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Staunchly loyal Eryn Lockwood heads up security aboard the Odyssey, a deep space exploration vessel. When her team is attacked on a remote planet, she is claimed by the fiercest of the alien warriors. Though desire for her golden-eyed abductor flares, mission-focused Eryn commits an unthinkable act to escape—and save her crew. 

Ramikin, Master Warrior of the Primarian Army, has never been bested—until Eryn, the beautiful Earth woman destined to be his mate. When their bond doesn’t take like the others, he lets her go. But her face lingers in his dreams, and his desire for her refuses to fade. When an alliance reunites their worlds, not everyone welcomes integration. As tensions rise and violence erupts, Ram races to save Eryn—but arrives seconds too late.

With her life in the balance, the truth of their mate-bond becomes undeniable. Can a proud warrior forgive the woman who betrayed him? Can an independent soldier surrender to the love she never expected? Together, they must face the past—and fight for a future neither believed possible.

Publisher’s Note: His Rebellious Mate is book 3 in the Primaries Mates series. It’s a steamy, sci-fi romance with sizzling chemistry, high-stakes adventure, and emotional transformation. It contains adult themes and power dynamics that may be objectionable to some.
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I got lost in his eyes.

What a load of crap. Or at the very least, a sentiment reserved for poets, sappy song writers, and hopeless romantics. A belief Eryn Lockwood, who’d seen more than one love-struck woman giddy about meeting the man of her dreams, had always held true.

Until now, lying here, gazing up into a pair of mesmerizing gold eyes, and feeling the same way. She was lost in their beauty, the incredible heat, and the smoldering passion drawing her in. So lost, she almost missed how the tilt of his head sent his long black hair falling over one shoulder.

Like a silky dark curtain, it blocked much of the moonlight streaming in from the window, yet enough light remained for her take in every compelling feature of his handsome face—ebony brows so smooth and perfect they might have been painted on by an artisan’s hand, and angular cheekbones that seemed to guide the eye to his full, sensuous lips. He had a straight nose with the tiniest bump near the bridge as if it had been broken in the past, and a bit of a square jaw, both of which kept him from being too beautiful.

Otherwise, the man holding her was flawless, and from the intensity of his stare, he meant to have her, and without a doubt, had grown tired of waiting.

He moved, aligning his upper body with her own, and his head came down, his mouth taking hers in a heated kiss. She resisted, pressing her palms to his broad chest. A token effort at best because she could sense the power within him, feel the muscles rippling and bunching under the warm skin beneath her hands, and, regardless of her best intentions to fight him off, she couldn’t muster much of a defense. This proved true when his tongue slid along the seam of her lips, seeking entrance, and she opened for him, answering his need with a fervency of her own.

He rewarded her with a husky groan of approval, along with the taste of him exploding on her tongue—warm, sweeter than honey, with a delicious hint of spice. The moans rising from deep within her chest encouraged him to deepen the kiss, and take what he wanted.

Years in space on a ship full of women had left Eryn yearning for a man, but she craved this one with a hunger she’d never experienced before.

Despite not knowing his name, she bowed up against his body, arching so the tips of her aching breasts collided with his bare chest. Heaven. And although she didn’t make a habit of jumping the bones of a stranger, it appeared three long, lonesome years without sex could turn even the most cautious and reserved woman into a slut.

He didn’t seem to mind, driving his tongue into the warm recesses of her mouth, exploring, claiming, taking. All thoughts of denial melted away beneath his ardent kisses even when he moved her hands above her head, pinning them there. Spurred on by her obliging response, he transferred both wrists to one hand then stroked down her arm with the other until he found an upthrust breast. When he palmed the full lower curve, his thumb sweeping over the beaded tip, the ache inside her became a burning need.

With a breathy cry, Eryn lifted her hips, pressing her long-neglected pussy against the firm length nudging against her. She parted her legs, a blatant invitation for him to give all his gilded gaze, full lips, and large, muscular body promised.

He answered the uninhibited offer by pinching and rolling her nipple between his thumb and forefinger. While tugging firmly, his tongue dueled with hers and he settled over top of her, his rigid cock finding the warm haven between her thighs. When it slid along the slit of her pussy, she opened wider, a whimper rising from her throat.

Suddenly, his identity coalesced in her mind. She knew him, how could she not, after all they had shared, some good, some extremely pleasurable, but most, extremely bad?

This is wrong, a nagging voice in the back of her mind warned. He’s the enemy. Still, she craved Ram with such intensity she didn’t want to stop, no matter who or what he may be.

“Please.” Her whispered cry so breathless and soft, she didn’t know whether she begged for more or for mercy.

“That is my goal, little one.”

Passion filled his smooth, velvety voice which melded with her husky moans of desire. The two sounds fit together as though bowed from a cello’s strings by a master. Undeniably decadent music to fuck by, and the erotic composition spurred her need even higher.

“Ram,” she called, almost sobbing. His name a desperate plea. No way could he miss the fact she wanted and needed more.

“Eryn...”

Most times, the sound of her name in his deep voice alone had the ability to flood her pussy with liquid heat, yet something seemed off and sent a jolt through her system, scattering the sensual haze surrounding her.

“Eryn.” This time, when he spoke, she flinched. Once smooth and mellow, his voice had become higher pitched, grating on her already-sensitized nerves.

Restless, she turned her head away, wanting to stay in the heat of the moment but knowing something didn’t make sense. Ram had gone home, returning to Primaria on the Dauntless weeks ago.

A loud banging and a woman shouting penetrated her dream abruptly and jarred her awake. She bolted upright like she’d been shot through with electricity. Still dazed, she glanced around, trying to get her bearings. It took a moment to realize she sat in her bed, and the sounds of pleasure she had imagined coming from two, had been hers alone.

She clamped her lips together to contain her cry of frustration and raked trembling fingers through her damp, mussed hair. The vivid pictures in her mind faded as her heart pounded rapidly in her chest and the stark reality of her loneliness reemerged.

“Eryn!” Lana, her suitemate, fellow USIF officer, and resident worry wort shouted through the door again. “I heard choking or groaning or something. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.” Mortified her friend had overheard, her reply came out as a whisper. Thankfully, Lana mistook her groans for pain instead of the impending orgasm she hovered on the brink of courtesy of her dream warrior.

“Open up and let me see,” she insisted.

She squinted at the clock on the nightstand. “It’s three in the morning. Go back to bed.”

“Not until you open this door.”

