
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Epilogue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Chapter 34

	Chapter 35

	Chapter 36

	Chapter 37

	Chapter 38

	Chapter 39

	Chapter 40

	Chapter 41

	Chapter 42

	Chapter 43

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23




Table of Contents


Title Page

Find Liza Probz

Description

Introduction

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Epilogue

The Regent’s Rapture

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

The Major’s Mission

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

The Lieutenant's Luck

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Free Download

About the Author


The Minister’s Manipulation

The Lords of Zanthar

 

by

 

Liza Probz


Find Liza Probz

[image: ]

 

Website

 


Description

 

Love has the power to find you. Even when you’re in disguise. 

Jamie Cohen was used to quitting things, but she refused to give up the search for her sister, Sylvie, who had crash landed on an alien world six month ago and hadn't been heard from since. Unfortunately, having a fiance in NASA wasn't much help either. Things changed when a handsome Good Samaritan saved her from a stranger's unwanted advances. Although she thought he'd just been in the right place at the right time, when she sees him again she realizes the truth: He'd been following her.

Drak'Karren Rasveen, Minister of Defense to the planet Zanthar and brother of its king, took his mission to Earth disguised as a human very seriously. Here he hoped to uncover an enemy conspiracy that was threatening the lives of his people. Instead he found Jamie, a frivolous but beautiful human with a taste for expensive clothes and successful men. Still, she is his best chance to infiltrate NASA and find the data he needs. Now, if he could only keep his hands off her...

Together, the pair will battle shapeshifting enemies and risk imprisonment on an alien world. But the real test of their mettle comes when Drake is forced to reveal his true form, a 7-foot tall, muscular alien creature with color-changing skin and an endowment that would put human men to shame. Can Jamie trust the fate of her sister to someone who has lied to her repeatedly? Is Drake willing to break the taboo of mating outside his race and risk the censure of his people? And will they be able to escape the alien prison with their relationship intact? Or even with their lives?

Don't miss the final chapter in the Zanthar saga.


Introduction

Find out how it all started…

[image: ]

Sign up for the Liza’s New Release mailing list and get a free copy of her “list only” novella The Vartik King Chronicles – The Beginning 

Click here to get started.


Chapter 1

 

Jamie Cohen strode into the elevator on the 8th floor of NASA headquarters, hit the button for the lobby, and leaned back against the elevator wall. A large exhale blew her carefully coiffed bangs above her forehead, joining the scowl in throwing her usually pristine appearance into disarray. 

She crossed her arms over her chest and muttered to herself. “I can’t believe they still haven’t found her.” 

A moment before the elevator doors finally got around to closing, a hand appeared in the gap, causing them to spring back open. A tall, well-dressed man joined her against the elevator wall, his expression the definition of patience. 

“Don’t start, Lance,” Jamie said, holding her hand up. “It’s been nearly six months! If those eggheads were going to do something, they’d have done it already.”

Lance shook his head. Every lock of hair stayed perfectly in place on his handsome head. “As one of those eggheads, I promise you we’re doing everything we can.” 

Jamie sighed. Her fiancé looked like the opposite of “egghead.” He was fit, muscular, and had a charming smile and pleasant demeanor. They’d met the first time she’d stomped into the NASA offices, demanding that they bring her sister Sylvie home. He’d escorted her to coffee after she’d yelled at most of his superiors, hoping to calm her down and explain that they were working hard to bring Dr. Cohen home. 

Still, no sign of Sylvie had been found. She’d been shot into space looking for extraterrestrial life, and her shuttle had crashed on an alien world. No one had heard from her in all this time. Were they even looking? 

Jamie eyed her companion. Dr. Lance Cargraves had a degree in mathematics and was one of NASA’s most decorated astronauts. His warm brown eyes, wide smile, and excellent bone structure made him stand out among the other glasses-wearing, lab-coat sporting eggheads. 

Of course, she’d accepted when he’d asked her out to dinner after that first fateful coffee. 

Jamie had rushed to Washington D.C. after she’d heard the reports that NASA’s first solo long distance mission had resulted in a crash-landing. If it hadn’t been her sister, Dr. Sylvia Cohen, on the rocket, she would have had no idea that the mission even existed. Current events in space travel weren’t her strong suit.

She didn’t know anyone in this town, and Lance had been her first friendly face. So it had made sense to accept his proposal after they’d been dating for a few months. Still…she had a few niggling doubts she hadn’t been able to lay to rest.

“Look,” Lance said, his smooth voice hauling her out of her restless thoughts. “Why don’t you go home, take a nice hot bath and try to relax. I’ll take you out to dinner tonight at that bistro you mentioned, the one where all the celebrities eat.”

Jamie gave him a half-hearted smile. The elevator stopped, the doors opening onto gray carpets and displays of outer-space memorabilia. Lance took her arm, steering her towards the double doors and then out onto the street. He leaned down, planting a kiss on her forehead. “I’ll make the reservations. You pick out your prettiest dress, and I’ll pick you up at eight.” 

Then he was gone, back into NASA headquarters. And Jamie stood alone on the sidewalk, feeling lost as passersby surrounded her. 

She shook her head, wondering how she’d once again been blown off by the eggheads upstairs and distracted by her own fiancé. I will find you, Sylvie, even if I have to climb into a rocket myself!


Chapter 2

 

Drak’Karren Rasveen, Minister of Defense to the planet Zanthar, trailed behind his target at a reasonable distance. Not that she’d notice me if I walked in front of her, waving my arms over my head and shouting “I'm an alien” at the top of my lungs. 

It seemed to him that Dr. Sylvia Cohen’s sister’s head was permanently in the clouds. Or better yet, her head was tucked between the pages of those glossy gossip holo-magazines she bought in bulk. I bet she’s got one tucked in that designer handbag right now, he thought. Next to a metric ton of lip gloss, eye shadow, and mascara. 

Drake shook his head, wondering how he even knew what ‘mascara’ was. It’s her fault. 

Following around a shallow, fashion-obsessed human had taught him all sorts of things. That high heels with red bottoms were the height of class. That a female’s hair should look different on a daily basis. That the handbag she was currently carrying cost enough to feed a family of four for several months on this backward planet. 

