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This one’s for my husband, and not just because
 he took me all the way to Hat Creek in the High Sierra
 to tour the Allen Telescope array in preparation
 for writing this series. No, it’s because after
 forty years and counting, the man still makes me laugh.
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1

If she’d had her human body—the one she loved with the violet eyes and long dark hair—Zianne would have wept. This one could only feel sorrow—not physically express it. She’d left Mac only moments ago—a few minutes for her and almost twenty years for him. It had been such a simple thing to make her nightly slip through time, passing from twentieth-century Earth and returning to the Gar’s craft in its stationary orbit behind the twenty-first-century moon.

How had they discovered her absence?

She’d been so careful. Her fellow Nyrians had covered for her, yet somehow the Gar—their captors—knew. The Nyrian elders had warned her as soon as she materialized within the ship. They’d explained that her soulstone was locked away; that the Gar waited, ready to entrap her, should she come to claim it.

Once they knew which one of their captives had been stealing away and visiting Earth, they intended to make an example of her. She would die a very public and painful death, her energy slowly, painfully leached away until nothing was left.

Until even her soulstone crumbled into dust.

It was too soon. She and Mac were close, but she hadn’t had time to teach him enough. The technology he was beginning to develop in Earth’s year nineteen hundred and ninety-two was much too primitive. He’d had twenty years, but still, he couldn’t possibly have learned enough to create the sophisticated equipment with the kind of power they needed to free Zianne and the few survivors of her race.

But she had no choice. She’d been away from her soulstone for twelve full hours. If she returned to the past, she’d use up what energy she had left. Her only hope—her people’s only hope—was that somehow, some way, MacArthur Dugan had pushed Earth’s technology far enough, fast enough, to have everything ready by now—now being twenty years later for Mac.

Had he loved her enough? Had he believed in her enough to embrace her goal as if it were his own? Did he still love her? It had been mere minutes for Zianne since Mac last held her in his arms, since he’d made love to her, but it had been twenty long years for her beloved Mac. Would he even remember her?

And if he remembered, would he forgive her for abandoning him without warning? At least she had hinted to him this might happen, that her absence might be discovered before their work was done. She’d worried that the truth might turn him away, but instead it had pulled him closer. He hadn’t shied away from the truth at all—instead, he’d embraced her.

Embraced her cause.

He’d already guessed she wasn’t human, that she was an alien being, so it wasn’t a terrible leap to explain the rest, that she was one of the last few members of a dying race, a creature of pure energy given form through the power of his mind.

Most precisely, his amazing sexual fantasies, images so strong and true that they had given her a glorious body and so many wonderful human abilities.

Even tears.

He’d loved her then. She had to believe he still loved her. She had entrusted the entire future of her people to one brilliant man. A man she had fallen in love with despite the differences between them.

She would not give up hope. Her people could not abandon hope. With that prayer in mind, Zianne slipped into the engine room where her fellow captives surged and glowed, powering the Gar’s vast starship with their sentient energy. Pausing near the heart of the ship, she sent her thoughts out to the ones who labored for their unrelenting masters.

I am returning to Earth. Mac may not have had enough time or enough knowledge to build the antennae and receivers for us. If he can’t help us within the next couple of days, my energy will cease and I will die, but before I’m gone, I’ll do my best to convince him to keep trying. I am certain he will do everything he can to save all of you. He’s a good man. A loving man, but he’s only human. He can only do so much.

She heard Nattoch’s measured tones, the Nyrian elder who had trusted her to find a way to free them from bondage.

Dear Goddess ... she hoped she had not failed.

Go with Nyria’s blessings, child, and go with what soul energy we can share. You have done all you can and yet you continue to forge ahead. If you fail, your soul will return to our goddess. If you succeed, you will have saved these poor remnants of a once proud civilization. Our love goes with you. Our hopes and our dreams and what little strength you can carry. Now quickly, before you are discovered. Find your human, and bring us to our new home. Our refuge on Earth.

She might not be able to weep in this form, but her sorrow was every bit as real, her fear as profound. She felt it then, a powerful burst of energy as her fellow Nyrians fed her with what they could from their own souls. Shivering with the sensual wave of power flowing across her body, she took them into her, took their love and their generosity, and along with that, their hopes and dreams.

With a final glance at the few remaining members of her kind, Zianne slipped through the molecular structure of the ship into the endless darkness of space.

She searched for the one mind strong enough to call her.

Searched for him now, in the present.

It took longer than she’d expected. He was changed. Older now. Weary. So weary and alone, and yet he thought of her. Still loved her, longed for her, and dreamed of her.

With hope driving her onward, Zianne linked her energy to his, and followed the patterns that would take her back to Earth. Back to an Earth twenty years older than the one she’d left this morning.

Back to MacArthur Dugan. An older, more jaded, more cynical Mac Dugan, who, with Nyria’s blessing, might hold the power and the knowledge to give her people their last shot at a future.

 



Rodie Bishop paused in the open doorway to the large conference room, hesitating as she might not have done just a few months ago. She forced her active mind to still, to expand and experience. The room was big and sterile and almost empty—a typical corporate meeting room designed to hold hundreds, not a mere handful. She’d been here for five prior meetings over the past two months. Those other times the room had overflowed with people, had been filled with a different energy.

This time, the occupants were changed, the mood altered, and so she used this new sense she had that occasionally allowed her to check things out on a different level. A more intimate level. Casting her thoughts forward, she studied the room and the few souls in it as she worked up the courage to go inside.

Stupid, really, the way she’d become such a damned coward almost overnight, but a violent assault on her way home from work had really done a number on her—that along with the world’s worst breakup. Of course, that had been so bad it was almost funny.

Maybe someday she’d actually be able to laugh, though she couldn’t see it all as bad. Not when the combination of crap had somehow kick-started this weird thing in her head. A new ability that allowed her to sense danger, to pick up on the various kinds of energy swirling about.

She’d always been a perceptive sort, but now? Now she took perception to an entirely new level that was beyond exciting. She just wished there was someone she could tell about it, but who the hell would believe her? Most of her acquaintances already thought she was nuts.

Casting her thoughts wide, she felt nothing that raised any concerns. She took a deep breath, focused on one of the empty seats, and stepped into the room.

So weird that there were only three others here, especially since the room was big enough to seat so many more. Though the gatherings had grown smaller each time, she’d still expected it to be more crowded. It was, after all, the final meeting. Tonight they’d find out who had been selected.

There was a young man in the third row, but he looked half asleep, slouched down low in the uncomfortable-looking chair with his long legs stretched out in front. His shaggy dark hair had fallen over his forehead so she couldn’t really tell what he looked like, but the way his worn, paint-stained Levi’s molded to his long legs and well-defined package caught her interest.

At least she was thankful the bastard who roughed her up only wanted her backpack and laptop. She wasn’t sure how she’d feel if the attack had screwed up her appreciation for sex.

No, that was functioning as well as ever, thank goodness, in spite of the assault that happened shortly after that little incident with the ex-boyfriend. If catching him in her own bed with both a woman and another man hadn’t screwed up her libido, she figured nothing would.

And it was almost worth it for the satisfaction she’d gained from running all three of them out of her apartment, so terrified of her Taser they’d escaped the place stark naked.

