the tunics on my shelf, making a mess which Dovtar no doubt will tut about, then tidy for me. Finally, I pick out the one I want. It’s a plain silvery gray, the smooth material stretching snugly over my chest and cut at the shoulders to allow my arms to be bare, for I do not like to overheat. Bending down, I slip on my sandals, and then I am ready.

A few moments later, I am out walking the winding streets of downtown Torbreg, the balmy morning air caressing my face. I breathe it in, enjoying the sweet fragrance of the blossoms on the kalso trees that pepper my path. It is the kalso season, the most beautiful time of the sun rotation. The purple and pink kalso blossoms adorn nearly every street corner, creating a charming, colorful landscape and delighting me with their sweet aroma.

Another turn, and I am at the market. Despite the early hour, it is bustling with like-minded people wanting to fill their baskets with the freshest of produce. I meander, looking for a selection of fruit for our morning repast. I purchase some ripe drias, lovely pink berries that are bursting with sweet juices.

I am examining some preons, sniffing them to decide whether they are ripe enough, when I notice a female about to take a bite from a blint, an attractive looking fruit that is less than attractive on the tongue—that is unless you enjoy the burn of spicy heat. In that swift perusal, I recognize that this female is not of our world. Immediately after comes the realization that this must be one of the five humans on the Earth exchange program.

“Do not!” I call out sharply, and she stops with her hand in mid-air. “You will not like it, I assure you.”

She brings the hand holding the blint down. “It looks so pretty,” she says in a lovely, lilting voice that I can hear beneath the translation on the communicator.

“It is very pretty, but also very spicy. It will burn the roof of your mouth.”

“Oh,” she says, putting the blint down. She looks up at me with large eyes the color of a lorian blossom and smiles, showing off her lovely full lips. “Thank you for the warning.”

“You are on the Earth program,” I murmur, for want of something clever to say. My wits have deserted me.

“Yes, indeed I am. It is a little hard for me to go incognito about town.”

“Incognito?” I ask, puzzled. My translating device cannot find a matching Venorian word.

“It means without being recognized.”

“Ah,” I say, still tongue-tied.

“I’m Martha,” she says, stepping towards me for the customary greeting. She places her hand on my cheek as I do so to hers, and we touch foreheads. Curiosity, gratefulness, and barely hidden beneath these emotions, I discern attraction. Oh yes Martha, the attraction is mutual.


She pulls back, looking flushed. In her knowing eyes, I realize she has read my mind too. How strange. I am not used to other species being able to do this. We gaze at each other in silence, our breaths coming in quick bursts. Finally, I think to say, “I am Shanbri. I work with Prilor, Treylor’s brother. We are both somars to the Kran’s son.”

“Shanbri,” she breathes. “I’m happy to meet you.”

“And I you.” More silence, then an idea comes to me. “Would you like to walk with me around the market? I can help you pick out some good produce.”

“Thank you. I would like that.”

I take out a dria berry from my basket. “This is a dria, a wonderfully sweet berry.” I go to place it in her hand, but she opens her mouth, waiting for me to feed it to her. I touch the ripe berry to her parted lips, and her mouth closes around it, momentarily encircling my finger. I am electrified by the brief contact with the softness of her lips.

I pull my hand back and try to compose myself as I watch her savor the berry. “Mmm, it’s good,” she murmurs.

I clear my throat. “Shall we?” I ask, holding out my arm. She puts her arm through it, and we begin to walk.

I could not tell you what we say or do in the time that follows. I know we walk around the market, sample and purchase produce. But beyond that I cannot recall the details. What I can recall, in brilliant detail, is the subtle scent of her—a morning sea breeze mixed with a light floral aroma and her female musk—a scent I shall never forget until the day I die. I can recall every curve and indentation of her face and body; the changing expressions in her lovely eyes giving a hint of her impetuous, passionate nature. I can recall the soft feel of her skin under my fingers and the lilting lullaby of her voice.

Finally, I walk her back to her waiting transport. Before she leaves, I take her hand in mine and kiss it. “Show me your communicator,” I command gently. “I will program my contact button on it.” She hands it to me, and I arrange a button in the top right corner of the screen, that she need only touch once to call me. “Call me anytime by touching this,” I say.

She tries it, and immediately my communicator lights up with an incoming call from her. “See?” I show her. Then I program mine, so I too can contact her easily. “I hope I can see you again soon, Martha. I know Prilor plans to visit his parents as soon as he is able to. I will make sure to accompany him.”

She smiles. “I would like that. Thank you for everything, Shanbri.”

I cannot stop myself from leaning forwards and kissing her lightly on the lips. “It was my absolute pleasure, Martha. Safe journey.” She climbs aboard the transport, and I close the door behind her. Within moments, it rises in the air and departs. I stand for a long while, watching her go.