But one lesson, in particular, had been harder than all the others to learn. I am not immune to human females’ charms. Or at least one particular female. 

Drake scowled as he followed her onto the train platform, maintaining a healthy distance from Jamie Cohen. Although he’d been exposed to images of humans since childhood, along with a multitude of other alien species, he’d never seen them with anything other than intellectual curiosity. 

He’d spent the last several months working in close contact with Dr. Sylvia Cohen, Captain Jennifer Brooklyn, and female members of her crew. Not once had he ever experienced any form of attraction to them. When he’d landed on Earth, his alien form disguised, he’d been surrounded by humans of both sexes. None of them had ever made him react. 

Until Jamie. 

Drake couldn’t figure out why she got under his skin like she did.  Maybe it was the way she moved. Like she walks on water. 

She boarded the train and Drake followed, entering the other door in the same car. The train was crowded, and he was forced to stand, but he watched as two businessmen immediately gave up their seats for Jamie. She flashed a smile at them both, sat, pulled out her phone and promptly began ignoring them. 

Drake grit his teeth. Anytime he’d gotten close to the beautiful Jamie Cohen; she’d treated him the same. A brief acknowledgment, if any, then nothing. 

He’d been following her around for a week now, getting to know her habits. She’d been a person of last resort on their list, the least likely person to aid him in infiltrating NASA headquarters. And yet, as every other avenue had led to a dead end, she was now his best hope of accomplishing his mission. 

Why did she have to be so goddamn sexy? 

The way she laughed. The way her eyes seemed to have their own shine. The way her lips curled up into a slow smile. Her body, similar to her sister’s but with curves all her own. And those fiery red curls, seemingly designed to make him crazy. 

He’d had weeks’ worth of uncomfortable erections, but at least he was making headway. Now if he could find a way to use her to gain access into NASA’s secured areas without alerting the enemy. 

His body swayed as the train headed away from the platform. Drake considered the circumstances that had led him to be here, now, obsessed with a human female who could never know his true identity. 

When Jamie’s sister, Dr. Sylvia Cohen, had crashed through the planetary defense shield on his home world, he should have led the charge to discover how the little Earth craft had accomplished what had seemed to be a technological miracle. Instead, he’d been a prisoner of his people’s ancient enemy, a shape-shifting race known as the Hareema. He’d been replaced by a Hareema double who had almost succeeded in toppling Zanthar’s government. 

Once he’d been freed from his cage by Lieutenant Ontarii and his plucky human companion, Captain Brooklyn, Drake had immediately began putting the pieces of the Hareema plot together. All evidence led to Earth being infiltrated by their shape-shifting enemy. 

He’d spent months looking at the issue from every angle. And once Kat’Chinna Yarr had returned from her recon mission with the human lieutenant from Captain Brooklyn’s crew with Brook’s ship in tow, his scientists had found the key to infiltrating Earth without being discovered. 

They had turned their enemy’s biology to their own advantage. As he stood here, on the Earthling train speeding towards Jamie’s stop, he was cloaked entirely by a thin membrane of Hareema carcass. They’d been able to calibrate it so that he appeared to be a nondescript human male. Brown hair. Brown eyes. Average looks. Someone who could blend in with a crowd. 

His height and build, however, had proved exceedingly difficult to mask with the skin-suit. In his bare feet, he was almost seven feet tall and was much more muscular than the average human. Somehow, Zantharian scientists had figured out a way to configure the Hareema suit to make him appear much smaller than he was, much closer to the average human height of around six feet. 

Suddenly, Drake’s senses were on high alert. One of the businessmen who had opted to stand so that Jamie and her overlarge handbag had a place to rest was bending to tap Jamie on her shoulder. 

He was too far away to hear what they were saying, but he didn’t miss the little moue of annoyance on Jamie’s face. She shook her head, but that didn’t stop the man from resting his hand on her shoulder. 

Drake started moving forward, trying to get closer. The numerous passengers in the train car made that no easy feat. Short of shoving his way through the crowd and drawing unwanted attention to himself, he was stuck inching his way past other commuters. 

Jamie brushed the man’s hand off, then stood, swinging her handbag onto her shoulder in a motion that screamed agitation. 

Drake’s senses went on high alert. If he hadn’t been disguised, the train passengers would have been treated to the sight of a huge yellow-skinned alien intent on violence. Instead, as a nondescript average human male, he was at best ignored and at worst given dirty looks as he pushed his way through the press of bodies. 

His eyes followed Jamie as she moved next to the door. Her stop was next. He abandoned his attempts to make it to her side and moved closer to the door nearest him. He slowed his breathing as the train slowed, pulling into the station. 

Drake had to be calm, look normal, avoid notice as he stalked his target to her lodgings. The doors at last opened with their customary whoosh, and he made sure Jamie had disembarked before he exited the car. 

Avoid notice. Blend in. Look normal. Non-threatening. 

The human female made her way across the platform, heading for the stairs that brought her to street level. Drake lagged behind, not wanting to draw her attention. 

The two suits from before tumbled out of the train just before it took off from the station. Drake’s body shot through with adrenaline. The one who had touched Jamie was talking rapidly to his companion who was shaking his head. Another moment of furious conversation and his companion seemed to relent, then followed the man as he headed to the stairs.

Drake could just see the top of Jamie’s fire-kissed head as she made her way up the stairs. He quickened his pace until he was a few steps behind the businessmen, close enough to hear their conversation. 

“Trust me; she’s game. She just needs a little persuasion. You know how chicks always play hard to get.”

The man’s friend turned his head, allowing Drake to catch sight of the skeptical look on his face. “One drink, Chuck. Then I have to head back to the train. Marsha will have my guts for garters if I’m late for dinner again.”

“Marsha, Marsha, Marsha,” Chuck muttered. “I don’t know how you can stand that woman, Jim. When are you going to divorce her and find a pretty young piece like that one?”
When Chuck nodded his head in Jamie’s direction, Drake had to restrain himself from popping the bastard’s eyes out with his thumbs. 

By the next block, they'd caught up with their quarry. Drake took a position behind the corner of a nearby brownstone, his muscles tight, his body screaming for action that he was forced to restrain. 

"Miss," Chuck said, pulling a folded newspaper from his shoulder bag and breaking into a jog. "You forgot this on the train."