Eryn’s head tipped backward, and she sent a familiar plea up to heaven. Kill me now, please.

But lightning didn’t strike, nor did she drop dead on the spot, which left her no choice except to deal with the situation. Stubbornness may be one of her own qualities, but Lana had taken it, perfected it, and elevated it to an art form. She wouldn’t go away until presented with undisputable, visual proof Eryn was okay.

With a muttered curse, she threw off the covers and stalked the short distance across the matchbook-sized bedroom to the door. While fumbling for the light switch, her foot clipped something hard on the floor. Her cry of pain—the real thing this time—changed to a hiss as her stubbed baby toe burned and started to throb. Hopping on one foot, she located the wall panel and sent light flooding into the room with a click.

Beyond irritated, she threw the door wide and glared at her well-meaning roommate. “See, Mom! I’m fine. Sorry to have woken you.”

Out in the hallway, the tall blonde stared back at her, beautiful upon waking in the middle of the night—unlike Eryn, who always looked a fright when she rolled out of bed, hair standing on end and in complete disarray. Lana stood in front of her, wavy hair fluffed and flawless, no wrinkles or red blotches on her face from her pillow, and wearing a nightgown, clean and meticulously pressed like it had come straight from the laundro-matic, rather than worn in bed for the past several hours. While she gave her a head-to-toe inspection, two thin worry lines appeared between her impeccably arched brows, the sole thing keeping her from resembling a Barbie doll.

After a thorough assessment, which seemed to satisfy her concern, she heaved a relieved sigh. “No obvious trauma or bloodshed. That’s a relief. However, since this is the third nightmare this week, I don’t think I’m off base when I say, you are not fine.”

“Let it go, please. It was just a dream.” Eryn huffed a breath, bracing herself for what she knew would come next.

“Which one was it this time? The chase and capture in the woods? Or the really hot one with Ram treating you to multi-orgasmic, mind-blowing sex?” She paused, quirking one perfect brow in challenge. “It’s hard to tell if your groans were from terror or ecstasy, so it could go either way.”

Eryn wanted to scream. Why had she told her about her dreams? And why in hell had she been so specific? It had been a huge mistake, and out of character for her, someone who seldom shared anything with anyone. Except maybe her closest friend Maggie, but even with her, she seldom disclosed things of such a deep, personal nature. Reserved and tightlipped, as a rule she kept non-work-related problems and emotions to herself. Or she had, until six months ago, when her life changed forever.

At the time, the Odyssey, a USIF research vessel, had been nearing the end of its three-year mission, still trying to locate a world suitable for colonization. They’d come across MP13 in the Spero star system, located in a galaxy far from home. Preliminary scans had shown it to be much like Earth, and the first promising option after months of fruitless searching.

Brimming with hope, she and the others in the landing party had shuttled down to the surface to explore. But while they gathered samples from what they assumed was an uninhabited planet, a band of giant aliens attacked. Outmatched in number, size, and fire power, the research team had been overpowered, and the half-naked, loincloth-wearing, gorgeous barbarians took them captive, claiming them for their mates.

Much had changed since that day. The aliens ended up being far more advanced—both in weaponry and technology—than expected. And, after living with them for weeks, they learned, although these men took arrogance to the extreme, and their views on society, in particular the roles of men and women seemed antiquated, they weren’t unreasonable or beyond redemption. Thanks to the influence of many of the female captives who’d become mates, a mutually beneficial alliance had been formed between their two worlds.

For Eryn, one of the original eight taken, the experience had taken a more personal toll, changing how she saw herself, and what she planned for her life—irrevocably so.

Being captives was one of many things she and Lana now had in common. They shared the same fears, anxieties, and anger, and, at first, had shared the same barred cell. But these factors hadn’t led Eryn to confide in her. It was something unique to only the two of them. She’d shared her dreams with Lana, and her alone because out of all Primarian male/Earth female matches, theirs were the only two which had resulted in a failed mate bond.

Unlike humans, their species mated for life. For them, it wasn’t a choice as much as biology. When the male’s seed was introduced into the female for the first time, what they called a breaching started a biocellular transformation, mainly in the female, who would take on some of the characteristics of her mate—hair, eyes, or skin tone changed most commonly—but the result differed with each pair. In cases of fated mates, the transformation was so pronounced, their chemistry became nearly identical, and the male’s familial marking appeared as a mirror image on the female. This occurrence, though rare on Primaria, was something every mated pair hoped for because, not only did they become close, emotionally bonded, but the odds of conception rose substantially.

Because the mating resulted in a lifetime union, their scientists came up with a test, the results of which, when entered into a planet-wide database, led to the selection of the ideal match for every mate-seeking candidate. Foolproof since its introduction decades earlier, the compatibility test had never failed them. Until now.

To figure out why, she and Lana had both been questioned endlessly by medical professionals on both sides. Neither had been forthcoming about the personal details of their failed mating, other than to say they hadn’t bonded, and they wanted to go home.

In Eryn’s case, there was more to it. Much more. And other than Ram, no one else knew what. If left up to her, they never would. Perhaps keeping it to herself for so long had spawned the dreams. She didn’t know. But she would bear the burden gladly to keep her unspeakable act a secret.

Considering this was an inter-species mating pool, there were bound to be variations. And, since the overall number remained limited to slightly less than half of the Odyssey’s three hundred females—who, when given the choice between becoming mates or returning to the turmoil and uncertain future of their own world, had stayed behind—the counsel deemed two failed matings a small outlier.

She eyed Lana. Although closed mouth about it, her roommate suffered from nightmares and flashbacks, too. Though Eryn couldn’t imagine her friend’s troubles could be less appalling than her own, they’d taken a toll. The once vivacious young woman had changed drastically, seldom smiling, which she’d done often before her capture. Since the encounter, Eryn frequently found her sitting alone, staring at nothing, while lost in thought, or worse, trapped in her memories, a pained expression on her face or unshed tears in her eyes. With all her friend’s inner turmoil, she found it ironic when Lana repeatedly suggested she needed help.

Right on cue, her well-intentioned, know-it-all friend advised, “You need to see a doctor.”

She answered with a weary sigh. “I get a physical once a month as part of our reconditioning, just like you.”

“I didn’t mean from one of our doctors,” Lana clarified, her gaze sweeping down to Eryn’s already-rounded belly. “Rather, one of theirs.”

“No.”

“You have to. There’s no telling what alien changes are occurring in your body.”

Once again, she raised the same old, worn-out argument, and Eryn’s irritation level shot through the roof. “I keep telling you, it’s not his!”