I never fully understood how Krantor could have fallen in love with Prilor so quickly and suddenly. Now I do. My heart belongs to this female from Earth. I know it as surely as I know I am Shanbri, son of Molbri. In that split instant, I also know that this love is doomed, for I am bound to Krantor for life, and Martha will be returning to her planet before too long.


Chapter 11

Martha


I’m back from my shopping expedition to the market, and have joined Flidar, my gracious host, for our daily Drekon session. It’s the Venorian equivalent of yoga, a series of ever more complex poses that help the body achieve strength and flexibility. I try to follow Flidar’s lead, but some of the poses are well beyond my present capability. For a woman twice my age, Flidar makes it look easy, gracefully transitioning from one position to the next.

She smiles encouragingly as she sees me struggle with the latest pose, an inverted V position with one leg and the opposite arm raised a few inches off the floor. “It takes daily practice to achieve an ease with these poses, Martha, so do not despair. You are making excellent progress.”

I focus on my breathing and try to maintain the position, but lose my balance and roll to the floor. Flidar smiles serenely. “Let us try again.”

And so, we continue for about another half hour, before Flidar finally calls a halt. My face is pink with exertion and my muscles tired from the effort, but I feel a sense of achievement for having gotten through the workout—more than I managed yesterday.

We find a sitting position and close our eyes to meditate, focusing on each breath as we aid our bodies to recover. My mind can’t help but wander to my encounter with Shanbri earlier in the market. The Venorians are a handsome, impressive race, but even so, Shanbri stands out. Impossibly broad and tall—maybe around six feet eight—his clothes did little to mask the musculature of his physique.

Unusually for a Venorian, his hair was blond, the color of warm corn, and silky smooth. He had it twisted into a careless bun, with wavy strands coming loose at the sides. His skin was that gorgeous Venorian bronze, and his eyes… oh my I could have drowned in the dark onyx of his gaze. And for a while, I did. We had touched in the customary greeting, and I had immediately sensed his intense desire, a desire that was reciprocated. Shaken, I had stepped back and stared for an endless minute, my heart beating wildly.

One of the advantages of being able to sense each other’s emotions in a simple greeting, is that it cuts out the cat and mouse games that we humans play. Immediately, the cards are on the table. I knew and he knew that we wanted each other. We didn’t speak of it, but we jumped to a level of intimacy all in the space of a morning’s walk, that would take several dates to achieve back home. Awareness of each other was in every step, in every gaze. Just thinking about him now has my heart beating rapidly once more.

“I sense your mind is elsewhere,” Flidar says softly. “Will you share with me what it is?”

I take a deep calming breath. “In the market this morning, I met somebody.”

“Ah,” says Flidar, then remains silent. We continue to breathe in and out slowly, infusing our space with calm and serenity.

Finally, I speak again. “His name is Shanbri. You know him I think.”

“Yes. He is a fine young man.”

I hesitate. “He says he is a somar to the Kran’s son. I’m not sure I fully understand what that means.”

“It is an honor and a privilege to be chosen as a kran’s somar," Flidar explains in her calm, unruffled voice, "but it is also a sacrifice. A somar must devote his entire life to his kran and never mate. His duties are many. To protect his kran, be his companion—in all ways both sexual and non-sexual—and serve him as required. Shanbri prepares and serves Krantor all his daily meals. Should there be any kind of threat or attack, Shanbri must put himself between his kran and that threat. The rhythm of his life revolves around this one person that he serves. He is not free to seek his own destiny.”

A sexual companion to his kran? I feel a stab of jealousy at the thought. Ridiculous, considering I hardly know him.

“There is more,” continues Flidar. “While Krantor is unmated, they are all free to have sexual relations with whomever they please, but this will all change as soon as the Kran’s son finds his mate. A mating between two ordinary Venorians is a sacred vow of fidelity. When it comes to a kran, this vow includes all four of his somars. They may treat the kran’s mate as their own, to bed her and even procreate with her, but they are no longer allowed to have sexual relations with another male or female. They are tied for life.”

I open my eyes to see Flidar gaze at me sympathetically. “I tell you this,” she says, “not to hurt your feelings, but to make you aware of the situation. Krantor could find his mate at any moment, and from that point, Shanbri will be forbidden to you. For all that he is a very fine, good man, as is my Prilor, do not give your heart to him. It will only cause you pain.”

My heart sinking, I sigh. “I hope it’s not too late. I really like him.”

“It is never too late, Martha. Attraction may be something out of your control, but who you choose to give your heart to is up to you. I love my Senlor with every fiber of my being, but before we mated, I could have chosen to love someone else. I chose him because I saw the qualities I wanted, and I saw we could build a good life together. You are a sentient being, Martha, and you can make choices.”