Jamie turned, confusion painting her pretty face. "Pardon?"

Chuck came to a stop in front of her and waved the newspaper under her nose. "This. You left it on the seat. I thought it might be important, so we tracked you down." 

Jamie's eyes widened. "That's not mine."

The businessman laughed. "Well isn't this a pickle!" He dropped the newspaper to the ground and held out his hand. "I didn't have a chance to introduce myself earlier. I'm Charles." He extended a hand, then slapped his partner on the back. "And this is Jim."

Jim nodded, his smile small and his face saying he didn't exactly want to be part of this transparent pretense at a genuine meeting. 

"Nice to meet you," Jamie said after a beat, finally taking Chuck's hand. 

It was a mistake. Once he had her hand in his, the businessman was loath to let it go. "What's your name?" he asked, his toothy smile making Drake's insides clench with an emotion he was hesitant to put a name to. 

"Jamie." Her eyes darted back and forth between the men, and she took a step backward, but Chuck held her hand prisoner. 

"Now that we're all friends let's have a drink. I know a place a few blocks from here that makes a mean dirty martini."

"No thanks," Jamie said. "I have to get home and make dinner for my husband and kids."

Drake knew it was a lie but inwardly applauded her attempt to defuse the situation. 

"Husband and kids, huh?" Chuck said, pulling her hand up closer to his face. "Funny, I don't see a ring on your finger." 

Jamie gave a tug on her hand, but Chuck kept hold of her wrist. "I don't like to wear my ring when I ride the train. It could be stolen."
Chuck laughed. "Cute. Look, honey, we both know you're not married, a hot young thing like you. Why don't you drop the act and join us for a drink?"

"Let go of me." Jamie tugged again, this time hard enough to nearly stumble backward. 

The businessman laughed, and the sound set off something in Drake's brain. Something terrible. 

Something that wanted vengeance drenched in blood.

Before he realized it, he was striding towards the fracas, his fists balled in rage. 

Jim hadn't even had a chance to realize someone was behind him before Drake had him in a headlock and began dragging him backward. 

 


Chapter 3

 

Jamie was frightened. The man from the train and his friend had followed her, and now he held her wrist so tight she knew there would be a bruise there soon. 

The man who had introduced himself as Charles began pulling her down the block. She tried to resist, but with her small frame and high-heeled strappy sandals, she wasn't having much luck. 

"I don't want to have a drink with you," she said, swinging her handbag at him and pulling back hard, squatting low to try and pull him off balance. 

Her captor batted her bag away, his smile becoming wolfish. "Jim, give me a hand here, will you?" His head swung around. "Jim? Where the heck did you go?"

Jamie's head swiveled, looking for his companion. The business jerk took the opportunity to pull her off-balance, tugging her into him so that his arms went around her waist.

"Let me go!" she yelled, fear lacing through her like a thousand needles of ice. 

"You heard her," a voice said from behind them. For a moment she thought it was his friend who was trying to make Charles come to his senses, but a glance into the jerk's confused face proved otherwise. 

"Mind your own business, pal," Charles said, starting to walk them down the block again. 

"This is my business, pal." 

Jamie craned her neck around to try and catch sight of the speaker. Over the jerk's shoulder, she could make out an average-looking man with brown hair wearing a jacket over a t-shirt and jeans. She silently sent her thanks to the concerned citizen. 

"It's just a little lover's quarrel," Charles said, giving the bystander an easy smile. "She'll forgive me in a minute, won't you honey?"

"No! The only quarrel here is that I won't be your lover. Now let me go, dammit!"

"Listen to the lady, unless you want to get hurt." 

The concerned citizen certainly was brave. The business jerk had at least four inches and forty pounds on him. Jamie cheered him on in her mind as she went back to trying to break Charles's grip on her. 

"Beat it, man," Charles said, his voice becoming rough. "The only one who will get hurt is you if you don't fuck off, buddy."
"Don't say I didn't warn you." The bystander's hand grabbed the back of the jerk's neck and pulled. Suddenly Charles's grip was gone.

And so was Charles. 

Jamie was still in the process of resisting, so the absence of his hold caused her to tumble to the pavement. When she looked up, she realized that the businessman was now twenty yards away, lying on the ground. 

How did that happen? 

"Are you hurt?" The concerned citizen was bending over her; his face etched with anger. 

"I'm okay," she said, and suddenly she was upright. The bystander had lifted her to her feet in such a fluid motion that it took her a moment to realize that she was standing again. "Uh, thank you."

The man nodded, then looked down the sidewalk at Charles who was just starting to regain his footing. "You son of a bitch," the enraged businessman said, walking a few paces to pick up his shoulder bag. "I don't know how you got the drop on me, but it won't happen again."

Jamie looked into the bystander's face. His eyebrow cocked at Charles's words, his expression making a definitive statement. Bring it on. 

Charles picked up his pace, jogging back to his rival until he was close enough to lunge at the man. 

The bystander easily sidestepped his clumsy attack, moving so quickly that he circled behind the businessman, planting a foot in his behind and causing Charles to hit the ground hard enough to slide along it for several feet. 

"Fuck!" The downed man groaned, turning over to reveal an angry abrasion on his face from where it had met the pavement. 

"Do yourself a favor," her rescuer said. "Stay down." 

"I'll sue you for this," Charles said, wiping the blood off his cheek. "After I kick your ass." 

The bystander shrugged off the threat and waited for the businessman to stand. Charles was slower this time, his body obviously a bundle of aches. 

"Last chance," he said, his voice low as Charles’ fists rose. 

"You're right," Charles said. "This is your last chance to fuck off."
The bystander shook his head. His face was resigned. 

Charles threw a hard right hook. His opponent caught his fist with what appeared to be almost no effort. 

The businessman groaned, gritting his teeth, then swung his left fist. 

This one was caught too, with a quickness that seemed like a blur to Jamie. Then both fists were flung downward, and in the opening, the bystander struck. 

Jamie heard a loud crunch. Oh shit, that sound was a bone breaking. 

Charles hit the ground, and this time he didn't move. He lay there, still, like a doll some child had discarded in the dirt. 

"Oh my God," Jamie said, leaning over the unconscious man. "I think you broke his jaw."

The bystander's face was stone. "He deserved it." 