If only her neighbor hadn’t caught the entire thing on his mobile phone. Unfortunately, that was the sort of video just crying out for mass distribution on the Internet, but the best part was, he’d focused on her naked ex-boyfriend, the woman, and the other guy. Rodie’d been little more than a mass of swirling dark hair and the zapping buzz of the Taser gun.

Yep. She bit back a smile. Some bad things were worth going viral, if only for the joy of revenge. She grinned for the first time today, and took another appraising look at the cute dude. Opened her senses to him. Nothing on the mental level beyond a soft buzz. Maybe he was napping, but she didn’t really care. On second glance, he looked young—hardly out of his teens.

Jailbait wasn’t on the menu.

Her gaze slid over to a really cute white girl in the front row. She had long brown hair—board straight—a perfect little nose and a big smile. Another kid. She looked too damned perky, as far as Rodie was concerned, but there was always one in every crowd.

Of course, now that she’d hit thirty, Rodie figured everyone looked younger than she did.

The only other person already here, another guy, sat in the very back row. Dark hair, long legs, and something about him that was so blatantly carnal she caught herself sliding her tongue over first her upper lip, then the lower. Hell, there was no reason for it—he was just sitting there with his back to her, but damn!

He’d turned his chair and had it tilted back on two legs with his feet planted firmly on the wall. Cords from his earbuds disappeared over his shoulders. It looked like he was listening to his iPod while playing with his phone.

Now this was a guy who made sense, even if her reaction to him didn’t. He was here, but controlling his own space. She liked that. Forcing herself to look away, Rodie shoved her hands into her back pockets, sauntered into the room, and took a seat on the far side, fifth row back, so she could watch the door.

This couldn’t be everyone. When they’d started the selection process, there’d been over a thousand applicants, originally meeting in three separate groups. Even though a lot of them had been dropped, there’d still been almost two hundred people the last time they’d met. Where the hell were they?

As Rodie scrunched into her chair, a tall, slim black girl, much darker than Rodie, paused in the doorway, looked around, and then stepped into the room. She practically oozed class, and Rodie bet the chick’s snazzy little handbag alone probably had set her back a good six hundred bucks. She walked with long, purposeful strides and took a seat toward the back, on the side opposite the guy with his feet on the wall.

It appeared they were all staking out their territory. Opening her senses, she realized the buzz of energy in the room felt charged—more like there were dozens of people here rather than just the five of them.

Rodie checked her watch. Four minutes after seven. Where the hell was everyone else?

A new guy strode into the room. No hesitation there. Rodie sat up and watched him. This one acted like he owned the place with his tousled dark blond hair almost artfully disarranged and bright blue eyes darting from one person to another as he checked everyone out. Another gorgeous guy? Damn ... did the men get picked for their looks? He caught her watching him and flashed a bright grin, walked across the room, and sat a couple of seats away.

He leaned close and whispered, “Where is everyone? I’m never early, so ...”

Rodie laughed. “I was just wondering the same thing.”

At that moment, an older man stepped into the room and the energy sizzled. Rodie’s breath caught in her throat. This guy actually did own the place. It was him—MacArthur Dugan—in the flesh. And oh, mama, but it was mighty fine-looking flesh. She flashed a grin at the guy next to her and straightened in her seat, eyes forward.

She’d heard so much about Dugan that she felt like she knew him, but she’d never actually seen the man in person. The prior meetings had all been run by other people within his company, but she’d followed media reports of Dugan for years. He was considered a god in the industry, his every move fodder for the evening news. In media clips he was usually at an opening of some play or speaking in front of Congress or doing something that required a suit and tie.

Sometimes he had a beautiful woman on his arm; other times he traveled with a well-known, openly gay news anchorman. Nils something-or-other. Tall guy, blond hair. Also gorgeous. No one knew if the two had something going, if Dugan was gay or straight, but as hot as the dude was, as much money as he had, did it really matter?

It appeared he was alone tonight, and he’d discarded the suit and tie for a more relaxed look. Holy crap, but the dude even looked hot in worn jeans and a sleeveless T-shirt.

The guy even had tats. A big stylized cross of some kind spread from his right shoulder almost down to his elbow. He was definitely better-looking than on TV, with that thick, dark-blond hair and absolutely brilliant blue eyes. Rodie knew he was in his mid-forties, but he didn’t look more than about thirty or so. Probably all that money. Any guy rich as Mac Dugan had access to whatever it took to look hot.

He bounded up the four stairs to the stage, walked across to the podium, and glanced around the room. Then he frowned. “This won’t do at all,” he said. He crooked his finger overhead and pointed toward the door. “Follow me.”

Rodie glanced at the guy beside her, shrugged, grabbed her backpack, and stood. Like a bunch of mismatched sheep, the six of them followed him through the door. Dugan waited just outside. “Break room’s this way. It’s a more intimate setting for what we need to discuss.”

No one said a word, but they all followed him down the broad hallway into a smaller room with black granite counters, coffee machines, soft drink dispensers, and a tray of donuts that had probably been fresh sometime this morning. A large oak table with matching chairs all around dominated the space in the center.

Dugan took one of the chairs. The rest of them each found a seat around the oval-shaped table. Rodie glanced to either side of her. The smiley guy who’d been next to her in the first room was on her left; the one who’d had his feet planted on the wall sat on her right.

Good god, but she was surrounded by pheromones. At least earbud dude had removed the buds, turned off his iPod, and stashed his phone. Everyone appeared totally relaxed, but Rodie could feel the buzz, as if their curiosity was cranked up on high. She toned down her sensory abilities, thankful she’d at least learned how to do that much.

In the beginning, when this new ability of hers first appeared, picking up on everyone’s mood had almost driven her off the deep end. She was still learning how to work it, how to make it work for her, not against her. She forced herself to relax, glanced at Dugan, and waited. He smiled at her and then planted both his hands on the table.

“This is better,” he said. “I’m MacArthur Dugan, and you six are the only ones to make the cut out of over a thousand original applicants. I appreciate your willingness to hang on through what has to have been a frustrating and seemingly interminable selection procedure, but all those questions and tests were essential to my project. It’s my hope that you’ll decide to stick with it once you hear the details.”

Wow. Rodie took a new look at the others and wondered what the six of them had that the other thousand-plus didn’t.

Earbuds raised his hand.

Dugan acknowledged him with a nod. “Yes, Mr. Black. What do you wish to know?”

“You said there were over a thousand who applied. On what criteria were we selected? And what, exactly, have we been selected for?”

Dugan grinned at all of them and then focused on Black. “Why don’t you introduce yourselves first and tell us why you applied, who you are, what you do. Then I’ll explain everything, including the project. You go first. Age, why you’re here, that sort of thing.”

The guy nodded. “Fair enough. I’m Morgan Black. Thirty-five years old. Self-employed landscaper.” He gazed at Dugan as if he were daring him to say something. “I clean up dog shit, pull weeds, and mow lawns.”

Oh, my, but he had a sexy voice, and she loved the obvious chip on his shoulder. She could so relate, but that voice! So deep she felt the timbre of it touch her inside like a physical stroke between her legs. All her vaginal muscles clenched, leaving her so intent on the sensation, she barely heard what else he said.

“I got interested when I heard the rumor going around that this was closely tied to the SETI project.”

“What’s that?”

Rodie almost snickered. Wouldn’t you know it, the classy black chick didn’t have a clue. Probably spent all her time and energy finding the right shoes to match her handbags.

