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Book Two in The Order
of Intergalactic Peace.


Chapter One


Serenity watched Meg go about her duties in medical as if nothing
had happened to her. The usual lively shimmer in her gentle
golden-brown eyes was absent and had been since she nearly died.
Other than that there was no outward sign of the trauma she had
experienced.

Her creamy skin was as smooth and artifice
free as usual if pale under the medbay lights. Her long brown hair
was braided tight against her head to keep the waist length mass in
control while she worked, and it was still as shiny and healthy
looking as ever. But the flash of smiles and calm tranquility she
usually exuded that was so much a part of the young healer was
absent.

And Serenity found herself looking for the
woman regularly just to assure herself that she was still in the
room. Which meant she was so closed off from everything even
Serenity’s healer ability had to actively search to get any kind of
read. It worried her.

She had healed the worst of the damage from
the attack, but even she could not give Meg back what she had lost.
She just hoped that in time Meg could find her peace again.

In the meantime she had to deal with
overprotective coworkers and friends from every side. Many of them
Alpha males used to protecting what they considered to be their
pack, and Meg, deny it though she might, had been adopted.

Today it was Flinn who was standing outside
the doors of medbay. Every time they opened his light brown eyes
searched the room and examined Meg for any changes. The tall
soldier dwarfed the door frame just by standing there in his
austere black uniform. The blood red Phoenix on his sleeve
proclaiming his elite warrior status.

Not that it was needed, just looking at the
big muscular soldier made most people think twice. What most did
not know was that mentally he was powerful enough in his shield
talent to kill a Councilman. As a door guard he was overkill.

But Mal was taking no chances since the
attack. Not with her safety, and since all of the Phoenix had
basically adopted Meg she also fell under their protective sphere.
Both women did their best to ignore the watchers and go about their
day.

Marte had also been watching Meg a little
too close, the flirty good-looking healer had known Meg longer than
the rest of them and treated her like the pesky kid brother he was
not. He had been so obvious about watching her and Meg made so
uncomfortable by it, that Serenity had finally sent him off to the
labs with Brin.

The last of the three Med mages under
Serenity’s dubious command, Brin like Marte was of average height
with brown hair and brown eyes, but while he was an intense mildly
attractive scientist type, Marte had a roughish smile that made him
stand out among the taller more muscular OIP soldiers they
treated.

Brin was the only one that gave Meg any
peace, mostly because he was usually in his lab and out of the way.
Serenity, despite being the high healer, had yet to visit Marte’s
lab herself, so she really had no idea what he did in there.

She had looked in once, just to assure
herself there were no animal or human experimentations happening.
The banks of sophisticated sensor machines and comp screens had
been daunting enough to keep her from venturing further. She might
be the most powerful healer of her time, but that didn’t mean she
had a formal education. She was still learning the comp codes for
regular med bay duties; she didn’t need to make herself feel truly
inferior. It was enough that anyone who came her way she could
heal, without the aid of anything in the room.

“You can all stop worrying about me,” Meg
said softly as she remade one of the med bay beds with fresh
sheets. It was busy work, the large sterile bay with rows of beds
and high-tech gadgets had not been needed since…

Serenity cleared her throat and let the
memory of the clean white room painted in blood and brains
dissipate as best she could. Finding Meg in that bed with
Councilman Gren hovering over her, his hands ripping at her clothes
was not something she could forget. They had made it in time to
stop what he had planned next, but not in time to protect Meg
mentally from a powerful Councilman who had the power to suck life
from another and dealt quite happily in death.

“I know you are well,” she reassured the
other woman. “Physically, but I think we are all worried about
spiritually.”

“I don’t need anyone worrying about me
spiritually or physically. I’m fine,” Meg said with a soft huff
that did nothing to hide the tremors in the hands that smoothed the
blanket down flat. “I think having everyone looking at me like I am
going to explode any minute is making it harder, not easier to
forget what happened.”