"He might be dead," she said, her breath stuck in her chest. She poked a foot into him, rolling him over enough to crouch down beside him. 

Jamie dug into her bag and pulled out a small compact. She held the mirror under his nose, hoping for a sign that he was breathing. The mirror clouded slightly, confirming that Charles was still among the living for now. 

"We have to call an ambulance. He could be critically injured." She stood up, giving her companion a once-over. 

He was only a few inches taller than her; his medium build not belying any of the muscles that could have been used to inflict this kind of damage. "What are you, some kind of kung fu master or ultimate fighter?"

"Something like that," her companion said with a mirthless grin. 

"I'm calling 9-1-1," Jamie said, digging around in her bag for her phone. "And the other one, where is he? He should be helping his friend."

"He's indisposed at the moment." The man cocked his head in the direction of the alley between two buildings. 

Jamie took a few steps in that direction. "I don't see him."
The bystander frowned and made his way over to the alley. Jamie followed, compelled by curiosity. Her companion pulled up the lid of the small dumpster situated there, and Jamie leaned over, peering inside. 

The other businessman was curled up inside. He appeared to be sleeping, but Jamie knew better. 

"Jesus," she whispered. "You really did a number on them."

The bystander just stared at her and dropped the lid on the dumpster. His gaze unnerved her. There was something about him, something different. He definitely wasn't the ordinary guy she'd mistaken him for initially. 

Jamie finally had to drop her eyes from the intensity she found in his stare. "Well...er...I'm going to make that call." She pulled her phone from her bag and tapped the button to light the screen. 

"Since you are unharmed, I'll go," he said, starting to head down the street back in the direction of the train platform. 

"Wait!" Jamie yelled. "You'll have to make a statement!"

The man turned slightly but didn't stop walking. "You make it."

"But how am I supposed to explain what happened? You have to wait for the police!"

His eyebrow rose again before he turned and continued walking away. 

"Wait. You--" Her words were cut off when the 9-1-1 operator answered her call. Jamie began giving the woman a rundown of what had happened, her eyes watching as the man turned the corner and disappeared. 

Oh great, what am I supposed to say? Some superhero came out to rescue me and then flew away? 

Jamie sighed, taking a seat on the stoop of a nearby brownstone. Adrenalin was making her muscles shake. 

She finished her report and disconnected the call, then put her hands on her thighs and her head between her knees. It suddenly felt like the weight of the universe was on her back. 

My sister is lost in outer space, my fiancé is an astronaut, and even he can't find her, and now I have to explain to the police that a mystery man beat up two guys who were trying to force me to have a drink with them. 

Jamie stared up into the darkening sky. She half expected an asteroid to blast through the atmosphere and crush her where she sat. 

Well, I've always wished my life were more exciting. Guess I should be careful what I wish for. 


Chapter 4

 

Drake stood in the bushes outside Jamie's one bedroom apartment, his eyes trained on her bathroom window. Not for the first time, he cursed the shades that obscured his view of the Earth woman. 

His nerves were still frayed from their earlier encounter. His rage had overwhelmed him when he'd seen that asshole put his hands on Jamie. He'd sworn to himself that he would never reveal himself to her, despite the desire he might have to drag her into his arms and explore every inch of her delectable little body. 

Still, he couldn't let those goons touch her. They deserved what they got. And more. If my mission weren't so critical, I would have killed them both and disposed of their bodies.

Then I would have carried the luscious Jamie Cohen back to my room and worked her body over for the next century or so. 

Drake tried to push those thoughts from his mind while he stared at the steamy bathroom window. It was difficult though since he knew that right behind those shades and that pane of glass was a beautiful woman, submerged in warm bubbly water.

Would her skin flush pink with the heat of the water? Would her nipples grow hard as she soaped those perfect breasts? 

Drake almost groaned aloud, his cock starting to thicken at thoughts of the Earth woman. Once she'd forgotten to close the blinds completely, and he'd seen her in her bath, soaking, her red curls piled atop her heads, her eyes closed in the candlelight. 

He still didn't understand his attraction to the female. He'd never felt anything for any of the other human women he'd interacted with. He'd had a normal working relationship with them, nothing more. 

But Jamie Cohen was something else entirely. Her pale skin resembled the rare flowers that blossomed on the tops of the reefs on his home world. They bloomed only once a year, under the light of thirteen full moons. Drake bet her skin was as soft as their petals. 

But you'll never know because you won't be touching her again. 

Drake scowled. He couldn't risk revealing himself to her. It had jeopardized his mission just stepping in earlier tonight. She was his only hope at gaining access to the inner circle at NASA. That had to be where the Hareema had focused their efforts. 

Jamie Cohen could come and go at headquarters with impunity as Dr. Sylvia Cohen's irate sister. And she would be his key to infiltrating the enemy. If only he could figure out how...

From inside the house, he heard the faint ring of her phone. Probably her wretched fiancé. Just the thought of the handsome astronaut had Drake’s fists clenching. 

The bathroom light clicked off, and in a few moments, the bedroom light clicked on. Jamie was getting dressed for another night on the town, on the arm of NASA’s most eligible bachelor. 

It was impossible to trust any member of NASA’s hierarchy, but he distrusted Lance Cargraves more than any other. It wasn’t just his ability to touch the woman Drake wanted more than he wanted his next breath. It was his entire persona. 

Dashing, handsome, and massively intelligent, Cargraves was a legend at NASA and frequently featured in the glossy holo-magazines Jamie flipped through when she got tired of swiping through her phone. Once humans had discovered faster than light space travel, NASA had rebounded from a dwindling federal agency to a symbol of hope for a better future. 

And Lance Cargraves had become NASA’s perfect poster boy for a brave new space program. 

Someone that well positioned with NASA was an excellent target for the Hareema. Impersonation of Cargraves would give a Hareema operative the ability to come and go at the highest levels of NASA, as well as sway within the public arena. 

It also got the Hareema close to Drake’s obsession. The thought of an enemy infiltrator’s hands on Jamie’s skin drove Drake mad. And yet, he could do nothing but watch. He didn’t have enough information to make his move yet, no matter how much he wanted to cave in that handsome face. 

The risk was too great. If Cargraves was a lynch pin of the Hareema invasion of Earth, Drake couldn’t tip his hand so soon. 