Dugan didn’t seem to mind answering such a dumb question. “SETI, Miss Pearce, stands for the Search for ExtraTerrestrial Intelligence.”

“Aliens?” She glanced at the others. “Really?”

“Really.” Dugan chuckled. “Why don’t you introduce yourself, tell us why you’re here?”

She looked nervous. “Well, it’s not to look for aliens.” She laughed. “At least it wasn’t. My name’s Kiera Pearce. I’m twenty-eight, an attorney. I was originally hired by a group of religious fundamentalists that wanted me to find a legal basis to shut your project down.”

She glanced at Mac Dugan and smiled. “Obviously, I couldn’t find any way to file a lawsuit that wouldn’t be considered frivolous, but when I saw that the ones you selected would spend six well-paid months living in the mountains, I figured it sounded like an interesting change of pace.” She shrugged and laughed again. “I filled in the application more out of curiosity than anything. I never expected to be selected.” Still smiling, she added, “For the record, no one said a thing about aliens.”

“Aliens or not, you’re actually highly qualified,” Dugan said. When she raised her eyebrows, he added, “I’ll explain in a moment.” He looked at Rodie. “Ms. Bishop?”

Clearly, he’d done his homework. He knew all their names. She fought the impulse to squirm in her seat like a little kid. Something about Dugan got to her on such a visceral level that it was totally disconcerting. She took a quick breath. Let it out. Reached for whatever composure she could find.

“I’m Rodie Leigh Bishop. I’m thirty. I got my masters in computer science at Stanford. I’m in telecommunications, the research and development part, currently on a leave of absence for personal reasons.”

She wasn’t about to explain that the combination of assault and robbery just after the ex-boyfriend fiasco had really knocked her for a loop. She needed this. Needed to shake up her life a bit and get her confidence back, but Dugan was smiling at her, and it was obvious he wanted more.

“I applied because I’m fascinated by the telescope array you’ve been building,” she said, which was part of it. “I mean, it’s huge, even bigger than the Allen Array. From what I’ve read, it’s a lot more sophisticated, though I couldn’t find out everything I wanted to know.” She flashed Dugan a bright grin. “Security on this project has been amazing, but you’re going to tell us all about it, right?”

Smiling mysteriously, Dugan nodded. “Eventually.” He glanced at the young-looking guy who was slouched in his seat, all bored attitude and shaggy hair. “Mr. Paisley?”

The kid sat up. “Uh ... Cameron Paisley. I’m thirty, an artist.” He glanced at the others and added, almost defensively. “No degrees. Lots of art classes, though, and I make a living.”

Rodie got caught on his age. Sheesh ... the kid looked about seventeen, tops. Even younger when he sort of puffed up his chest and added, “I do paintings of impossible landscapes.”

“But are they really impossible?” Dugan steepled his fingers and rested his chin on his fingertips. “Or are they places you’ve possibly traveled to in your dreams?”

Rodie glanced at the kid. The attitude was gone. He stared wide-eyed at Dugan.

Dugan merely let the question hang there a moment. Then he turned to the blond dude. “Mr. O’Toole?”

“Finnegan O’Toole. Finn.” He flashed a cocky grin that seemed to take in all three of the women. “I’m thirty-three, I can fix anything that breaks, including your satellite dishes. I’ve had every job imaginable from oil-rig roustabout to bank teller to a three-year stint as a professor of physics at UC San Diego. And yes, I do have a doctorate in applied physics. However, I’m mainly here to check out the women.”

“I see.” Mac chuckled. “Good enough, I guess. I’m sure we all appreciate your honesty, if not your goal.” He flashed a grin at the man. “Though I guess we can always use a good repairman.”

Still smiling, Dugan shook his head and turned to the last one in the group, the young-looking white girl. “Miss Connor? Your turn.”

She blushed. Rodie almost rolled her eyes. Talk about deer in the headlights ...

Then she sort of shook herself, sat up straight, and spoke with a lot more self-confidence than Rodie’d expected. “I’m Elizabeth Connor. I prefer Liz or Lizzie. I’m twenty-five years old, and I’m looking for something new. I’ve specialized in satellite communications for the aerospace industry, but I’m really tired of the sexism and ageism in my field. I’ve been following the development of Mr. Dugan’s project and actually had some input for the telescopes, receivers, and antennae. I’m thrilled to have been selected for this. Thank you, Mr. Dugan.”

“You’re more than welcome, Lizzie. I know you’ll be an asset to this team. And, by the way, let’s drop the ‘Mr. Dugan’ stuff. I probably won’t be able remain on site all the time once you guys are comfortable with the job, but we’ll be living and working together as a team enough to drop the formalities. My name’s Mac, though I imagine there’ll be times when it’s something else, hopefully only muttered quietly under your breath.”

He smiled at their laughter, then focused on Lizzie again, and Rodie tried to hide her disbelief that this little girl could be an asset to anything more sophisticated than the next routine on the cheerleading squad. Twenty-five? She looked about twelve.

Almost as if he’d read her mind, Dugan looked right at Rodie. “Lizzie may look young,” he said, turning quickly to smile at the girl. “And she is, but she’s also an amazing young woman. Lizzie was homeschooled before entering Georgetown at fifteen. She completed her undergraduate work at eighteen and had her doctorate in astrophysics from Princeton before she turned twenty-one. Lizzie’s been heavily involved in research and development on the Mars project for the last four years. When she talks about satellite communications and design, it’s for the new Mars lander that’s under construction.”

Rodie shot a quick glance at the girl. Then she chuckled. “Okay. I take back my wayward thoughts. Pretty impressive.”

Lizzie blushed and mumbled something. Rodie thought it was a thank you. Curious, she asked, “What do you mean by ageism? I thought that was something directed at the over-fifty crowd.”

Lizzie shrugged and shook her head. “You’re doing it right now—looking at me and thinking I’m just a kid. I was the only woman on my team, and the only member under thirty-five. In the beginning, more than ten years under.” She squared her shoulders and gave Rodie a level stare. “I know I’m young, but I’m far from stupid. I got tired of being treated like the resident bimbo.”

“Ouch.” Kiera Pearce chuckled. “I ran into that in law. The good old boys’ network is tough to deal with sometimes.”

“I’ve run into it, too,” Rodie said. “And you’re right. I’m sorry for doing the same thing to you. I should know better.”

“Thank you for that.” Lizzie shot her a bright smile, and Rodie suddenly had a whole new appreciation for both women. A sisterhood, of sorts.

Amazing how a shared problem created its own camaraderie. “I finished my masters in computer science at Stanford the year I turned twenty.” Rodie sensed they wanted to know more. Was that why she felt a need to explain more than she would under normal circumstances?

But then, what was normal anymore?

“No one took me seriously. I didn’t know whether to blame my age, my gender, or my indeterminate race.” She’d grown tired of explaining. No, she wasn’t black. Wasn’t Asian. Wasn’t Hispanic. She was just a mutt. A perfectly happy mutt, if the idiots who needed a label would just leave her alone.

“Or all three.”

She glanced up at Morgan’s dry comment, unsure whether he was teasing or agreeing or just making fun. “Or all three,” she echoed. Screw him. She didn’t really care.