“Oh, come on.” Lana’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling, something they always did when Eryn tried to deny her claim. When they lowered again, they zoned in on her protruding belly, more noticeable than usual thanks to the damp, clinging nightshirt plastered to her like a second skin.

Self-conscious, Eryn tugged at the fabric, pulling it away from her body, but when she let go, it went right back where it started, adhering to her belly and doing little to conceal her progressing pregnancy.

“You are obviously more than three months along,” her roommate accused softly. “It has to be Ram’s.”

“Thank you for the diagnosis, doctor. Your concern is duly noted. Especially coming from such an expert in obstetrics. Oh, wait, that’s right. Your PhD is in geology, not medicine.” The biting sarcasm in her tone couldn’t be missed. “I’m going back to bed. Again, sorry for waking you.”

Tired of rehashing this topic, she stepped aside to close the door.

Lana leaned in, blocking it. “Consider your baby, honey.”

“I am.” Her voice cracked with emotion. “It’s all I can think about.” Except, that wasn’t exactly true.

For the first few months after leaving Primaria, Ram consumed her thoughts 24/7. After she learned of her pregnancy, and more recently, when the baby began to move and became real in both mind and body, nagging fears about their future had crept in, vying for the top spot.

“As I’ve pointed out time and again, don’t you think I’d know if this was Ram’s child? It’s impossible. I don’t bear his marking or the smallest sign of being mated to him. We didn’t bond, plain and simple, case closed.”

Her friend’s gaze dropped pointedly to her waist.

“I don’t mean that kind of sign,” Eryn bit out, struggling for patience, “because it isn’t his baby! I thought you understood bonding is necessary for a Primarian to breed. Further, if by some strange chance, we had mated, unknown to us, don’t you think when he went home, leaving me light years behind, if I was his mate and this his child, I would have fallen ill with the sickness long ago?”

“What about the nausea and dizziness on the ship?”

“A simple case of the flu or a virus. The physician onboard agreed.” She’d given this rational explanation so often her exasperation spilled over and her voice rose.

Lana bit her lip while Eryn returned volley on every question she raised, ripping her theory to shreds.

After taking a deep breath, she went on in a more modulated tone. “Lana, you, better than anyone, know what it’s like to have a failed mating. Everyone thinks once it’s decreed, it’s a done deal. However, mistakes can be made, lab tests flawed, and just because a computer says two people are a match, doesn’t make it true.”

“But—”

“No buts! Ram is not the father of this baby. We aren’t mates and never will be, the same as you and Trask, evidently.”

Her friend flinched.

“I’m sorry,” Eryn declared upon seeing her reaction. “I didn’t mean... I shouldn’t have mentioned... Damn my big mouth. I know you had strong feelings for the general—”

Lana held up her hand.

Though she insisted she was over her handsome alien, Eryn didn’t buy it. For the mention of his name to cause such a reaction, her anguish palpable, she was as messed up and haunted by her former mate as Eryn.

More so than any of the others, Lana had taken to the powerful Primarian who had claimed her. And General Trask had been as enamored with her. They appeared to be a perfect match. Therefore, when the opportunity arose to go home, everyone had been stunned when Lana was the first in line with her bags packed, seeming desperate to get off the planet, leaving her besotted and utterly confounded warrior behind.

Adamant she wanted to leave, she maintained her position until Primaria became a distant blip on their radar screen then she’d deflated, as if the abundant joy she’d once had for life had been sucked right out of her. And ever since, she’d refused to explain her sudden change of heart to anyone.

“I’m a shit friend and shouldn’t have said that.”

“No, you shouldn’t have,” she replied after a moment, her tone flat, although her tense, closed-off body language spoke of her pain. “It doesn’t change the truth, however. My mating with Trask failed, and when I left, it hurt, a lot. But leaving was my choice, Eryn, the only one I had.”

“What do you mean?”

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter now. After I got home, I had to find a way to move forward. Like you, I wanted to finish what we started, to build a new life on a new world before this one blows to smithereens. If doing so means keeping the Primarians happy by helping with the prospective mates, so be it. I’ve accepted my fate.” She glanced away, uncertain, as though she’d done no such thing. A moment later, determination filled her face, and her chin came up, her gaze locking on Eryn. “My sad story is irrelevant. We’re talking about you, the pregnant one. The one who isn’t sleeping night after night. You and your baby can’t go on this way. And neither can I.”

Not surprisingly, Lana had turned the conversation around, making it about her needs, the sleep-deprived roommate of the crazy, pregnant, orgasming at the top of her lungs, in the wee hours of the night basket case down the hall. Playing the guilt card worked well because Eryn felt genuinely sorry for disturbing her sleep.

“I’m preparing for a mission in less than a week. I need sleep. Please, if not for your sake or your child,” she implored, “do this for me. See a doctor, a psychiatrist, or a voodoo priestess, I don’t care which, just get help so we can both get some rest.”

“I really am sorry,” Eryn murmured, though committed to nothing.

Lana stared at her for a moment, not having noticed or too tired to fight anymore. She then nodded, turned on her heel, and headed back down the short hall to her room.

Eryn slumped against the doorframe. With eyes closed tight, she pressed her forehead against the cool wood, reflecting on all Lana had said. The baby, taking that moment to make its presence known, gave her a vicious kick right in her bladder. The urge to pee suddenly overwhelming, she spun, sending the door swinging shut behind her as she rushed to her small bathroom.

She took care of business then washed her hands. Still feeling sticky and hot, she leaned forward and, with her eyes closed, splashed cool water on her face. When she did, Ram’s image reappeared in her mind. The lover from her dreams, but also the wild, gorgeous barbarian she had encountered the first day in the forest. The man who haunted her became a swirling, flashing montage of images in her head—Ram, standing proud, determined, and incredibly sexy in his scarlet warrior’s tunic and snug black pants. Playful Ram, grinning and teasing her gently, which he did at the oddest times, a captivating dimple appearing in his cheek when he smiled.

No matter which moment popped into her head, she found him breathtaking, more so than any man she’d ever seen—especially when he gazed into her eyes, his own becoming like liquid gold from the heat of his desire.

Her last time with Ram haunted her the most, however. She’d never seen him so angry, with his jaw clenched and his mouth set into a hard line, hatred making his gilded gaze seem cold and distant rather than warm and approachable.

A tremor of revulsion swept through her. Aimed inward, her disgust mixed with shame and regret for the unforgiveable thing she’d done. She’d never forget what he said to her.