As far as empowering pep talks go, this one is up there with the best I’ve been given. I feel a renewed sense of purpose. Yes, I was smitten on first meeting Shanbri. But no, I don’t have to fall at his feet. 

I smile gratefully at Flidar. “Thank you for your wise words.”

Flidar inclines her head. “Perhaps we can find a way to distract you from thoughts of the handsome Shanbri. I meant to tell you earlier that I have invited some family friends over for dinner tonight. It will be a good chance for you to get to know other Venorians, and you will be happy to know that not all of them will be old like me.”

“You are not old,” I say with a grin.

“You are being kind, my dear.”

From a few rooms down the hall, we hear a loud, off-key clang. Flidar shudders delicately.

“Is Senlor practising on the gan again?” I ask with a twitch to my lips.

“If you can call it practising. How about we go and suggest an alternate activity for him today? I am sure Senlor would be happy to show you around the sights of Torbreg. We have many buildings of historical interest where you can learn more about our people.”

“I like the sound of that,” I smile.

◆◆◆

I’m back from my sightseeing expedition with Senlor, and I have just enough time for a bath before I need to get ready for the dinner party tonight. I could have a quick shower in my ensuite bathroom, which the Venorians delightfully call the ablution room. However, I’ve grown addicted to the luxury of the bathing room.

Knotting a robe around me, I walk out of my bedroom and across the landing to this room of wonder. A Venorian bathing room is nothing like the functional bathrooms I am used to from Earth. Everything here on Ven seems to be constructed super-sized, and their bathrooms are no exception.

I enter it now and lock the door behind me. On my right is a nook with a shelf filled with stacks of large, folded towelling sheets. Beside it is a long, padded bench where I can sit after my bath to dry myself and moisturize my skin with a choice of different scented creams lying in decorative pots on a side table. There is also a jug of ploh, which I now know is the name of the lemonade-like drink I had on my first day at the Interior Ministry. Next to the jug are cute little glasses to pour the drink into, in case I feel like some refreshment while I’m moisturizing. Bathing for the Venorians—as I’ve discovered—is a leisurely event.

I untie my robe and throw it on the bench. Naked, I pad over to the bathtub. It’s more like a small indoor pool than a tub, sunken into the ground, with a series of short steps to climb down into it. On one side, there is a console from which I can operate the bath. Flidar showed me how to use it on my first day here. With a few touches, I program the temperature of the water—steaming hot just as I like it—and what kind of scent I want infused into it.

There are different aroma blends, depending on my mood and requirements. After an exercise workout, I can choose a blend to relax and soothe my aching muscles. If I’m feeling stressed, there’s a blend to relax me. Another blend is there to reinvigorate me should I be feeling tired. The list of blends is long, and Flidar painstakingly went through all the different options with me. There is even a blend for stimulating physical arousal. I blushed as Flidar explained that I may wish to use this whenever I feel the need to pleasure myself. The Venorians are not shy talking about masturbation, or anything to do with sexuality for that matter.

My fingers hesitate on the console as I debate which blend to choose. Ever since meeting Shanbri this morning, my body has been in a continued state of arousal. Just thinking about the gorgeous Venorian has my pussy clenching with need. I haven’t used the “masturbation” blend yet, but tonight feels like the right time to try it out. Decision made, I press the relevant button and all at once, a great gush of water starts pouring out of the massive spout.

It doesn’t take long to fill the bath. In less than two minutes, the water level is up to my chin and the spout stops gushing automatically. I take a deep inhale of the spicy scent. Ahh, that’s good. Looking down at myself, I notice my nipples have tightened to firm, jutting buds. I give them an experimental tweak and feel my pulse race wildly. Oh yeah, that feels good. I tweak them again, closing my eyes as I moan out loud.

Everywhere the water touches my body, I feel my nerve endings zing. It’s almost as if the water is a set of multiple hands stroking me. My body quivers in response and my core starts to throb, begging for attention. I slip a hand down to my clit and begin to rub myself. Oh God.  Oh. I give a loud cry as my orgasm rips through me, pulse after pulse of aching pleasure. It doesn’t seem to end. Aftershocks thrum through my body as I keep stroking my clit. Without warning, I’m gripped by a second, deeper wave of spasms. Ahh. This time, I’m screaming as sensation flows through every single molecule of my body. I’ve never felt anything so intense. It’s almost too much.

Panting, I force my hand away from my clit and find the steps out of the tub. With an effort, I climb out and head to the bench where I collapse, not even able to reach for a towel. I lie there for a long time, until finally my breathing is under control. Sitting up, I dry my body, then pour myself a refreshing cup of ploh. I guzzle down the drink, thinking maybe that’s why it’s put there—for post-orgasmic recuperation.