He stared at her a moment. One corner of his mouth was quirked up in what could have been either a smile or a smirk. He held her gaze a moment and then turned toward Mac Dugan. “So. Are you going to tell us why we’re here and the others aren’t?”

Mac had been quietly watching them. Intently, the way you might study a lab experiment, was Rodie’s first thought. The silent buzz in the room grew stronger.

Mac nodded toward Morgan. “I am. I’m guessing you’ve already figured out some of the main points in your favor. All of you are incredibly intelligent. Off the charts intelligent, if you want the truth. You’re all powerful type-A personalities. Driven, creative, unafraid of trying new things. You’re all leaders, which could create a problem, except I’m the alpha wolf in this little pack and you will defer to me.”

“And why, may I ask, will we be doin’ that?” Finnegan’s question had a whole lot of Irish along with an obvious thread of steel running through it. Rodie sat back so she could better observe Dugan’s reaction.

“Because, Mr. O’Toole, this is my project and my money. My ideas.” Dugan grinned at all of them. Rodie almost laughed out loud at the feral, almost wolf-like look of the man.

“And because you signed a statement agreeing that I was the one in charge and that all final decisions would rest with me when you filled out the original questionnaire. If you don’t like it, you’re welcome to leave.” He folded his hands on the table and his gaze slowly swept over each of them.

No one moved.

“You’ve also got creative minds and you’re physically healthy. That was important—no genetic health problems or weaknesses, no communicable diseases, venereal or otherwise. Your psychological profiles show no sign of major neuroses or other mental issues. Plus, the women have all agreed to implants for birth control, which you ladies will need to take care of by tomorrow. We have a clinic here on the main campus.” He shrugged at the surprised looks from the guys. “What do you expect? I’m not about to put six sexually active, extremely attractive young adults together for six months and risk unwanted pregnancies.”

He continued with his assessing gaze moving slowly over the six of them. “There’s another thing you all have in common. It’s probably the second-most important ability.”

Now he focused on each of them in turn. Rodie held his gaze when he got to her. A shiver raced along her spine, a sense of knowing. Of some weird connection to the man, even though she’d never met him before.

And she knew. Just like that, as clear as glass, she knew what trait they shared. “You tested us for psychic awareness, didn’t you?” She almost laughed as Dugan’s smile grew. “I bet we all scored really high on the extrasensory perception part of that questionnaire.”

“You were just in my head, weren’t you? Telling me that we tested off the charts for ESP.” Cameron’s sulky attitude was gone. He laughed, staring open-mouthed at Dugan. “You just used telepathy with me.”

Every single one of them—including Rodie—stared wide-eyed at Mac. She almost snorted when Cameron’s head suddenly jerked one way and then the other, catching everyone’s amazed expressions. Then he narrowed his gaze on Dugan again. “You talked to all of us. You were in our heads at the same time. How?”

Mac Dugan leaned back in his chair with a huge, obviously satisfied grin on his face. “The same way you’re all going to be able to communicate with each other. Each of you has strong telepathic abilities. You merely lack the training.”

“How does this fit in with the telescopic array you’ve built, assuming this entire process has to do with the array?” Rodie could still feel the mental touch of Mac Dugan’s words in her mind. It was a disturbingly intimate sensation. Maybe she wasn’t dealing with the assault or the boyfriend incident as well as she’d thought, but those things had happened weeks ago. Why was she thinking of them now? “ESP and big satellite dishes? I don’t get it.”

“First of all, yes, this is all about the array. As I said, telepathic ability is the second-most important trait you share. The first is more personal.” Once again his gaze caught each of them independently, and the corner of his lips tilted slightly. “You are all, to one extent or another, sexually active and sexually very creative, very free about your sexuality. Mr. Black lives openly as a bisexual. He’s had a number of short-term relationships with both sexes over the years. Kiera, you’ve been married, briefly. You’re now divorced, but you said you identify as lesbian, maybe bi. You, Mr. O’Toole, wrote on your application that you consider yourself entirely heterosexual. You also identify yourself, and confirmed it a few moments ago, as a sexual predator.” Dugan chuckled. “Pretty ballsy statement, if you’re serious. Point being, you all have robust sex lives, and according to the tests we’ve run and the forms you’ve filled out, amazingly detailed sexual fantasies. With the telepathy, you have the ability to project those fantasies.”

Lizzie snorted. She covered her mouth with her hand and glanced at Rodie and Kiera. “And with the array, we have the ability to project those fantasies into space.” Laughing harder, she snapped her fingers. “Now that should bring any horny aliens in the universe racing our way. Wicked amazing!”

Laughing so hard she could barely catch her breath, Rodie glanced at Lizzie and started giggling again. This was so not what she’d expected, and it was obvious she wasn’t alone. All of them were laughing and cracking wise.

All except Morgan. She caught the frown, sensed his anger as he settled his chair back on all four legs and slapped his palms down on the table. A little shiver raced across her spine. Damn, but the man was hot. Even more so when he was pissed off.

“You are fucking kidding me.” He glared at all of them, growling in that deep, sexy voice of his. “You’ve pulled all of us together based on our ability to broadcast sexual fantasies? That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”

“Actually, Morgan, it’s not. Hear me out.” Mac Dugan shoved back his chair and stood up.

Rodie sensed the alpha wolf had just raised his hackles and growled. The laughter stopped. Every single one of them sat straighter in their chairs and paid attention. Rodie took a quick glance around as another shiver snapped across her spine. Even Morgan appeared to have backed off.

The easy smile was gone from MacArthur Dugan’s face. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans and his gaze flicked from one to the next. And then, in a few terse words, he changed everything Rodie had ever thought about space and life on other worlds—and the power of the human mind.
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The energy in the break room was positively mind-blowing. Mac stood there for a minute without moving, but when he looked at the six young people in front of him, he felt like pumping his fist in the air and shouting.

They might not realize it, but he had his dream team.

An absolutely perfect team.

He’d never been surrounded by so many brilliant minds. Not in the classes he’d occasionally taught at Stanford, not in the research and development meetings held here in this same building, headquarters of the company he’d first envisioned with Zianne—their company, known around the world as Beyond Global Ventures, or BGV.

Only when he’d been with Zianne had he experienced this kind of connection. The thought slammed into him, left him shaken—these six reminded him of Zianne. Of her power, her strength, and her amazing mind. Their thoughts were so bright and strong, their questions tumbling one over the other, and yet at this moment, with him standing here before them, they were open. Receptive. Even Morgan was curious and waiting, despite his skepticism.

Mac wished he could tell them the truth, but they weren’t ready. Soon. Soon he would tell them everything. But for now, he would merely whet their curiosity. Convince them that he wasn’t crazy, that he really was offering them a chance to touch the minds of an alien race.

“I know you have questions because I hear them.” He nodded at the varying expressions flitting across their faces. “Yes, I can hear and see your thoughts. Not crystal clear, but I do read them well enough to know that you’re seriously wondering whether I’m completely crazy or just mildly nuts.”

He folded his arms across his chest and perched on the counter beside the espresso machine. “I can assure you, there is no need to call the men in white coats.”

Damn, but a good, strong drink would go great about now.

He glanced at Morgan Black and bit back a laugh.

“Morgan, I see that you and I are of a like mind. Believe me, if I had a bottle of Jack Daniel’s within reach, I’d be pouring a double shot for each of us.” He spoke over Morgan’s soft “Holy shit,” and added, “I should have planned ahead.”