When she raised her head, she stared with scorn at her reflection while water dripped from her chin and off her red-tipped black lashes. Did he ever think of her? Or had he expunged her from his mind when he walked away? Did he remember with fondness the few tender moments they’d shared, when she’d been civil and hadn’t incited his anger?

Did his image of her match the one in the mirror—flushed cheeks, mane of deep-auburn hair tumbled around her face and shoulders, lips parted on quick intakes of breath? Did he think of her this way? Or become aroused, like she did, when the stirring memories of their time together made her heart race and her skin tingle, as though sparked by static electricity. Could it be he longed for her with the same intensity she did for him?

Doubtful. He despised everything about her. If his parting words hadn’t made it clear, the anger emanating off him in waves, his tensely held shoulders, and the tic in his jaw as he glared at her would have.

Things had changed a great deal since she’d walked away from him in such a disturbing fashion. Their worlds had found peace in alliance. And the brief time she’d spent with him had changed her, too. She often wondered if he would like this version of her any better.

With a tormented groan, she twisted away from the mirror and reached for the hand towel on the rack, breaking the cycle of recriminations. She dried off without looking at herself again because she didn’t like what she saw.

Even though it was too early to get up, going back to bed to toss and turn for three more hours would be pointless. She dropped the rough scrap of terrycloth in the sink and went to get ready for another monotonous day.

Like Lana, she found little pleasure in life anymore. The baby should have made her feel different, except, with uncertainty surrounding it all, she couldn’t summon the emotions most first-time mothers experienced—excitement, happiness, hope.

Hugging her budding belly, she whispered, “Maybe if I had any concept of what our future holds.”
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High above the atmosphere, watching like a guardian in the sky, the Primarian battle cruiser, the Intrepid, maintained a constant orbit. It did so from a distance, giving the anxious governments of Earth the semblance of safety. All pretense. Their ship had proximity and the capability to intervene in seconds, if needed.

While Ram navigated the winding corridors on his way to the bridge, he considered their situation. Cognizant of the fact an advanced race with superior weaponry hovered above their planet, most of the human leaders said nothing, likely out of pride. What choice did they have other than watch their world crumble around them?

Still, it made for some awkward negotiations. Ram had been a part of many such talks but preferred leaving it to Commander Roth, the leading authority on this mission, and Maggie. Once the captain of the Earth ship, Odyssey, and Roth’s former captive, she was now his willing mate, and because of her unique perspective into both worlds, served in a dual role as the Primarian liaison and Earth ambassador. The couple had an aptitude for diplomacy, as opposed to Ram, the master warrior, used a more hands-on approach to keeping the peace.

Ram turned down the long corridor leading to the lift, pushing thoughts of Roth and Maggie aside. Seeing them together reminded him of Eryn. And nothing good ever came of remembering their time together, bringing only pain and grief.

His anger had dissipated as the weeks and months passed. If he dwelled on their brief mating, and their parting, it would begin simmering again. No good would come of his brooding; he kept telling himself. Besides, he had to get some sleep. He didn’t need dreams of his treacherous, one-time mate disturbing him.

He heaved a protracted sigh while forcing himself to a faster pace. Although he’d have rather gone straight to his quarters, to sink into the hot, soothing waters of the bathing pool awaiting him, he couldn’t seek the comforts of a bath or his bed until after a planned briefing with Allon, the Intrepid’s captain.

When he entered the lift and rode up six levels to the command center, he ignored the tired, achy muscles in his back and shoulders protesting the additional duty, and mentally laid out the rest of the evening’s agenda.

First, the briefing, second, a nice long soak then bed.

When he arrived on the bridge, the crew not engaged in active duties of engineering the ship came to attention. After signaling them to be at ease, he crossed to the small alcove on the uppermost level where Allon awaited to give his report. Ordinarily, this would have been dealt with by the commander, but with Roth entangled in political negotiations almost daily, as second-in-command for this mission, many of his duties had fallen to him.

This left Ram pulled in many different directions, including overseeing much of the integration, processing, and scheduling of travel for both mates to Primaria, and construction teams to the colony on Ventorcopia—what the humans had dubbed New Earth. In addition, he and his warriors had been called upon to assist the humans’ military from time to time, most often in a crisis when they required extra resources—manpower mostly.

Thus, the reason for his fatigue.

They had just completed a three-day joint assignment with a local platoon in a nearby town. Inundated with heavy rains for over a week, the townspeople required help defending against the rising flood waters. Unfortunately, the mission turned into a search and rescue of citizens who had refused to leave their homes, becoming trapped when the river crested higher than expected, and the raging water overflowed its banks by twenty feet.

After they worked for seventy-two Earth hours straight, the rain stopped. With cleanup efforts just beginning, Ram and his men found themselves released for something the Earth soldiers call R&R. Rest and relaxation, a foreign concept to Primarian warriors with work yet to do, came as a surprise. But the presence of seven-foot-tall aliens in the small town caused more of a stir than it helped —especially when the news media arrived. With lives no longer in peril, he agreed with the Mayor and Army officer in charge and returned to the base.

Although his men had settled in, Roth still had this one last duty. He could have received the briefing by remote interface from the base, but the lure of the hot pool in his stateroom and his big bed were too great, so he transported up to the Intrepid for the night.

With fatigue weighing upon him, he sorely wished he could skip tonight’s report. But with the Earth in constant chaos, warring factions at odds all over the globe, and the ever-changing, always-volatile weather, a missed briefing could put the mission and his people at risk.

“Let’s make this quick. I’m dead on my feet,” he uttered, getting right to it when he joined the captain in the darkened conference room adjacent to the bridge. However, when Ram saw the 3-D holographic image of the Earth appear above the projection table, it didn’t take him long to identify the topic of their discussion.

“Faex.” He muttered the curse while he took a seat next to Allon in one of the seven vacant chairs, his hopes for a quick briefing appeared unlikely tonight.

“Agreed.” The other man blew out a breath of frustration. “A day doesn’t go by on this Maker-be-damned alien world without an earthquake, tornado, or hurricane.”

“Give me the worst first,” Ram urged with a weary sigh.

“An 8.9 undersea quake in the Pacific has spawned a tsunami which is projected to strike the coast of Japan in four time-cycles—I mean hours, Earth hours.” Allon paused, frowning. “I keep forgetting the term.”

He waved it off. “Go on.”

“Our advance detection system allowed sufficient time to alert officials. They are evacuating those in its path to safety. Regrettably, the inevitable destruction will be devastating.”