“Is that what you want?” Serenity asked just
as quietly. “To forget.”

Meg turned and looked at her. “You say that
like it’s the wrong answer.”

“That is not my intention,” Serenity dropped
down on the edge of the closest bed. “I just worry by forgetting
you mean burying.”

Meg sat down on the bed to face Serenity and
shook her head, looking infinitely sad. “Is that so bad?”

“It is if you never truly deal with what
happened.”

“A Councilman attacked me with his death
power, coating my soul with filth and nearly killed me. How do I
deal, as you say, with that?”

Serenity shook her head. “Talking…”

But Meg interrupted her before she could
finish. “No.” She shuddered. “The last thing I want to do is talk
about it.”

“What do you want then?”

Meg sucked in a breath and dropped her head.
“I think if I had the choice I would get away from here. The OIP,
the Council and all of the people who saw what happened to me. I
would leave, at least for a while.” She shrugged, “If I had the
choice.”

“Then that is what you will have,” Serenity
said firmly standing. “I’ll talk to Mal…”

Meg choked and stood her hand out to stop
her. “That’s not how it works. You can’t just talk to the High
Commander of the OIP about a leave of absence.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t get leaves of absence. We
might be med aids and healers, but we are still soldiers in the
Order of Intergalactic Peace. There are no vacations, sick days or
time off.”

Serenity smiled, knowing the other woman
could see the intention in her eyes. There were many things about
the OIP she disliked and vowed to change. She added one more to her
list.

“You need to get away for a while after what
happened. As your healer I am going to make that happen. Mal,” she
assured the flabbergasted woman, using the High Commanders first
name easily despite the fear everyone in the known galaxy had for
the man. “will just have to deal.”

Meg was still sputtering when Serenity left
the room on her mission.

Must be nice, she thought as she
watched the small but powerful healer glide out with her usual easy
grace, to have the utter devotion of the man that ran the known
galaxies.


Chapter Two

 Meg
went about her work as usual, not that there was much of it.
Serenity had offered to help her hone her gift, but she was not in
the right mind frame for that just yet. She was not in the mind
frame for anything really, and wondered, if she did miraculously
get time away from her duties if she would simply curl up in a
fetal ball and hide for whatever length of time she was
granted.

Not that she truly expected anything to
happen. She was a soldier in the OIP despite being a lowly healer
in the ranks. She did not expect special treatment and after days
passed when nothing came of the talk she and Serenity had she
assumed she had been right, and nothing came of it.

For a few days she jumped every time the
missing Councilman was mentioned by the crew. A hot topic for
gossip and speculation, though no one she was happy to hear had a
theory even remotely close to the true story. Everyone was dreading
the inquest that was sure to fall on all their heads since from
what was being bandied about, he had been last seen visiting the
command ship.

Mal was the most likely suspect though no
one would come right out an accuse him, and as far as she could
tell, no one mourned the man.

With all of this happening, she could be
forgiven for assuming the conversation about a lowly traumatized
medaid had been put on the back burner. Even she forgot about it
when news came through the coms that the infamous Nolan Rand sent
what was left of Gren’s body back to the OIP Council with a note
claiming that if they could not control members who broke the laws
of decency, along with their own OIP laws, then there would be
others willing to take up the slack.

That Nolan Rand had managed to kill Lord
Death himself had galvanized many to his cause. It also stopped the
inquest over the missing Councilman in its tracks. She knew from
overhearing some talk that the Council was instead assigning a task
force of deadly talent with the sole mission of finding and killing
Nolan Rand, and anyone else with proven rebel sympathies. Up until
that point they had ignored the threat as beneath their notice
despite what the high commander publicly argued.

It did not even occur to anyone outside the
few in the know that Nolan Rand and Lord Mal Ryn would be working
together, not when it was Mal Ryn who had said for years the Rebel
leader should be a higher priority to be hunted down and
exterminated.