Leaning forward with his feet resting on the back of his chair, he planted his elbows on his knees and rested his chin in his hands. His memory of Zianne’s beautiful smile, as clear now as on the last morning he’d seen her almost twenty years ago, settled in his mind. He ached for her now with as much pain as he’d felt when he first realized she wasn’t coming back.

When he’d finally accepted that she wasn’t returning because she couldn’t, he knew it meant just one thing—her nightly escapes to see him had been discovered by her captors. His only hope now was that they hadn’t killed her. That the Gar were still in orbit behind the moon, still within reach.

That the remaining Nyrians—including Zianne—were alive.

He sighed and focused on the six brilliant young men and women watching him so intently. Six minds that were the hope of an entire race of alien beings, maybe even the hope of this whole damned world.

His hope as well, and with luck, his salvation.

For some reason, he thought of Dink—Nils Dinkemann, the one who’d been his closest friend and, with Zianne, his lover. God, it was so long ago. He’d been even younger than most of these kids. In so many ways, he and Dink had been little more than children, still finding their way, but they’d made a great team. Mac, Dink, and Zianne—a computer nerd, a young man searching for his sexual identity, and an immortal creature from another world. Ageless. Brilliant, and beautiful.

He still saw Dink on occasion, but damn it all, he missed Zianne so much he ached.

“There are some things I can’t tell you right now,” he said, shoving his memories aside. “Things that would make little sense out of context, but that you will learn once we reach the site. I can tell you that intelligent alien life does exist. I can promise that you will be contacting these life-forms, hopefully within the next few days, and that they will reply to you.

“That connection is the purpose of this entire project, which is similar to SETI, but not officially part of it. Once you sign on for the initial six-month program, you will be the core members of the DEO-MAP project, an acronym for Discovering Extraterrestrial Organisms through Mental Acuity and Projection.”

He gazed from one person to the next, knowing their lives were going to change over the next few days, weeks, and months. He sensed their skepticism, but he also realized their minds were wide open, their curiosity spiking off the charts. “I am handing you the vehicle to connect with alien minds. All I ask of you is the power of your sexual energy, which is the strongest karmic force in existence. Give that freely, without reservation, and I promise, you will make contact.”

“How do you know this?” O’Toole had an almost fevered look in his eyes. Mac saw his thoughts, spinning in so many directions it was obvious none of them were registering.

“I know this, Mr. O’Toole, because I have made contact. I have spent time with, have spoken with, and have learned from an alien being.”

He didn’t tell them he’d fallen irrevocably in love with that alien being. Not yet. They’d know soon enough, but at their muttered gasps of surprise and disbelief, he sat back and planted his hands on the counter. “I am a very wealthy man, as all of you probably know. I have gained my wealth over the past twenty years through my innovative software and hardware developments. My inventions, my unique discoveries ...” He smiled and shook his head. “Did you ever wonder how I know the things I know? How the technology I developed was so far ahead of the curve?”

Kiera Pearce stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re saying that you learned all that stuff from aliens?”

“I’m saying, Ms. Pearce, that you will all be learning things you never imagined possible. You will see things you thought only existed within the realm of science fiction and fantasy. All you have to do is agree to join me on the most amazing adventure of your lives. Become a member of my dream team, and I promise to show you things you never in your wildest fantasies believed could exist. I will, quite literally, take you where no man—or woman—has gone before.”

 



Mac poured a shot of Jack Daniel’s, stared at the glass, and then tipped the bottle again and made it a double. He stared out through the big plate-glass window with the view of Silicon Valley spread out below. The last couple of days had been hell. Waiting for the team members to tie up their lives in order to join the project was killing him, and time had dragged.

Over a thousand applicants, and only six of them had the skills he needed. He’d originally thought he’d be turning away qualified people, but instead he’d ended up with exactly the number he needed. Hopefully, that was a good sign.

An omen of success.

But what if some of them decided against going? Would any of them drop out at the last minute, figure he was nuts and they wanted no part of his stupid project? Shit. He couldn’t think like this. Not now, not when he was so damned close.

He focused on the lights spreading across the valley and searched for calm. Impossible. Not with his heart pounding and his mind practically tied into knots. Tomorrow was the beginning.

“Or maybe it’s just the fucking end.” He tipped the glass back and took a big swallow, choked down the fiery liquor, and breathed deeply through his nose. Getting drunk probably wasn’t the smartest thing, not with the long drive tomorrow, but he knew he’d never fall asleep sober.

He’d come home from the office tonight, still wound tight after talking to the kids a couple of nights ago. He was energized by their excitement, tired of waiting, and ready to head out right now. He’d grabbed a bite to eat, showered, and realized he was wide-awake. Put his jeans back on along with a warm flannel shirt and poured his first drink.

It wasn’t going to be his last.

He upended the glass and finished off the rest of the Jack, stared at the empty glass a moment, and then refilled it. Grabbed the bottle and stepped out on to the deck, flopped down in one of the redwood chairs, and stared at the stars.

He hated to admit it, but he was living proof a heart really could break.

“Are you up there, Zianne? Did you realize, when you left my bed that last morning, that you weren’t coming back? I can’t imagine you knew and didn’t tell me, so I have to believe that somehow, something went terribly wrong.”

The stars blurred and his eyes stung. Angry, frustrated, scared half to death, he ran his arm across his face, wiped away the tears he’d not allowed to fall for almost twenty fucking long years. Twenty years. It seemed almost impossible now.

He’d been drunk the first night she came to him. God, it was still so clear, like it had happened yesterday. She’d just appeared out of nowhere—naked in his shower, her long dark hair swirling over her shoulders, her violet eyes sparkling, her lips ... oh, damn, her lips were like a dream, which was exactly what she was—his fantasy woman brought quite literally to life.

He’d imagined her, described her to Dink while they’d gotten quietly drunk that night. First Dink had given Mac a perfect description of his fantasy lover, which, as Mac had expected, described him perfectly. Mac had described Zianne, a woman created totally out of his fantasies. Not an hour later, she’d materialized on her knees in his shower, perfect down to the long dark hair and violet eyes.

He’d never forget how one minute she wasn’t there, and the next she was kneeling in front of him, taking him in her mouth and giving him a blow job unlike anything he’d ever experienced.

He didn’t learn until days later that the power of his imagination—his sexual fantasy—had given her form and substance, but her intelligence, her heart, and her amazing inner beauty had been all her own. That night had marked the beginning of the most amazing four months of his life.

Four months of Zianne, of learning who and what she was, and even more important, discovering just who he was, what he was capable of, how his mind worked.

Four amazing months that would shape the rest of his life, which prepared him for the challenge he faced now and would continue to face in the coming days.

But what if they failed? What if there was no one to contact? What if the Gar had discovered Zianne’s subterfuge and pulled their huge star cruiser out of orbit, had disappeared into space, too far for Zianne or her people to connect with Earth?

Had she been left, stranded in space? Was she still alive?

Too much could go wrong. Might have already gone wrong. His mind spun in too many directions to pin down any particular problem to worry about, and then ... “Well, shit. One more thing.” He stared at a set of headlights winding up the long private driveway to his house. Where the fuck did they come from?