Allon was right; this constant state of crisis had become situation normal. With a disaster happening somewhere on Earth almost every day— chaos, property damage, and most of all, loss of life—people had become disheartened. The only bright spot, when undecided countries at last accepted the volatility of their circumstance and realized it was foolish not to plan for the inevitable, they became willing to negotiate. Every day the alliance expanded, open to all willing to abide by the treaty.

Unfortunately, many holdouts that feared foreigners remained. And what could be more foreign than an alien race from a far-off galaxy they hadn’t known existed until a few months ago? Ignoring the scientists’ dire predictions, and shunning all negotiations, these opposing governments isolated themselves, perpetuating their denial of the dismal future they faced by keeping the unstable Earth as their home.

He rubbed his tired eyes. “Is that all?”

Allon shook his head. “Hardly.” With a wave of his hands, he repositioned the holographic globe.

Ram would have had to be blind to miss the blanket of thick, white clouds covering a large portion of the Atlantic Ocean. “Another hurricane?”

“Two, actually.” He zoomed in on the affected location. “They rise out of the warm tropical waters almost faster than we can track them. The good news is these are fast moving storms, so perhaps the flooding won’t be quite so severe.”

“I just came from a flood zone,” Ram muttered. “This damn planet is mostly water, and the damage it can wreak is devastating.”

“Yes, and they have an unusual fondness for it. Why build such large cities where they are so vulnerable?”

He could only shrug, having wondered the same thing himself. “Is there time to evacuate the target zone?”

“Not enough. They’re both category 6 and are not projected to diminish by landfall.”

“Aren’t they all category 6 these days?” he grumbled.

“Yes,” came Allon’s succinct response. “And each one seems to get stronger. Before long, they’ll have to expand their scale again.” It had been less than two months since a sixth category had been added by the International Hurricane Center.

“Where and when?”

“Both have a similar trajectory threatening the coastlines of the Caribbean Islands, Eastern Central America, and the southeastern region of the United States. Our computer predicts landfall in twelve hours. The second will follow in another six to ten.”

“Back-to-back hits. Damn, that’s going to be tough.”

“Yes. The roadways are already packed with evacuees, and you know from past storms, many coastal residents won’t leave their property unattended, even to go to a local shelter. They’ll insist on riding it out; many will be stranded, if they survive.”

“Fools,” Ram bit out. “Haven’t they learned yet a category 6 is deadly?”

“Sadly, no.” Also showing the strain of concern, Allon who was usually stoic, rubbed a hand across his tense jaw. “And in the case of some of the island people, they have no choice. After the last storm destroyed so much, they don’t have enough high ground and shelters to run to.”

They both fell silent, staring at the hovering globe. There was nothing they could do except pray for lives to be spared. In much the same shape, the citizens and governments in the storm’s path had no recourse other than to brace for nature’s force and deal with the damage in the aftermath.

“We need to step up our preparation efforts on Ventorcopia. I think time’s running out.”

“Agreed. But establishing necessary services and building shelter for so many takes time. We leave with our first group of mates and ten more construction crews next week.”

Coming to his feet, Ram heaved a ragged breath. “Not a day too soon for me.”

“General Trask is coming to relieve you, isn’t he?”

“Not this trip. The primmum got tagged for the task.”

He chuckled. “Your warriors will enjoy the respite.”

“They better not! I’ll have Krager’s head if he allows them to slack off and get soft.”

“I’m sure he’ll follow your example.”

“Or face my wrath,” he grunted. 

Although well trained, as the heir and first successor to the princep, Krager, had assumed a more diplomatic role of late. Foremost a warrior, after being away from daily training, he’d likely be rusty. But Kerr insisted all his leaders be involved with the integration, despite being spread thin between Primaria, Earth, the new colony, and a host of other enterprises around the galaxy. The man was capable, even so, Ram planned to have a word with Krager, or several, before he left.

Thinking about Kerr and Krager, both close kin to him, made Ram realize how much he missed them, the rest of his family, and everything about Primaria. His eyes returned to the globe and the white blanket of circular clouds. Especially the lack of constant turmoil from the ever-changing weather.

“It will be good to be home, if only for a short while.”

“Are you planning to seek another match while you’re there?”

His already-bad mood soured further with the question. If Allon hadn’t been such a close friend, he would have chewed him a new one for asking. It had been almost six months since the abrupt end to his mating with Eryn, and he still couldn’t talk about it.

Appearing to know his thoughts, he added, “It’s been too long. You need to settle it with her or move on.”

“Are we done here, Captain?” Ram sent a hard, reproachful glance his way, not willing to entertain the subject in the slightest.

Far from stupid, Allon didn’t push further. “Yes, sir. Until the next crisis crops up.”

“I’ll leave you to it.” He walked out, feeling Allon’s concerned gaze drilling into his back. His steps didn’t slow as he crossed the bridge and stepped into the lift. “Level four,” he grumbled, setting the unit in motion.

Leaning against the wall, the image of her green eyes haunting him, he tried not to think about Eryn on the turbulent world below. Where, he purposefully had not asked, but he couldn’t keep from wondering, with each weather briefing of one disaster after another, about her safety. He tried to push aside the idea of seeking her out just to be sure. Tracking her down would be pointless; they were done. But Primarians mated for life, which made shutting down his protective instinct difficult since he once thought she’d always be his.

It must be the reason he hadn’t moved on.

To keep from dwelling on memories of her, especially the blow she’d dealt his pride and his heart, and the desire he couldn’t erase from his mind or quell in his body, he threw himself into work—of which there was no shortage.

The new treaty required they proceed cautiously, ever watchful of their new allies, many of whom hadn’t come to trust them yet, and perhaps never would. They needed to guard their own interests first, including the hundreds of Primarians living and working on the planet’s surface, mingling daily with the still-wary residents.

Behind in both technology and medicine, the Earthlings were intrigued by the knowledge and advancements they offered to share; however, the promise of a new home brought them to the table. And Kerr went a step further, sweetening the deal by proposing to help them build their new world and powering it with uladite, a clean source of energy unique to Primaria and soon Ventorcopia, once their scientists introduced stores of it there. In time, this would make the humans self-sufficient.

Their generosity couldn’t be construed as entirely altruistic, of course. They had a need almost as dire as a crumbling planet—they required mates. With their female population devastated by a meteor storm and the subsequent radiation sickness two decades ago, their species dwindled. Compounded by widespread sterility among the female survivors, if left unchecked, in a few generations, they would die out. Their scientists spent years searching for a cure for their infertility. Unsuccessful, they began looking off-planet for a compatible race to mate with and save them from extinction.