Meg was just happy Gren was dead and the
inquest with him. Even if she knew it had been Flinn who had
ultimately killed the Councilor, and the rest of Phoenix with Mal
Ryn, Lord Quinn and General Smoke who had worked together to cover
it up. She was just happy her part in all of that was over.

At least she thought it was until she was
given new orders.

Now here she sat in a shuttle, sitting
between Serenity and Captain Jas, and surrounded by the Phoenix
elite and the Lord High Commanders inner circle.

All of them big, tall imposing soldiers, the
best of the best of the OIP, and arguably the most dangerous men in
the galaxy.

Jas, beside her had the powerful build of a
hunter, big and brutish in his physicality. The other hunters
surrounding them ranged in size from large to extra-large all with
the ability just by being there to make her feel slight and
fragile. Even the two shields in their ranks, Flinn and Tram were
big imposing men. None of them quite as massive as the hunter Barak
who was taller even than Jas and massive in his power. Riff, the
other hunter among them was more panther like in his movements.

While the other two hunters looked as if
they would go right through a brick wall, Riff looked like he would
flow up and over it with ease, despite being hair over six feet
himself.

But it was The High Lord Commander, The
General, and the man only referred to as Quinn who truly frightened
her. But then they frightened everyone. Well, everyone except for
Serenity.

The High healer looked like a bright light
among the darkness that surrounded her. Mal Ryn with his pale skin,
black hair and black eyes was intimidating enough if you could not
feel the power rolling off him.

As powerful physically as the elite soldiers
under his command he still stood out among this crowd as Apex
predator. He was a reader, The Reader, much like The General was
known as simply The General throughout the galaxy. With one look he
could read a person, their abilities, intentions, soul, whatever
you called it, there were no secrets when faced with those black
eyes.

She tried not to look in his eyes, afraid of
what she would see reflected back at her. Though she did not need
to try too hard. From what she had seen, if Serenity was anywhere
in the vicinity his eyes were on her. No one else even existed.

The General beside him, General Tolis Smoke
first general under the High Lord Commander he was a strategist of
the highest power. Steel grey eyes and hair gave him an austere
look despite his relative youth. Like the High Lord he was not a
handsome man, but also like his commander, he was compelling and
utterly devoid of softness.

Lord Quinn, in contrast wore the face of a
handsome but average man. But then he could wear many faces, being
a morph nearly as powerful as his Lord Commander was a Reader. He
could look like anyone or anything he wanted. He was by vocation
and aptitude spy master and had as many names as he did faces. The
most notable of his names, and scariest was the one whispered
through the galaxy most did not know belonged to the man in front
of her. She was one of the few who knew he was also The Ghost. A
spy and assassin that answered only to Mal Ryn.

She was surrounded by the biggest and
baddest men in the OIP, besides the Council itself, and what’s more
there was not a single reason she should be on this trip. Serenity
stood out among them with her youth and her simple braid of long
brown hair and simple healers tunic. Her skin honey colored from
years spent planet side, and her healer power like a beacon of pure
life radiating out of her blue green eyes. A beautiful bird perched
among the big jungle cats surrounding her. But she at least had
power, despite her slight frame she might even be more powerful
than Mal Ryn at her side. So her being among this crowd at least
made sense. Meg, not so much. If they needed a healer it would be
Serenity not her who worked her magic. What could she possibly
contribute?

“Remind me again why we brought a second
healer to a meeting, that if it is discovered we attended we are
all dead?” Quinn asked mildly enough. Though his eyes on her sent
ice down the back of her spine. He was looking at her but since she
had no idea of the answer she just looked beside her to Serenity,
who had dragged her aboard.

“She won’t be at the meeting itself, but I
need her there after it’s over.”

He raised a brow at Serenity. Where Meg
would have shuddered at the look if it was directed her way
Serenity just gave him back her own gimlet stare.

“I’m still trying to figure out why you’re
here,” he said into the silence.