So here he stood, lurking outside Jamie’s window like a creep. Enough, he thought, shaking his head in disgust. It was clear that he would learn nothing new from standing around outside her apartment tonight. Being careful to not make any noise, Drake pushed his way out of the bushes and onto the street, making certain that no one would see him and make a note of his stalking.

He made his way back towards the Metro line, but barely noticed when he walked past it, continuing down the bustling streets as the sun set over the nation’s capital. As he walked, he shoved thoughts of Jamie and her fiancé out of his mind, focusing instead on the facts as he saw them.

The Hareema had to have a presence on Earth. Their captured operative had admitted as much, even if Drake didn’t trust everything the creature had said. He’d raged against the Zantharians, laughed and threatened, and eventually, with test after test sapping his strength, he’d retreated to the corner of his cell in silence.

Until the scientists had dissected him. 

Without the Hareema’s death, Drake couldn't be here now, in a disguise created from the dead operative’s remains. 

Drake wasn’t bothered by wearing the enemy’s carcass. It allowed him to sneak around this planet without exposing his over-large frame and color-changing skin. And he’d been fighting the Hareema so long, his sympathy for the race was now non-existence.

They held me prisoner. Played with my mind like it was a child’s toy. They’ve killed untold numbers of victims, taken over world after world to fit their agenda of commanding and controlling the galaxy. 

I will fight them with every fiber of my being, even if that means parading around inside a Hareema corpse. 

Whatever it takes.

There was no doubt in Drake’s mind that NASA had been infiltrated. There had been Hareema on the rescue ship sent after Sylvie, Jamie’s sister, disappeared, after all. And Sylvie’s ship itself had been connected with the failure of the Zantharian defense shield.

Although it was unlikely the ship itself had caused the shield to fail, the coordination it would have taken to drop the shield at the precise moment the Earthling ship entered Zanthar’s atmosphere required that the Hareema have precise knowledge of Earth’s plans regarding space travel. 

These facts pointed to Hareema agents having taken up residence on Earth. The pieces fit. Still, it wasn’t enough to give Drake a full picture of the situation. Random puzzle pieces still floated around, seemingly without a connection. 

Drake had learned from Ontarii and his human mate, Captain Brooklyn, that the FIDOs on her ship had somehow been able to distinguish human from a Hareema shape-shifter in human form. Although Zantharian scientists had been looking into the makeup of the defense robots, they so far had no leads on what tipped the FIDOs off, as the Earth robots did not have means of scanning DNA. 

And then there was the most troubling advancement of the Hareema in the last hundred years. They were no longer vulnerable to Zantharian bioelectricity. 

For decades, the Zantharians’ inborn ability to project bioenergy had protected them from a full-scale Hareema invasion. When a shape-shifter was hit with bioelectricity, it was forced to revert to its original form, a six-foot tall block of red jelly. 

However, recent developments now made them impervious to bioelectric attack.  During his last days as a Hareema prisoner, Drake had seen Hareema fight off an electrical attack. Although not all Hareema seemed able to do so, as those on Captain Brooklyn’s ship and the Zantharian flagship had proven, it seemed likely that it wouldn’t be long before all Hareema were upgraded with the defensive capability to withstand bioelectricity.

How long would it be before they made a full-force invasion of Drake’s planet? Not long, he supposed.

That’s what made Drake’s mission so vital. 

It was growing darker, and with the departure of twilight, a stiff breeze had started kicking up the streets. Drake’s steps slowed, and he lingered to take in the sights around him.

Earth was so different from Zanthar. So much land, so little sea, compared to his own planet which was almost entirely water. Zantharians were most comfortable under the swirling surface of their oceans, and almost all of their structures were deep under the waves. 

But here, tall structures made from materials dragged out of the earth, sprung up all around him. He felt strangely exposed, walking the streets where vehicles and pedestrians teemed around him. 

The buildings on his home world seemed somehow more delicate, more organic, than the concrete and brick ones surrounding him now. Most had been tunneled out of the rock and coral, a warren of hallways and chambers. On Zanthar, the people were enclosed, in their caves and under the water. 

But here, on Earth, the open sky oppressed him in ways he’d never experienced back home. 

He found himself on a busy street, full of shops and eateries. He recognized the area as Georgetown, not far from the university. Well-dressed men and women strode in and out of storefronts and restaurants, talking quietly and walking with a purpose that was lacking in his own meandering steps. 

Drake found himself peering into windows as he walked, trying to relate to the humans around him. They often seemed obsessed with inconsequential things, like acquiring and consuming cheap goods and gadgets. He idly wondered if their forays into space would change that mindset, now that the universe was at their doorstep.

Easing his way around an older woman laden with shopping bags from exclusive boutiques, he marveled again at the human penchant for purchasing and surrounding oneself with so many things. Always on to the newest, the brightest, the rarest. His thoughts naturally ran back to Jamie, who seemed to excel at such behavior. 

She was always immaculately attired, endlessly searching for new trends to be on the vanguard of. While such behavior would be looked upon as foolish by most Zantharians, for some reason Drake found it oddly endearing. She was just so good at it. 

He realized suddenly, as he came to a stop outside the floor to ceiling windows of an eatery he was passing, that the object of his thoughts was seated inside. He’d know that shock of red hair anywhere, the reflected light from the candles on the tables seeming to see her locks ablaze. 

Drake couldn’t help himself. He stopped and stared, his eyes taking in her elegant form like a man gulping the air after being submerged beneath the waves for too long. She was just so beautiful. Flawless skin, shapely limbs, and a smile that made his chest ache.

A smile that she was currently gifting to the man seated across from her. Lance Cargraves. A scowl took residence on his face as he watched Lance return the smile with a charming one of his own. 

Drake knew he should hurry on his way, but his body refused to obey him. He’d never felt such longing for another before. It made him feel irritated, out of sorts, no longer in control of his own actions. 

Suddenly his obsession turned her head, her eyes meeting his. Drake was frozen, staring into their gorgeous green depths. Then he caught the look of recognition that entered her eyes and was hit with a jolt. 

Get out of here, Drake, he told himself. You’re endangering the mission, standing here like a dolphin in rut. 

But he couldn’t make himself move. He stared as if to memorize the perfection of her features. 