They’d almost given up hope when a lucky group of warriors in search of game on their hunting planet found something much more valuable when eight desirable females more or less fell in their laps. Learning they were a near-perfect genetic match had been a blessing from the Maker himself. One too great to ignore.

But the decision to take captives didn’t come easy, particularly for their leader.

Not a people of war, Primarians engaged only when required to protect their own. And, they had never conquered another species, always willing to work together, believing it better to live and let live. Yet desperate men did desperate things sometimes, and having already made the decision to do anything necessary to save their people from extinction, they claimed the females.

Three hundred mates seemed promising, but it was merely a small step in the right direction. To solve their problem long-term, they needed one thousand times as many, and the solution couldn’t be based on capture and conquer. No one wanted that. This led to negotiations with a distant, unknown world. What had started as an adversarial situation, evolved into an alliance between their two planets, mutually beneficial to both, although their goals differed greatly.

As they moved forward with the integration, while intent on saving the humans from devastation and ultimate extinction if they did not intercede, they remained mindful of their ultimate goal—mates and repopulation of their own species.

Like good strategists, they hadn’t shown their hand entirely, reserving the knowledge they had the power to blast the already-unstable Earth into dust. Although they had no intention of employing such a measure, as it would defeat the purpose of their mission, it always remained an option to protect them in a worst-case scenario.

Arriving on the fourth level, Ram exited and made his way down the long interior corridor to his stateroom, marveling at the oddities of fate and how much Primarian life had been impacted by what happened on the hunting planet months ago. His life, without a doubt, had drastically changed.

Once hopeful of mating and starting a family of his own. The failed mating and Eryn’s betrayal had left him bitter. Thoughts of his would-be mate plagued him day and night, and the idea of trying for another match left him cold. What if he didn’t bond a second time? Then he would have to consider that perhaps the fault lay with him.

He couldn’t go through it again, not now, maybe never. It was too damn painful.

Passing through the dining hall, the smell of food didn’t tempt him. He wanted only to sleep and forget for a while.

After a brief soak to ease his knotted, aching muscles, he climbed into his welcoming bed—one large enough to fit three if he chose—doing so alone, and closing his eyes for what respite he could find.

***
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Reclining languidly surrounded by softness, his body stirred at the brush of warm lips against the side of his neck. The gentle caress sent shivers coursing down his spine, branching off deliciously at his chest and lower abdominals then shooting with a jolt of sensation to his already-hard prick.

Practically dormant since the day of Eryn’s betrayal, his libido had surged back to life these last few weeks. The female moving restlessly above him, her smooth legs rubbing against his heavier, coarse-haired ones, her nipples dragging across his chest, partly responsible. When his cock twitched in response, nudging against her thigh, her mouth curved into a seductive smile, and she gave a low, throaty laugh, the heated exhale washing over his skin.

“I want to please you, Master Warrior,” she entreated in her sultry, sexy voice.

“By all means, little one.” He grinned. Only a fool wouldn’t agree to such a request?

Fingers slid along his belly, gliding over the hard plane that rippled in reaction. She inched downward, past his tense, jumping lower abdominal muscles, and beyond jutting hip bones to where he longed for her touch the most. Not making him wait long, she encircled his erect shaft, squeezing in a tight fist before parting her plump, dew-kissed lips. Her tongue slipped out and licked the tip like an ice cream cone, a treat he had noticed Earth females were very fond of. Her husky moan of delight while lapping at the end of his shaft proved she had an inordinate fondness of this treat as well.

Her lashes fluttered open, and she gazed up at him, eyes dark and gleaming with desire as a grin tilted up the corners of her luscious pink mouth. His body urged him to act, to end the unnecessary torture and demand she cease teasing him, taking him deep, and making him come.

The rational part of his brain wondered how far her daring would take her. Unaccustomed to a passive role during sex, Ram typically took command in the bedroom, like he did in all things. Today, however, since she wanted to play, begging to explore every inch with her soft hands and lips, he allowed it. It gave him a taste of how enjoyable it could be on occasion to receive, without having to direct each minute and movement.

When she enveloped the head, her incredible heat, and the slow circling of the tip with her tongue became pure torment. Unable to control the urge to order her to open wider and suck harder proved he wasn’t cut out for submission, something he knew all along.

Gruffly, he demanded, “End this, woman. Take me into your mouth.”

Not hesitant in the least, she eagerly swallowed at least half his length on the next glide while he closed his eyes, reveling in the exquisite suction and the warm wet haven she created.

“Deeper, little one,” he encouraged with a husky growl.

A sigh of pleasure escaped when she slid him along her tongue, almost to the back of her throat. To take all of him without gagging required practice, something he would happily offer to assist her with in the future.

Still needing more, he sank his fingers into her thick auburn hair and set the pace. Not so quick to bring him to completion, but with enough speed and friction to keep him on the edge. He watched through eyes half-lidded from his rising passion as she bobbed up and down steadily, with little guidance. He’d signal when ready for more. For the moment, he wanted to savor and revel in her skills at giving oral pleasure.

Her diligent work accelerated his heart rate, gradually building his need into what was shaping up to be a satisfying and explosive climax. Adding to his pleasure, a soft hand swept up his flank moving inward, seeking his nipple with her fingertips. The play upped his response until he noted the familiar stirring in his balls. She circled the bud, making it stiffen then flicked it with the edge of her nail. At the same time, she cupped his aching balls and massaged. Both hands moved in tandem while she continued to suck, her tongue licking and circling the sensitive tip, until his back arched reflexively.

Near the end of his tolerance, his hands curled around her head, one fisting in her hair as his hips thrust upward, sending him gliding deeper. He fucked her mouth the same way he dreamed of taking her pussy—thoroughly claiming every inch. She didn’t resist, opening wider in eager acceptance. Her own sweet moans of pleasure filled the air, joining his gruff, masculine groans.

“Touch yourself,” he ordered, knowing without looking from the shift of the bed she had spread her legs and obeyed. Angling his chin down, he watched her splayed fingers slide over her belly and mound, and disappear between her thighs. He could imagine the intense heat of her pussy, the wetness increasing while she avidly worked her clit.

“Hurry, lest I leave you behind,” he urged.