“Because Nolan Rand and his people would
only meet with us if she showed herself in good condition and
unharmed.” Mal growled out, clearly liking that she was there even
less than Lord Quinn did.

Quinn snorted. “What do they think we do to
our medics in the OIP?”

Meg flinched, she could not help it and felt
more than one pair of eyes directed her way and most of them turned
to Quinn newly hostile.

For his part he caught the flinch and
looked, at least for a brief second like he regretted his words. By
way of apology he spoke to Meg, his tone as softened as his
expression. “I don’t like the idea of putting noncombatants in
danger if there is no reason for it,” he explained. Something she
had a feeling he did not normally do.

He made no mention of her own treatment as a
medic for the OIP, for which she was grateful. Almost as much as
when he turned the conversation immediately to something that had
nothing to do with her.

Meg breathed a sigh of relief when everyone
else looked away from her at the new subject. Something about the
aftermath of the attacks and what they think the Council will
do.

Meg ignored all of it and met Serenity’s
eyes beside her.

Serenity didn’t need to say a word, her eyes
asked all her questions for her.

“I’m fine,” Meg whispered. Not that talking
quietly would do her much good in this group. Too many of them had
enhanced senses.

Serenity just kept giving her that same
look.

Meg blew out a breath and nearly rolled her
eyes at the high healer. Something she would have never considered
doing with the last High Healer. But then High Healer Morse would
have done nothing if he found her being attacked by a
Councilman.

Serenity was the polar opposite of that
vaulted healer. She was, surprisingly enough, someone that was fast
becoming a treasured friend. “I will be fine when you tell me why I
am here. How about that?”

Serenity sighed and looked around at the
plethora of listening ears. “I’ll explain as soon as we have a
moment to ourselves. It’s not bad, and ultimately it’s your
decision, but I think I found an answer to the problem we discussed
last week.

And that was all she was going to get for
now, Meg knew, because at her words all of the hunters in the
Phoenix squad gave them suspicious eyes.

Serenity, Meg saw, just looked back at them
pointedly. Not at all daunted.

It almost made Meg laugh. Almost.


Chapter Three


Serenity was, once again, happy not to be an empath. The tension in
the room was already enough to give anyone a headache, an Empath
would have run screaming an hour ago.

“There are six members on your Council,”
Nolan Rand reminded them, as if they were simple. The white-haired
male with the striking silver eyes that glowed gold with power
commanded the room even among this crowd. It was one of the many
reasons the handsome charismatic man had risen to lead the
resistance at his relatively young age. Like Mal he was powerful
enough to exude power.

Unlike most powers, there were few limits to
what a mage was capable of. They said they were limited only by the
level of their abilities and their imagination. Since she was who
she was she could feel the level of his gifts and knew without
needing to speculate just how dangerous the man truly was. Like all
the rest of the powerful predators in the room however, he was no
danger to her.

“Five now, actually.” Flinn shot right back
drily.

Rand however ignored him in favor of
continuing his diatribe. “All more powerful and less moral than the
last.”

“What I would like to know,” Ryker asked
interrupting the history lesson. For once the roguish grin was
absent from his too handsome face. Even serious the man practically
exuded sex. A good-looking scoundrel, as her father would say. It
was rare to see him showing a serious side, though she had no doubt
he was very serious about his work with the rebellion, he would not
have risen so high in their ranks if he did not. He was also the
only one in the room who she could not identify his power. “How did
they get control of everything and fool everybody into thinking it
was for their own good.”

She would have to ask Mal later what he was,
because she could always tell, and with him all she got was tingles
and butterflies in her belly from looking at his toned body and
Navy-blue eyes.

Then again, she thought when Mal
growled and pulled her closer to his side.