He noticed that a faint blush started to tinge her pale skin, and that hint of color caused a strong reaction. He could feel the blood racing to his cock, making it ache with an agony he’d felt too often the last six weeks. 

Too soon, Jamie’s head turned away, and she responded slowly to a question from Cargraves. Drake caught a look of concern on the astronaut’s face, and suddenly his body was once more his to control. He moved from the window and picked up his pace, walking swiftly down the street and towards the nearest Metro entrance. 

His heart was beating fast, he threw himself into the hard plastic seat and focused on slowing his respiration. Drake wanted to punish himself, to hit his fists against his stupid head. His whole mission hinged on his being able to blend in, to not alert his targets of his presence. 

Instead, he’d stared at Jamie from the street. It was a wonder he hadn’t been drooling when she’d locked eyes with him. 

You have to focus, he admonished himself. The fate of multiple worlds hangs in the balance.

And yet, as the train swayed towards his stop, it wasn’t thoughts of his mission that filled his mind. It was the memory of a woman, beautiful but untouchable. 

Noruma, how I want to touch her. 

 


Chapter 5

 

Jamie tossed and turned in the bed that night, uncomfortable and on edge for reasons she didn’t understand. She’d lost plenty of sleep after the discovery that her sister was missing in outer space, but this didn’t feel like the same thing. 

Lance had dropped her off on the doorstep of her spacious one-bedroom, NASA-sponsored apartment. He’d given her a chaste kiss on the cheek before reminding her of his early morning meeting and jogging back down the walk to his car. 

She wasn’t used to this lack of physicality in a relationship, especially considering how strapping and manly her fiancé appeared. In the past, Jamie had always found herself attached to one handsome guy after another, and she’d never been shy about going after whatever, and whomever, she wanted. 

But Lance wasn’t like her previous boyfriends who’d often had a problem keeping their hands off of her. Instead, her fiancé was the type that seemed satisfied with occasional kisses and hand-holding. 

She assumed he was a traditional male, a conservative who waited until after marriage to reveal his sordid sexuality. Jamie almost laughed, considering what kinkiness a mathematician turned space explorer might be hiding. 

Usually, the absence of sex in a relationship would have worried her, but she was strangely glad Lance hadn’t pursued that sort of connection with her yet. 

There was nothing wrong with how he looked; on the contrary, Jamie knew plenty of women who lusted after the dashing spaceman. And yet, she wasn’t really one of them. She’d fallen into a relationship with Lance because, perhaps for the first time in her life, she’d needed some stability in her life. Someone she could turn to in a new city. Someone well-connected who could help her find her sister. 

It had seemed foolish to turn down his proposal when he was her best chance of getting Sylvie back. Now she drifted along in a relationship that was safe but passionless. 

Perhaps this is best, she thought, reflecting on the guys that had come before Lance. They’d always been attractive, some rich, some exciting, a few with enough confidence to overcome whatever other deficiencies they might have. 

But none had stuck around.

No, that was wrong. She hadn’t stuck around. Jamie always went into relationships with no plans for anything more than casual dating and mutual enjoyment. There was always a sense of finality about them, including her current engagement. At some point, usually after a few weeks or months, the relationship unraveled, mostly amicably, and both parties went their separate ways.

If she were willing to admit it to herself, she might realize that the same was likely to happen with Lance after Sylvie was brought home again. Would she still seek safety and stability once her universe was righted? Or would she go back to frivolous relationships and a life spent flitting from trend to trend, from man to man, out of restlessness? 

Jamie cast her mind to picturing her fiancé. He was tall, well-built, with an easy smile and kind eyes. But in that moment, when she was trying to remember their exact shade of blue, another pair of eyes sprung into her thoughts.

They were much darker eyes, filled with steely determination. She realized they belonged to the man who had saved her from the assault earlier in the day. And then she’d seen him, outside the restaurant during her dinner with Lance. 

The man was entirely average. Average height. Average build. Just another bland face in the crowd. 

So why had her eyes locked onto his like an arrow seeking its target?

And why had she felt like she was the one being hit when her gaze met his? 

There was something decidedly out of the ordinary with her Average Joe. For one, why had he turned up outside that restaurant? 

She could believe their encounter earlier was coincidental. He’d been a Good Samaritan, in the right place at the right time to come to the aid of a damsel in distress. 

But to see him again that same night skirted the realms of chance. Sure, it could be synchronicity. Or maybe it was something more…sinister. 

Since her sister had gone missing and she’d been trying to get her back, Jamie had repeatedly encountered the stone wall of bureaucracy. Even with her connected fiancé and her tireless efforts at the highest levels of NASA, she’d gotten few results. Just empty assurances that everyone was doing the best they could to bring Sylvie home. 

The lack of progress was frustrating, but it wasn’t the only thing worrying her. At times, she could swear there was something else going on, something she was being kept out of the loop on. Although she was far from a conspiracy nut, Jamie could swear that they weren’t telling her everything.

It was in the pregnant looks that passed between NASA’s director and his underlings, Lance included. In the way they fell silent when she passed by, waiting to resume their conversations until after she’d gone. 

And it was in the feeling that hit her, in random moments. The feeling of being watched. 

Perhaps the Average Joe was part of the conspiracy. Maybe he was meant to watch over her, keep her out of the bigwigs’ hair while they took care of business. 

Jamie stared at the ceiling, vowing then to be more observant. She would determine whether Average Joe’s appearance had been mere chance or whether it was something more. 

With a disgruntled groan, she turned over, punching at her pillow and trying to find a more comfortable position. But, as it had been since the day she’d gotten word of Sylvie’s disappearance, things still seemed off. 

Although she would have refused to admit it, Jamie had always admired her older sister. It had been Sylvie’s perfectly stable life that had made it possible for her to live her decidedly unstable one. 

Sylvie had always been there for her, to help with rent, to give her advice (which Jamie happily ignored), and to chastise her for failing to settle down into a routine, any routine. 

If only you could see boring old me now, Jamie thought. A part-time job as a buyer’s consultant for a major retail clothing chain. Days spent pounding the pavement at various government administrative offices, begging for attention and assistance at finding her big sister. Although it might chafe to admit it, this was the closest thing to a routine she’d had since she’d moved out on her own at 17. 