Wow. That was amazing, though perhaps not something I want to experience every day. I reach for the different pots of cream and sniff them, choosing the one I want, then rub it all over my body. Once I’m done, I put my robe back on and send my used towels down the convenient laundry chute. As I pad my way back to my room, I hope against hope that the walls of the bathing room are soundproofed and that no one in the house heard my loud cries.

In my bedroom, I start getting ready for the dinner party. I decide to wear a simple navy shift dress and accessorize it with the pendant Grandma gave me. I carefully thread it on to a plain gold chain and clasp it around my neck. The pink and purple gemstones twinkle in the mirror as I gaze at my reflection. Their color reminds me a little of those lovely blossoms on the trees I saw while walking about today. I study myself in the mirror. My skin glows and my eyes sparkle from the effects of that blissful bath. I give my hair a final brush, apply a little face powder, and smile in satisfaction. I’m ready.

As I’m about to head down, my communicator buzzes with an incoming call. It’s Shanbri. I hesitate for a moment, remembering my earlier conversation with Flidar. Should I ignore? No, that would be rude. I pick up. Shanbri’s handsome face appears on the screen.

“Martha, you are looking well. Did you enjoy the rest of your day?”

“Yes, thank you. Senlor took me on a sightseeing trip around Torbreg. I was very impressed with the Torlant.”

Shanbri’s face creases into a smile. “Oh, that is one of my favorite places in Torbreg. Did you climb to the top of the tower?”

“I did, though I was quite out of breath by the time we made it up there.”

He laughs, then his intent gaze takes in my outfit and face. “You look smart, and very beautiful. Are you going out?”

“No, Flidar has invited some friends over for dinner. She wants to introduce me to more Venorians.”

Shanbri smiles. “If they are her friends, then you can be sure they are good people. I hope you enjoy it.”

“I’m sure I will. In fact, I had better go. They’re waiting for me.”

“Of course, I will not delay you any further. Enjoy your evening, Martha. I will speak with you again soon.”

“Thanks, Shanbri. Bye.”

“Goodbye, beautiful one.”

I end the connection and try to get myself composed. Seeing him again has brought back all sorts of feelings. Taking a deep breath, I walk to the staircase and down towards the large living area, from which I can hear a buzz of voices. The dinner guests must have arrived. I enter the room and Senlor immediately comes to me with a big smile.

“Martha, you are looking lovely.” He clasps both of my cheeks and touches his forehead to mine. Warmth, love, affection. He steps back and whispers, “No need to be nervous. We are with friends.” Ah, he must have sensed my nerves and perhaps a little of my earlier perturbation. It is unnerving sometimes not to be able to mask my emotions from those around me.

He takes my hand in his giant bear paw and guides me towards a group of people in the far corner of the room. I am introduced to an older Venorian couple and their daughter, who seems of a similar age to mine. She is training to be an educator of young children, so we have an interesting discussion about teaching, and the different approaches taken by our respective cultures. I’m impressed once again by the Venorian ethos. Lying and deception are anathema to these people. Why lie when that lie will be instantly sensed by the people around you?

That’s not to say that people here are saints. They can err, say the wrong hurtful things, but they can’t lie. Although it can be painfully awkward not to be able to hide your thoughts and emotions, as attested by my own experiences so far, it does cut out all the need for pretense and for putting on a mask. This is a society built firmly on honesty. I think back to all of Trent’s lies to me during our time together. I had no idea he had applied to be a senior leader at my school. I had no idea he intended to ditch me the minute he got the job. I went along blithely unaware of his deception, making the shock and betrayal all the more painful when I finally learned the truth. None of this would have happened, had we been Venorians. I’m beginning to believe that their honesty makes for healthier relationships. No wonder divorce is unheard of here.

I’m distracted from my musings by the arrival of someone new. A tall young Venorian, perhaps in his mid-twenties, strides confidently into the room. He is greeted by the ever-cheerful Senlor and then he touches foreheads with Flidar. She lifts a hand, gently summoning me to their side. When I get close, she says, “Martha, I would like to introduce you to Senjar. His parents, now deceased, were very dear friends of mine.”

Senjar steps forward, looking into my eyes, then giving me the customary greeting. As our foreheads touch, I sense curiosity, kindness, warmth. I step back with a smile. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Senjar.”

He returns my smile, but then it disappears as his eyes focus on something. I follow his gaze to see him staring at my pendant. He reaches a hand to touch it. “Where did you get this?” he asks, a little abruptly.

I’m a little taken aback by his rudeness, but answer his question. “It’s a family heirloom. It once belonged to my great-grandfather.”

He looks at me strangely. “What was his name, your great-grandfather?”
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