Thrusting faster, while sliding his shaft over her greedy, slurping tongue, he careened headlong toward a shattering climax. “Dip two fingers inside and use your thumb on your clit. And get ready to come with me.”

Her muffled agreement vibrated around his cock and her body writhed, matching the rhythm of his own as he pumped into her. Low and rumbling, he groaned his pleasure. Pounding heart accelerating, his balls tightened in anticipation. So close.

Although he preferred they climax simultaneously, he was beyond waiting. Both hands held her head as he drove into her mouth, taking what she eagerly gave him. The next moment, while her moans of release rang in his ears, his body tensed, ready to follow her. But instead of sending his seed pulsing down her throat, his eyes flew open.

Fully awake, he realized his seductress, with her vivid-red hair, full pink lips, and gorgeous green eyes, didn’t merely resemble his former mate; she was an identical recreation of Eryn, a fantasy conjured up to torment his beleaguered brain. And rather than her mouth, open and ready to receive him, his hand beat a steady up-and-down rhythm on his rigid cock as he shuddered with release. Too far gone, sweat beading on his face and chest, he came in a violent, shameful climax, spilling over his fingers and onto his sheets instead of on her eager tongue, where he wanted.

While tremors rocked him from the roots of his hair to his toenails, he roared his frustration. Another dream. The same one he’d awoken to repeatedly, with a few deviations created by his active imagination. Invariably, it ended the same, and he woke alone, cock in hand, spending himself like an uncontrolled teen in need of his first woman. He covered his face with his other arm in complete exasperation.

“Damn her,” he growled. The temptress wouldn’t set him free, ruling his dreams at night and haunting his mind during the day. Something had to give.

At first, he’d tried hard to dispel her memory using a barrage of nameless women, to no avail. Blonde or black hair changed to red. Brown and blue eyes became brilliant green. Pallid lips turned to the rosy-red hue that always tinted Eryn’s. After a while, he stopped trying to fuck her out of his head and moved on to a celibate existence. No more effective than the first method, he still wound up seeing to himself when his dreams took over. All for his want of Eryn.

Violently, he surged from his bed and stormed naked to the shower. There, he attempted to wash away her memory and his body’s ache, yet, like the countless nights before, his cock-stand raged on.

Tonight, no different from the many preceding it, the cold gave him no ease. And with the water pelting against his overstimulated body, and the vision of her continuing to flash in his mind, he had to satisfy his need a second time to bring his tormented body ease enough to sleep.
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One Earth hour later, his foul mood had his men keeping their distance as they transported down to the surface for scheduled training. Five days a week, he demanded this of his men. They spent most of their time patrolling the base, monitoring scanners—a sedentary task—or simply waiting for the human military to request their help, a rarity. Therefore, they drilled often, Ram not allowing them to be idle or to grow soft.

For the rest of the daylight hours, he, alongside his warriors, ran and re-ran the obstacle course made available for their use. With a few modifications to accommodate their larger, taller, heavier bodies, Ram made the arduous gauntlet of climbing, running, jumping, and crawling more grueling. He followed this up with hand-to-hand drills, pitting man against man in combat, and wound them down at the end of the day with a rejuvenating five-mile run. His warriors worked hard with him at their side every step of the way, not asking more than he was willing to give himself. Although he did so with the intent of keeping them fit and battle ready, if he benefited by exhausting his body to get his mind off Eryn and gleaned a few time-cycles of sleep from it, who could fault him?

But that night, even though his mind and body had been pushed to their limits, the enchantress plagued his dreams.

“Faex!” he roared to the unsympathetic four walls and ceiling as three o’clock rolled around and he woke again with the image of her naked body spread out for his pleasure in his lonely, empty bed.
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The next morning, while bleary-eyed from lack of sleep, Eryn tugged on her uniform. How could her pants be tighter than the day before? She’d gotten the zipper up; no way would she be able to fasten the button, and her swollen breasts, a cup size larger at barely three months ago tested the seams of her shirt. Standing in profile in front of her mirror, she sucked in her gut. But doing so made no difference. Already up a full uniform size, if she went back and requested another, they might suspect.

She’d have to go untucked to cover her gaping waistband and hope her big boobs didn’t pop a button on her shirt. Her shoulders slumped, and she sighed. Attempts to hide her bulging baby bump were pointless. Yet what choice did she have unless she wanted to confess all and immediately get stuck behind a desk?

Crossing to her closet, she rifled through her clothes until she found her oversized slicker. On the training field, the tent-like, shapeless garment would easily hide her wardrobe issue if the forecast for more rain held true. But what about the next day and the one after? Or today, during her class? While she stared into her closet full of clothes she couldn’t wear, she spied a summer cardigan, pulled it out, and held it up against herself. Although nothing was tolerable in this heat, the loose-woven, midnight-blue sweater would reach the tops of her thighs. If anyone questioned the nonregulation garment, she could use the air-conditioning which ran 24/7 as an excuse.

After putting it on and gauging the fit, she realized Lana had been right in one respect; she couldn’t go on this way. To conceal her rapidly expanding belly much longer would be impossible. But gazing at herself in the mirror forced her to consider how her pregnancy would impact her security assignment. Short term, it meant a dreaded desk job, the very idea making her brain numb from boredom already. After the baby came, as a single parent, her options became even more limited.

What should she do? Resign her commission? She’d been in the USIF for twelve years and didn’t know anything else.

Perhaps EPIC, the Earth-Primarian Integration Council, would be interested in taking her on full-time. Everyone knew they required help, and when interest increased in the program, the need would grow. Just getting off the ground, the fledgling integration program would last for years. She already worked with prospective mates in the evenings and on Saturdays, holding introductory classes and answering questions about what would soon be their home, its people, and what space travel would be like.

She still found it hard to believe EPIC had approached her to be a counselor. At first, she’d refused, convinced she wasn’t the best representative after her less-than-positive experience. She’d reconsidered when rumors began to fly, most brought about by outrageous headlines in the tabloids which barely contained a shred of truth. So she’d stepped forward. Her people needed this alliance to work, which meant willing, eager females shouldn’t be scared off by erroneous information. It went a long way in fulfilling Odyssey’s original mission—finding a new home.

And they didn’t have time to waste. Only last week, a 6.3 quake had hit the New York area, the third of its magnitude since she’d returned home. The damage had been minimal, limited to shattered windows and things falling off walls, and any injuries had been minor. Folks called it a harbinger of the “big one,” believing they faced a devastating major quake which would cause extensive damage and loss of life in such a large, closed-in city.