Who in the hell could have come through the locked gate? Only a couple of people knew the combination—his attorney was in Washington on business, and Dink had called just this morning from New York where he was shooting a news special about global climate change. No way either of them could be here.

Quietly, quickly, Mac stood and slipped inside, grabbed the .45 automatic he kept by the door, and went out on to the front porch. Standing under the porch light in full view of his unknown visitor, he waited while the headlights drew closer. He heard the soft growl of an expensive engine as the vehicle took the last switchback below the house and then rolled into the driveway.

Security lights flashed on as the vehicle pulled up to the garage, and recognition struck like lightning. Laughing, Mac opened the door and put the gun away. Then he strode quickly across the lawn as nationally famous news anchor and Mac’s closest friend since forever, Nils Dinkemann, unfolded his lanky frame and crawled out of the little Mercedes sports coupe.

“You’re supposed to be in New York!” Mac grabbed him in a tight hug and fought an uncharacteristic need to burst into tears. Damn, but he’d missed this guy.

Dink hugged him, and then stood back and looked him in the eye, something not that many men were tall enough to do. “No, I need to be here. I didn’t realize you were this close, that you’re headed up to the site tomorrow. You’re going for it, aren’t you? You’re going to find Zianne.”

Stunned, Mac stepped back, out of Dink’s grasp. “What? What do you mean?” He’d never told anyone the truth about Zianne, not even Dink. Never once had he given away her secret, that she wasn’t just a beautiful, brilliant computer geek who’d loved him and then dumped him for no reason, that she was instead an alien creature from not only another world in another galaxy but from another time.

Dink shook his head. His smile didn’t reach his eyes, and exhaustion marred his otherwise youthful appearance. “It’s okay, Mac. You don’t have to lie to me. We both suspected from the beginning that Zianne wasn’t human.” His lips tilted in that familiar grin Mac loved.

“It used to bug me, that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me what you knew, but I figured you had your reasons, that Zianne had her reasons. When she disappeared ...” He shrugged and shook his head. “You gonna invite me in?”

Mac stared at him, trying to take in the fact that Dink knew, had known all along. One of the top investigative reporters of all time, and yet he’d sat on a secret like Zianne? It made no sense, but Dink’s profession was the only reason Mac had never said anything. As much as he loved the guy, he knew how important Dink’s work was to him. How much he’d always loved ferreting out a story. It hadn’t been worth the risk.

Except Dink knew. He’d known all along.

Mac nodded. Brushed a shaky hand across his eyes. “Yeah, I’m gonna invite you in. And you’re going to get roaring drunk with me while I tell you a story you can’t tell anyone, especially on the six o’clock news. Do I have your promise?”

He stared into Dink’s silvery blue eyes and saw his own reflection in their depths. Dink just smiled at him—the same smile he’d given Mac when they were just little kids trying to stay sane in a totally screwed-up world.

A world where they’d each lost their parents much too young and ended up in foster care, tossed into a system that wasn’t prepared for a couple of little boys with brilliant, totally screwed-up minds. They’d kept each other sane, in a few cases kept each other alive. Over the years they’d forged a link that not even Dink’s unrequited love for Mac or Mac’s love for Zianne could break.

Dink was looking at him now like Mac had taken leave of his senses. Then he sighed, and the sound spoke of so much pain, Mac really didn’t want to dwell on it.

“I wish you could have trusted me enough to tell me the truth.” Dink gazed into Mac’s eyes, almost as if he could see his thoughts. “That hurt, but at the same time—ah, hell, Mac. Who’s to say what I might have done while I was selling my soul to make it.” He chuckled softly. “Well, I’ve made it now, so I think you can trust me. You know I’ll do anything for you, Mac. Whatever it takes, but I’m not leaving you alone tonight.”

He reached into the car and pulled out a well-worn leather travel bag, threw an arm over Mac’s shoulders, and steered him toward the house. “And yes, I will get drunk with you, and I will listen to your story, and I will believe it, because I know that whatever you tell me will be the truth. And I promise to carry your secrets to my grave.”

Mac shot him a quick glance. That was a new twist on an old promise. “And then what?” he asked, because there was something else going on, something he realized he wanted as much as Dink.

Dink kept walking, but he turned and shot Mac a grin that reminded him of some of the trouble they’d gotten into as kids. “Then we’re going to get naked and we’re going to spend the night fucking until neither of us can get it up again.”

There was no answer to a promise like that.

They stepped into the house. Dink closed the door behind them. Mac took a deep breath, remembering. Twenty years ago, he and Dink had become lovers or, as Dink had described it, fuck buddies. While Dink had openly loved Mac, Mac had loved Zianne. Dink accepted it. He’d said he was happy with whatever Mac could give him. They’d only had sex a few times, but the best of those times had been with Zianne.

The three of them, together. It made Mac hard, remembering.

Then Dink went off to San Francisco for a shot at his dream to become a newscaster and investigative reporter, while Mac and Zianne started work on the projects they hoped would lead to the rescue of Zianne’s people, the Nyrians, who were held captive on a ship in orbit behind Earth’s twenty-first-century moon.

She’d risked traveling back in time to 1992 to find Mac when he was young enough and there were years enough to develop the technology they’d need to mount a rescue in 2012. She’d planned to work with him, juggling time while moving between Earth and the Gar star cruiser, but it hadn’t worked that way.

Zianne had disappeared, and Dink’s star had risen as he’d followed assignments around the world, reporting on wars and famines, international corruption and third-world politics; Mac had continued working on the project, working on DEO-MAP, knowing he had just twenty years to get it right.

Twenty years to bring Earth’s technology to a point where he stood now—so close to attempting the rescue that had become his life’s goal.

Not nearly as close as he now stood to Dink. They’d stayed friends all these years, gotten together whenever they could, but never again as lovers. Not since Zianne disappeared. Mac stared at his friend, fighting a smile that somehow seemed totally inappropriate. “It’s been a damned long time, Dink.”

His buddy shrugged. A curl of dark blond hair slipped over his forehead and his mouth curved up in that familiar, rakish grin that made him look twenty-six, not forty-six. “I know. Twenty years. But I’ve never forgotten. Not you, not Zianne, not the way you made me feel.” He sighed and swept a hand across his forehead. “Look, I’ve been traveling for hours. I need a shower and we need to talk. Then later, if it feels right ...”

Mac stopped in the hallway, turned, and cupped Dink’s face in his palms. He felt the roughness of a day’s growth of beard against his fingers, saw the exhaustion in his friend’s eyes, the concern. And the love. Always, with Dink, there was love. “Damn you, Dink. It will always feel right with you. Always.” Then he leaned close and kissed him, pressing his mouth against Dink’s, obviously catching him by surprise.

He heard the leather bag hit the floor, felt the shift in Dink’s body as he strained close, wrapped his arms around Mac, and held him tightly.

And kissed him back.

Mac hadn’t kissed anyone with this much emotion, this much love, since Zianne had disappeared. The times he and Dink had gotten together had been as old friends, both of them ignoring the sexual tension that always simmered in the background.

Not tonight. He felt Dink’s tongue against his lips, parted for him, drew him inside, and tasted mint and male, tasted the familiar flavors of long ago.

Finally, breathing hard, heart pounding, Mac broke away. “Get your shower. Have you eaten?” When Dink nodded, he said, “Good.” Then he glanced at the bag on the floor. Cleared his throat, said as casually as he could, “Put your things in my room, okay?”