Jamie and Sylvie had lost their parents when they were teens. Sylvie was in her last year of high school and had promptly asked for accelerated coursework to finish ahead of the rest of her class. She’d had an early acceptance to MIT to study biology, and she’d brought Jamie to Boston with her, where she’d worked hard to take her courses during the day, study, and still hold down two part-time jobs to supplement her scholarships and keep a roof over their heads.

And instead of appreciating all the things Sylvie did for her, Jamie had done nothing but complain. By the time she was a senior in high school, she’d informed her sister that she was moving in with her older boyfriend.

That boyfriend had led to a string of other boys, to roommates and couch-surfing, and finally to a small studio apartment packed to the gills with clothing and nonsense. Now, ten years later, Jamie realized that Sylvie wasn’t there to save her from her mistakes, to loan her money for rent or a new interview outfit as she moved from one dead-end retail job to another. 

Now Jamie was the one who was responsible for not only herself but for getting her sister back. Sylvie had left her with some large, and sensible, shoes to fill, but this time she wouldn’t give up. 

This time she’d prove to her sister, and herself, that she could get the job done. 

If only I could get some sleep, she thought with a wry smile. A peek at her phone told it was close to two. Jamie sat up, deciding to give up on sleep. She grabbed her tablet, figuring now was as good a time as any to do some work.

She scrolled through fashion blogs, designer’s web pages, collections, and magazine sites, her eyes trained for something fresh. Something new. 

A blond model dressed in a tight-fitting jumpsuit against a barren backdrop reminded her of her sister. I bet Sylvie’s seeing something new. Something none of us has ever seen before. 

I just hope she lives to tell about it. 

 

 


Chapter 6

 

Drake waited until he saw Jamie and her fiery curls board the Metro before he jumped on, a car behind. He stood so that he could make out his prey through the windows of the adjoining cars, but out of her sight through the crush of humanity. 

He watched her stand and approach the doors sooner than he’d expected. Jamie generally only frequented a few places around town: her apartment, NASA headquarters, and the upscale shopping district near the city center. But today she hopped off at the Smithsonian stop. 

Cursing under his breath, Drake pushed his way off the train, barely jumping off before the doors closed behind him.

Jamie was headed towards the escalators and Drake followed, feeling more at ease than normal in the confines of the subway stop. The curving ivory ceiling reminded him of home. The feeling didn’t last long, however, as the escalators led above ground and out into the wide-open spaces. 

Drake stared up at the overcast sky for a moment, feeling exposed. Taking a deep breath, he craned his neck around to find Jamie. She was making her way across the busy street, her steps filled with purpose. 

Maneuvering around a yellow and red hot dog cart, Drake jogged across the street until he wasn’t far behind. He followed her as she made her way into the gate in front of a large red brick edifice identified as the Smithsonian Castle. 

Drake stayed behind a group of younger humans in matching uniforms. Schoolchildren, I think they’re called. The group provided cover as he watched Jamie walk around the gardens and head around the side of the castle. 

Picking up his pace, he rounded the castle’s corner and found another busy street, which Jamie had just crossed. He recognized the area ahead of him: the National Mall, with its towering triangular moment at one end and the Hill on the other. The muted light made the grass a more vibrant green, just as it seemed to make sparks ignite in Jamie’s curls. 

His prey was walking slowly up one of the gravel paths and Drake paused, wondering for a moment how to proceed. The Mall was essentially a green space, with joggers and tourists sprinkled along the paths. It was late morning on a weekday, unfortunately, so there weren’t many people to blend in with. Should he continue to dog her footsteps, or would it make more sense to take a seat on a bench and pretend to study one of the landmarks around him? 

Drake stared down at his feet, trying to decide. So far, his quarry had been entirely predictable. She wasn’t too hard to trace, sticking mainly to busy locations, spending her time working, haunting NASA, or shopping. Now she seemed to be idly taking in the sights. What had inspired her sudden penchant for tourism?
“What are you doing here?”

Her voice sent a shock through him. Drake raised his head and realized the object of his thoughts was standing right in front of him, an annoyed look on her otherwise beautiful face. 

For a moment, he was speechless. The way the light caught her eyes made them sparkle, like priceless gems.

“Hello?” she said, tugging on his sleeve. “Remember me?”

“Of course,” he said, his senses on high alert. You stupid son of a shark, he thought. Get your head out of the clouds and on task or you’ll ruin everything.

“I know you’re following me.” 

Drake swallowed, the worst possible conclusion having been jumped to by his target. It didn’t matter that it was the correct conclusion.

“I’m sorry,” he said after a short pause, “but you’re mistaken.”
Jamie’s plump lips curled up in a wry smile. “Like hell I am. You being in a position to chase off those guys could have been chance, but then I saw you again last night, outside the restaurant. And now you’ve followed me here, today. Or did you just happen to be going for a stroll on the National Mall at the same time as me?”
For a split second, he considered trying to convince her that he had been here by coincidence. One look into her stubborn face made him realize that ploy was all washed up. 

To buy time, he used a classic tactic honed from years working his way up the ranks in the Ministry of Security. When confronted with a question you don’t want to answer, ask a question of your own. He fixed his features with a smug grin and asked, “What reason could I have for following you around?”

Jamie blinked, her eyes wide, and he wondered for a moment if he’d unintentionally hurt her. The thought made his chest clench. 

“Oh, you have a reason,” she said, narrowing those glowing green eyes. “A very good reason.” 
“And that is…?” He attempted to look skeptical, but anxiety was gnawing up his insides. Could she somehow have determined the reason he was here? 

“You’re one of NASA’s hired goons,” she said with a scowl. “Employed to follow me around and make sure I don’t cause any trouble.”
Drake’s brows rose in surprise. That theory actually made sense. Although her generally frivolous actions might not belie it, she had a decent head on her smooth shoulders. 

“That’s it, isn’t it?” There was satisfaction in Jamie’s voice. She thought she’d figured it out. 

Drake’s thoughts sped up to a million miles a second. Let her think it, he told himself. It gets you close without exposing your real mission. 

“I think you have me mistaken for someone else,” he said, attempting to move past her. 