His eyes trained with vicious intent on the
good-looking scoundrel. She almost rolled her own eyes at the
possessive anger flowing down his arm and into the hand he held.
She did not bother to remind him that Ryker was not a threat to
him. When they were as bound together as the two of them were there
was no room for such worries. But where she was concerned Mal was a
little territorial. And she had once had a crush on Ryker, when she
was sixteen and didn’t know any better, but still.

Mal growled again, this time in her mind,
and she shivered. No, she would not be asking about Ryker’s power.
She really didn’t want to know that badly.

Every one of the OIP soldiers shared a look
the rebels couldn’t miss.

Serenity forced herself to concentrate on
what was happening around them. They might be in the middle of a
cease fire but that did not mean they were comfortable with each
other. It had not been that long ago when they would have killed
each other on sight. She needed to keep her head in the here and
now and not on her mate and the shivers he could so easily cause to
ripple over all her girly parts. She also valiantly ignored his
smugness that he could affect her so easily. The man ruled the
known galaxy, he did not need her stroking his ego. He had enough
of that already.

“We have a theory on some of that.” General
Smoke said, but then said no more when Rand looked at him
questioningly.

When no one was forthcoming with the theory
Nox growled in frustration, but Rand just continued with what he
was saying when the General did not expound on his words.

“Look at what you would pit us against.
Death, Charisma, Earth power, a powerful mage.” The last he said
with the first hint of true emotion he had shown. Bitterness.

“They say he is the more powerful brother
and that was why you hated him.” Quinn shot that into the silence
from his current forgettable face.

Serenity tried not to look at him too much
because the face he had chosen, while handsome in a classically
boring sort of way, was not one she knew. Mostly because she itched
to make him put his real face back on. It felt like a trick to her,
wearing someone else’s face to this meeting, but for The Ghost, it
was just smart when meeting with those he had considered enemies
until very recently.

But then he had been chasing Nolan Rand in
one form or another for years. She supposed it would take more than
one shared subterfuge and a few meetings to change that.

“I hated him,” Nolan Rand answered meeting
the ghost’s eyes with the power in his own glowing mage bright.
“Because he claimed or destroyed everything I ever loved and did it
laughing.”

Serenity would have wondered at that
statement if she had not already found out the well-kept secret, at
least among the common folk, that Nolan Rand and Councilman
Sucrato, known as The Mage, were brothers.

Quinn ignored the warning inherent in that
tone and gave the rebel leader, arguably one of the two most
powerful Mage’s alive a little aggravating half smile that Serenity
had come to recognize in whatever form the man wore. She wondered
if she should warn him he had a tell. Or that they were trying to
work with the rebels, not incite them to violence.

Nolan Rand for his part just went back to
his often-interrupted monologue, determined it seemed not to be
derailed. “The most powerful strategist that ever existed.”

“More powerful than The General?” Ryker
asked with his own version of an aggravating smiled, this one aimed
at hotter heads.

“Yes.” The General answered blandly, before
anyone else could. But his eyes on Ryker did not miss the smile or
the intent to infuriate behind it.

“And a seer,” Rand finished. “The man can
literally see the future.”

“Only as it pertains to himself,” Mal said,
finally joining the conversation. “He is deadly to even think about
taking on because the second you do; he knows it and sees every way
you will come at him. But he doesn’t see all.”

“How do we know that?” Fox asked from one of
his favored faces. One of three morphers in the room, he and his
twin sister beside him were nearly as powerful as Quinn but lacked
his single-minded focus. Rather than work as spies for the
rebellion, they acted, along with Ryker and the hunter Nox, as
Rand’s inner circle and security force.

Fox’s face today was that of a warrior,
taller than she knew him to be and with bulky muscles, as opposed
to the man’s natural sleek cat like elegance. She had only seen the
real him once, and the flashing green eyes on an arresting face had
stuck with her, as had the liquid way he moved. Today he seemed to
be going for bland and big and he succeeded marvelously, though if
he thought a six-foot-two barbarian would impress this lot he did
not know his audience.

The only other woman
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