Dink smiled. Leaned over without another word and grabbed his bag, and headed down the hallway toward the master bedroom.

Mac watched him go, still breathing hard, his heart still pounding, but now his cock was straining against the zipper on his jeans. Twenty years seemed to melt away as he tasted Dink on his lips. They’d both been kids; now they were grown men. Men with histories, with a lot of life well lived. Then he thought of all he had to do tomorrow, of the long drive ahead. The project. The team.

And he put it all out of his mind. Took a long, calming breath, and followed Dink down the hallway.

 



The bedside lamp left most of the big room in shadows. Mac was waiting, sitting on the edge of the bed with a glass of Jack in his hand when Dink walked out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a dark green towel wrapped around his slim hips.

He paused in the doorway, whether for Mac to look his fill, or maybe to give himself a moment to consider what they were going to do tonight. For whatever reason, he stood there with the bright overhead light from the bathroom glistening off his wet hair. It was slicked back, framing his face, emphasizing the sharp cut of his cheekbones, the fullness of his lips, the dark brows and lashes around his spectacular steel-blue eyes.

This was so much more than the face the nation saw on the nightly news. This was a side of Nils Dinkemann that Mac knew very few were privileged to see.

Dink was and always had been a spectacularly beautiful man.

He still had a perfect body—toned and well muscled, as lean and fit as he’d been twenty years ago. More muscle, and the hair on his chest was thicker, darker than it had been, his eyes a bit more world-weary, but while he was Nils to the world, to Mac he would always be Dink, the one Mac had counted on during all those tumultuous years when they’d been so damned young, so terribly vulnerable.

The one he knew he could count on tonight. Dink grinned and walked across the thickly carpeted floor.

Mac handed him a drink. “Jack on ice. Hope that’s okay.”

Dink laughed. “It is, but do you expect to talk here, like this? Do I get to put my pants on?”

Slowly, Mac shook his head. “I thought we’d talk later. I know you—you won’t pay attention if you think you’re going to get laid.” It was only a small lie. Mac hadn’t been able to think of anything else. He’d fought the urge to join Dink in the shower. It had been all he could do to sit here, waiting impatiently until Dink had finally shut off the water and come to him.

Laughing, Dink took a swallow of the whisky. “You’re right. So why are you still dressed?”

Mac shook his head once again, but he didn’t look away. Kept his gaze trained on Dink’s face and wondered what was going through that amazing mind of his. He’d never been able to read Dink. “I don’t know. Started to undress, felt sort of foolish. Decided to wait.”

Still clutching the towel at his waist, Dink slowly shook his head. He glanced around the room, focused once again on Mac. “Don’t ever feel foolish with me, Mac. We’ve got too much history, too much between us for that.”

Mac stared at him. So many images crashed into his mind, so many memories, and the words came spilling out, unfiltered and painfully honest. “I watch your show every night. Did you know that? I mean, I see you here the way you are now, standing in my bedroom wearing nothing but a towel with your hair all wet and slicked back, your eyelashes spiky, and I’m picturing you on the damned TV, not a hair out of place, makeup perfect, wearing a suit and tie.” He laughed, feeling even more awkward.

Dink smiled softly. Not the practiced news anchor smile, but the one Mac remembered from long ago. His fingers moved nervously over the knotted towel. Water beaded on his shoulders and in the mat of hair on his chest. “Behind that desk, I’m wearing faded jeans with that suit, if it makes any difference.”

Mac stared at him a minute, felt his heart rate speed up. His voice cracked, sounded unusually hoarse when he said, “There are nights, sometimes, when I picture you naked behind that desk. I’ve never forgotten what it was like between us, Dink. Never.”

Dink sat beside him, enveloping Mac in the familiar smell of Mac’s soap overlaying the subtle scent that was uniquely Dink. He stared at Mac for a moment and sighed. “I wasn’t going to, but I have to ask. Have there been many others?”

Mac shook his head. “No. No men. Very few women.” He felt foolish, admitting the truth, but he could always be honest with Dink, even when it hurt. About everything but who and what Zianne really was. He’d not been honest about that. He would, though. Tonight he’d tell him everything.

“Zianne was always there, in my head. I tried dating, but it was a long time after she left before I even attempted to go out with another woman. No good. Tried seeing a few women just for sex, but I was better off with my own hand than trying to fuck someone who wasn’t her. I even thought, for a while, that I’d be better off if I tried to forget her.”

He laughed, but his laughter choked off, like a sob. Not what he wanted at all. Not tonight. “That lasted about an hour. She owns my heart, Dink. She always has. But you?” He reached out and placed his fingers against Dink’s chest. Felt the steady ka-thump, ka-thump, ka-thump beneath his fingertips. “You own a part of me that even Zianne can’t touch. You have from the beginning.”

Dink downed the drink in his hand and set the glass aside. Then he leaned forward and started working at the buttons on Mac’s flannel shirt. Mac watched him—not helping, just watching—and concentrated instead on the way Dink chewed on his lower lip, the intense focus he gave to each button.

He was as nervous as Mac. There was nothing now of the famous anchorman, the reporter who’d terrified Mac with his stories filmed in dangerous war zones around the globe, who sat before a camera and calmed a frightened nation with his smooth, unruffled approach to whatever crisis occurred. No, right now there was none of the polish or the finesse. He wasn’t Nils Dinkemann, America’s eye on the world. Not here, not now.

Not with his fingers trembling as he worked the buttons free down the front of Mac’s shirt. Not with his audible swallow as he slipped the soft flannel over Mac’s shoulders. Mac finished taking it off. Then he kicked off his shoes, unzipped his jeans, and slid them over his legs.

He’d skipped shorts after his shower earlier, and there was no hiding the erection that curved up thick and hard, almost touching his belly. Dink didn’t say a word, though he had to know it was all for him. Because of him. He slid to the floor and grabbed Mac’s thighs in both hands, leaned close, and nuzzled the thick, dark hair at his groin.

Mac closed his eyes and let the sensations course through him, but he wanted to watch. Had to watch.

He opened his eyes. Dink’s were closed. He hummed softly as he ran his lips over the smooth tip of Mac’s cock, a soft sound of pleasure as he licked and gently stroked Mac’s sensitive skin with his tongue. Slowly, so slowly, spreading soft, sucking kisses over the silky crown, his fingers digging into Mac’s thighs with enough pressure to leave bruises. Mac sighed and lay back on the bed with his legs over the edge, but he propped himself up on his elbows. Watching.

Dink took him deeper, sucked harder, used his teeth and tongue, his lips and his hands to give Mac the kind of pleasure he’d not experienced for the past two decades.

There were unexpected calluses on Dink’s hands. Calluses that snagged lightly in the thick hair curling at the base of Mac’s cock. Groaning, Mac collapsed his elbows, lay back, and arched his back. So close. He’d not expected to feel his control slipping this quickly, but he was so close. “Dink. I’m not going to ...”

Dink pulled back. His cheeks were flushed, his normally silvery-blue eyes dark as midnight. “I know. I don’t want to finish you yet.” He laughed. “Hold on a minute.”

He stood, loosened the towel, and let it drop. Mac sucked in a needy breath. Damn, Dink was even more beautiful now than he’d been all those years ago. Where he’d been so lean he was almost skinny, now his body rippled with well-developed muscle. His erection stood hard and proud, curving out from his sleek hips, thick and dark, with a single pearly drop at the tip.