For days, the entire Northeast had been sweltering in a heat wave. The 100-degree temperatures would be unusual in July or August, but unheard of in the middle of May. What’s more, in the aftermath of the torrential rains a few days earlier, several of the city streets had flooded, not just on the coast but downtown, too.

Experts predicted they didn’t have much time before things got so bad no place would be safe. She hoped the alliance with the Primarians had come soon enough.

Eryn cradled her burgeoning belly and for the hundredth time, posed the disturbing question plaguing her more than any other. What right did she have to bring an innocent into such a fucked-up situation and an even more fucked-up world?

Heaving a long-drawn-out sigh, she made her way out of her room and turned down the short hall to the living room. Grabbing her security badge from the high counter of the breakfast bar that divided the kitchen and main living area, she gazed out the large picture window on the far wall facing the street. Through layers of light-blue sheers—Lana’s favorite color and the same that covered the plush couch, accented the abundant toss pillows, and was liberally splashed throughout the apartment her roommate had painstakingly decorated—Eryn could see dark, pervasive gray clouds. Already, she could feel the weight of the air outside, thick with humidity. Not looking forward to yet another sticky, hot, draining day ahead, she forced herself to exit her apartment and go down the three flights of stairs. The instant she set foot out of the main doors, leaving the coolness of the climate-controlled interior, a wave of oppressive heat smacked her square in the face.

She felt like an idiot wearing a sweater. Worse, she’d be drenched with sweat by the time she reached the conference center two blocks away.

Grumbling to herself and hoping her deodorant didn’t let her down, she hadn’t gone more than half a block before it began to drizzle. Glaring up at the sky, she muttered, “Well, isn’t this shaping up to be a perfectly miserable day?”

Because of their work with EPIC, she and Lana had scored an apartment close to headquarters and the conference center where most of the integration events took place. A prime location on the base—not that it’d proved an advantage today. By the time she arrived, the twenty-five mate candidates she’d been scheduled to meet with had already gathered, eagerly awaiting her words of wisdom on how to catch and live with a Primarian mate.

If they knew their expert speaker had been a complete failure in her own attempt, they would have most likely stayed in bed.

But she put her cynicism and bitterness aside. These young women represented their hope for a future.

With fatigue dragging her pace, and the series of restless nights taking their toll, she decided Lana had something else right, darn her. She had to do something about her persistent nightmares and interrupted sleep.

Being Saturday, the clinic was closed. No help for it. She’d go on Monday, or better yet, on Tuesday.

Denial had worked well until now; she planned to let this same strategy ride as long as she could.
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“Push it,” she called to the two new recruits bringing up the rear.

“Lag and get left behind, ladies.” She jogged in place, watching the stragglers climb the ropes of the twenty-foot vertical wall. She’d already done so and circled back to try to determine the problem.

One of the two, who needed to drop about fifteen extra pounds, was pouring with sweat and red-faced when she at last hauled herself over the top. The other, a small blonde, whose lack of upper body strength had become a real concern, got stuck halfway up, the same as she did every time.

“Dig, Simpson,” Eryn hollered. “Come on. The rest of the squad is enjoying an ice-cold beer and a burger while you and I are hanging out here in the mud.”

More like sludge after the previous day’s deluge. While the young woman struggled and gasped for air, her arms began to shake from the strain. Eryn knew at that point, today wouldn’t be the day she conquered the wall.

“Go around,” she ordered, when the young woman’s strength gave out and her hands slid several inches down the rope. “But you’re gonna have to figure this out soon.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Wheezing and red-faced, she dropped to the ground and, without meeting Eryn’s gaze, rounded the end.

With only one obstacle left, Eryn scaled the angled four-inch-wide piece of wood behind the cadet then crossed the same-width lateral board over a huge mud puddle and followed her down the other side to the finish line.

When they crossed it, Sergeant Terry Foster, who’d been waiting with a stopwatch, called out her abysmal time. “Damn, Simpson, my eighty-year-old grandmother can run this course faster than you.”

Snickers erupted at the young woman’s expense. Eryn would have put an end to them, but couldn’t, unusually winded and attempting to catch her breath by bending over with her hands on her knees.

“A final word, Chief?” Foster suggested.

Under normal circumstances, Eryn offered encouragement or a much-needed chewing out before dismissing them. Today, she waved it off.

“Squad dis-missed,” she heard the sergeant call, followed by sighs of relief and a few whoops of jubilation echoing back as her squad left the course.

Eryn straightened, ready to get out of the muggy heat when, suddenly, she found herself flat on her back, staring up at the gray blanket of clouds that had persisted all day. Lying in the mud while rain drops hit her face, she tried to figure out how she’d gotten there.

“Chief Lockwood!” Sergeant Foster cried, racing to her side. “What happened? Are you ill?” She bent over and pressed the back of her hand against her cheek then moved it across her forehead. “You’re burning up but not sweating. Overheated most likely.” Sliding an arm beneath her neck, Terry brought a water bottle to Eryn’s mouth. “Drink, slowly.”

After taking a few sips, she looked up at a sea of concerned faces staring down at her. “I’m okay now,” she croaked through dry lips. She tried to sit up, except when she raised her head, the world started spinning again.

“You’re not okay, ma’am. Stay down,” Foster urged. “Heat exhaustion is a precursor to heat stroke. You need to get to medical. Haynes, Parker, bring a Jeep around.”

Just a few minutes passed until they lifted her into a hover Jeep they’d brought right to the edge of the course. Embarrassed, yet feeling like warmed-over crap, she let them help her get settled into the back. In a blink, they zipped her to the ER on the far side of the base.
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“Dehydration from hyperthermia,” her doctor announced when she entered the curtained-off cubicle in the emergency room.

Once out of the suffocating humidity and heat, with a liter of IV fluids infusing into her arm, Eryn’s dizziness and nausea had quickly passed.

“I can go, then?” she asked, already swinging her legs over the side of the stretcher, ready to hop down and get out of there.

“Take it easy for the rest of the day, and when you get back to work, especially while training, frequent water and rest breaks are a must for you and your squad.” Pausing briefly in her swiping and tapping, the doctor glanced up from her tablet to add sternly, “That’s an order, Chief.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Eryn did well to contain her smile. A captain due to her physician status, Juna Foster stood five feet three and no more than one hundred ten pounds. She didn’t appear to be a threat. No one doubted, however, her seriousness when she gave an order. Woe be it to the unlucky soldier who wound up back in her care for not following one of her directives.

“Let’s talk about what else is going on
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