Mac licked his lips, imagining the salty taste. Remembering.

Dink wrapped his fingers around his cock, squeezed tightly at the base, and then slowly stroked upward. Mac forced himself to look up, to watch the expression on Dink’s face.

Dink was breathing through his mouth, eyes shut, body flushed with need, but he held himself for a moment, obviously struggling for control. After a moment, he let out a deep breath and grinned at Mac. “Close, damn it.” Chuckling, he walked across the room to the bathroom and his overnight kit.

Propped up once more on his elbows, Mac watched Dink’s reflection in the bathroom mirror as he reached into the kit, pulled out a small packet, and ripped it open. As Dink carefully sheathed himself, Mac sat up and wrapped his fingers around his own cock.

His erection was still damp from Dink’s mouth. Hard and curving upward, the crown brick red from blood pounding its length. Veins pulsed, thick and ripe along his shaft. Cupping his balls with his left hand, Mac merely held himself, holding on but not stroking while his blood throbbed beneath his fingers in time with his thundering heart.

Just holding himself, waiting as Dink smoothed the condom along his full length.

Then Dink was back. His cock stood high, thrusting up out of a nest of springy dark curls, curving toward his flat belly. He carried a tube of lubricant in his hand.

The spit dried in Mac’s mouth. It had been so long. Twenty years since ...

Dink tossed the lube on the bed beside Mac; spoke Mac’s thoughts aloud. “I’ve waited so damned long for this, Mac. I wasn’t sure it would happen again, but I’ve hoped. Dear God, how I’ve hoped.” He pressed his hand against Mac’s chest and gently shoved. Mac lay back on the bedspread without any resistance.

Dink knelt between Mac’s legs and once again used his mouth, nipping at Mac’s inner thighs, running his tongue the length of his erection, suckling first one ball between his lips, then the other.

Mac groaned when Dink wrapped his lips around his sensitive crown, tongued the small slit at the end, and then sucked him deeper into his mouth. Dink groaned. Then he swallowed roughly as he worked the broad tip past the back of his throat.

Panting, fighting for control, Mac bent his knees and planted his feet on the edge of the bed, lifting his hips, forcing his cock deeper down Dink’s throat. Dink took everything, swallowing him down, gently squeezing Mac’s balls with one hand, with the other running his fingers along the crease of his ass.

The lube came next, and the slick slide of Dink’s fingers over that sensitive ring of muscle almost took Mac over the top. Dink must have sensed how close he’d come once again. Slowly, he pulled back and slipped Mac’s cock free of his mouth.

Then Dink sat back on his heels. “Up and over,” he said. He took a deep breath, then another. “On your knees, Mac.”

Mac obeyed. No questions, no hesitation. He knelt in the middle of the big bed, arms folded with his cheek resting on his forearms, butt raised, and he remembered the first time they’d done this, how vulnerable he’d felt. How embarrassed, to have someone back there, looking at his ass like this.

He felt no embarrassment now. No, this was Dink and he trusted him with his life. With everything important to him. It was all good, and he waited, relaxing himself, preparing his body and mind for Dink’s first thrust.

So hard to believe it had been twenty long fucking years. Fingers first. Long, slow strokes between his ass cheeks, then the coolness of the lube, the sensual slide of fingertips through the thick gel, gliding over millions of screaming nerves.

He moaned when Dink paused, slightly swirling a single fingertip over Mac’s anal ring. Then he groaned with the long-remembered pain and pleasure as he felt first one, then two, then three thick fingers when Dink pressed them through Mac’s taut sphincter, stretching tender tissues that hadn’t had this kind of use for way too long.

Mac pushed back against Dink, concentrating on relaxing, on not fighting the intrusion. Welcoming the pain along with the dark rush of pleasure when Dink slipped his fingers out and pressed the sheathed head of his cock against Mac.

Pressed, and carefully pushed against him.

Mac grunted and involuntarily jerked against the burn of entry. “Oh, fuck. I forgot how that felt.” He gasped when Dink chuckled. Then he forced himself to relax, pressed his cheek against his arms, and pushed back against the pressure, pushed until he felt the fiery stretch and give as Dink entered, the smooth, somehow forbidden pleasure as Dink’s swollen cock slid forward and filled him.

His cock was thick and hard, larger than Mac remembered, but Dink moved slowly, carefully, until he was completely seated deep inside. Both of them sighed. Mac snorted a short bark of laughter, bit back the sound, and then almost laughed out loud at himself.

He’d needed that laugh. For a minute there, he’d wondered how well or even if Dink was going to fit.

Mac was still congratulating himself when Dink wrapped his lube-coated fingers around Mac’s erection and began to thrust deep and slow, stroking his full length in time with each rhythmic penetration. In, out, and back in again, the rhythm took hold of Mac, the sense of fullness held him, engulfed him in pleasure, in a sense of homecoming he’d not expected.

This was Dink. The one he loved, the one who loved him. The man who knew all there was to know about MacArthur Dugan.

All except those details he would learn tonight.

Later. When they were both sated. When there was no longer this driving need to find completion, to fuck and be fucked, to love, to forget ... and then to remember.

Dink’s steady thrusts were coming faster now, his deep breaths harsh against Mac’s neck, his balls slapping close up against Mac’s ass. His cock filling Mac with heat and strength and a sense of connection Mac hadn’t realized he’d missed so much.

Dink’s fingers tightened around Mac’s cock. His breath stuttered in and out of his lungs and he drove deep, hard and then harder still, taking Mac with him, both of them crying out, cursing and laughing as they climaxed. The two of them, in sync as they’d been in everything they did so long ago.

Max felt the hard pulse of Dink’s cock deep inside, answered it with the thick rush of his own, spilling his seed over Dink’s fist, feeling the hot splash against his own belly.

Coming and laughing, rolling to their sides still connected, bodies covered in sweat and semen, and in Mac’s case, at least, face awash with tears.

They lay there, lungs heaving, hearts thudding in their chests, and Mac realized the fear was gone. The tension that had been his companion for so many long months as he struggled to find the perfect team, to finish the project, to do any one of a million things, was gone. Entirely gone.

Sated, at first he wondered if it was just the sex, but he knew better. It was the connection with his oldest friend, the only one who remembered. Dink had known Zianne almost as intimately as Mac. His memories were proof that she wasn’t merely a dream, a sexual fantasy come to life. She was real—as real as the man who had made love to Mac while he’d made love to Zianne. The three of them, in bed together.

Born of fantasy, yet so very real. A time almost too good to believe, but it was a time shared. It had been amazing, but this was damned good, too. And lying there with Dink’s arms wrapped around him, with Dink’s cock still deep inside his ass, Mac told his friend all of Zianne’s secrets. Told him about the Gar, the creatures who’d not only captured Zianne’s people but had also destroyed her world.

A brutal race of aliens now hiding behind Earth’s moon, considering ways to plunder the earth, to steal what this world had to offer unless Mac and his team of unsuspecting kids could stop them.

Stop them, and rescue the final remnants of an entire race of people held captive on an alien starship. It was the biggest story of his career—of his life—and Dink couldn’t say a word.

He couldn’t tell a soul what Mac was planning to do.
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