Although the idea of letting her think he was hired by NASA to follow her around was an appealing one, it was still likely to restrain his actions. And if Jamie happened to mention him to Lance or someone else in the agency, his cover would be immediately and irrevocably blown. 

“Oh no you don’t!” Jamie grabbed his arm with both of hers, attempting to restrain him. “I’m not letting go until you admit you’re from NASA.”

Drake wanted to smile. The idea of this tiny woman keeping him from doing anything was laughable. He gave a sharp tug, easily pulling from her grasp. 

He turned to walk away and was surprised when he felt her attack from behind. Jamie had leapt onto his back, her legs wrapping around his waist and her arms digging into his shoulder blades. 

Although he’d envisioned holding this woman on more than one occasion, he’d never pictured her in a position like this, grasping tight to him while he tried to determine how to dislodge her without hurting her. 

“Look, lady, I think you’re overreacting. Do I look like a spaceman to you?”

Jamie held on as he attempted to swing her off, her forearms crossing around his neck. Although it did little damage to him, especially through the Hareema skin suit, he knew they were making a scene and attracting notice was the very thing he wanted to avoid. 

“No, you look like a goon. One hired to keep me out of the big boys’ hair. Now just admit it so I can figure out what to do with you.”

He didn’t know why, but those last words sent a strange tingle through him. Drake knew what he wanted to do with her, but he doubted she had similar thoughts. 

The way he saw it, he only had a few choices. He could keep insisting that his being around her was coincidence, but his cover was effectively blown. She’d notice him now as he stalked her around the city. His anonymity was lost. 

His other choices were either to let her believe he was a NASA plant, or to come up with another lie that would be as convincing as the one she’d already saddled him with. And since she’d already convinced herself, it seemed the path of least resistance would be to go with the NASA story.

Now, he just had to find a way to twist it to his advantage…

“Fine,” he grunted, “you found me out. Now get off my back.”

Jamie let out an unexpected crow of delight and released her hold, hopping down to the sidewalk with one last slap to his back. Drake was surprised to realize that he missed the contact, even though she was little more than an impression through the suit. 

"I knew it, I just knew it," she was saying to herself. "Especially when you showed up outside the restaurant last night. Did Lance tell you where we were going? Or have you guys tapped my phone?"

Drake had actually considered breaking into her phone communications, as well as emails, but so far he'd decided to merely keep an eye on her. The least intrusive route was the best, especially since he didn't know how deep the Hareema's interest might be in her. No need to set off any alarm bells unwittingly. 

"I've been charged with following you around, making sure you don't get into any trouble, as you said," he told her, his tone as level and neutral as he could make it. "That's the extent of it." 

Jamie's eyes narrowed. It was obvious she didn't know if she could believe him. He couldn't blame her. 

"Okay," she said after a moment. "Well, now that I know about you, what's the plan?" 

"The plan?" He didn't have any fucking plan, now that she'd caught him out.

"Yeah. Clearly you can't think to keep stalking me, now that I know who you are." 

That was true. Unfortunately, he wasn't sure what else he could do. She was the only door into NASA that hadn't been shut in his face. 

He needed a way to use her to gain entry without her giving him away to the enemy. And, Drake realized suddenly, that would mean they'd need to work together.

Slowly a plan unfurled itself, and he set it into motion. 

"Well, I suppose now you tell your fiancé that you caught me red-handed. He tells his bosses, and they fire me. Then some new guy replaces me and it starts all over again."
"New guy?" Jamie's face scrunched up in a most adorable fashion. 

Drake steeled his features to ensure they gave no window into his emotions. "Yes, another tail. You're too important for them to leave you to your own devices."

"But then I'm back to square one," she said in a huff. 

Her eyes captured his own and he felt like he couldn't catch his breath. Noruma help me, but I can't escape the effect she has on me. 

All of a sudden, Jamie put her hands on his shoulders and gripped them tightly. "And say I don't tell Lance? Say we go on as we were, me oblivious to your existence, and you just creeping around town after me?"

Although a moment ago that was all he wanted, he'd realized that he had to make his move now. He'd spent too long on this planet already, with nothing to show for it. His people were depending on him, as were the poor duped people of Earth. It was time to try a new tactic. 

Drake shook his head. "I'm sorry, but that won't fly. Sure, it might save my job, but I have a duty to my superiors to report what's happened today. The mission has been compromised, and I have to follow protocol." 

"Fuck protocol," she replied, and Drake couldn't help the smile that broke across his features. "At least you won't get fired."

"True, but when my superiors find out, which they could at any moment, surveillance being what it is in this town, I won't only be out of this job but any chance of a future one in Washington. It's too risky."

"And if I storm into NASA's office, pitching a fit because they had the audacity to have me followed, what then? You think they'll just put another man on it and keep stringing me along like always? I don't have time for that!"

Jamie crossed her arms in a way that lifted her chest in a most appealing fashion. Drake had to force his mind away from the delights of her body and concentrate on manipulating her into working together.

"I'm sorry," he said, patting her lightly on the shoulder. "Really I am. It's a shame what's going on, the way they're keeping you in the dark about everything."

"In the dark about what?" Jamie's eyes had gone wide, her features turning pale. 

Drake felt like a knife was twisting in his guts. He hated having to maneuver her like this. But there was no other way. 

He stared hard at her, as if he was debating on what to say. "I really can't reveal anything. It's classified."

"Please," she said, grabbing his arms with both hands and squeezing tightly. "I have to know what's happened to Sylvie." 

Her eyes filled with unshed tears, and he watched her blink them back, marveling at her well of inner strength. A woman like this is a treasure, he thought. Beautiful, alluring, but also strong and tenacious. Sheer perfection. 

"Okay, look," he said, his voice lowering as he bent in closer. "I know things. Things that pertain to Dr. Cohen's current whereabouts." He made a show of looking around them, as if assessing their threat level. "But we can't talk about it here. We could have already been spotted."

Jamie peeked over his shoulder, her head swiveling, looking for the threat he implied. 

"Meet me in an hour, at the coffee shop on the corner of L and 21st."

"Okay," she said, giving him a brisk nod. 

Drake carefully removed the hands that were still holding his arms and turned away, headed back to the Metro. When he looked over his shoulders, he saw Jamie striding off down the Mall. 

Well, Drake, you've just bought yourself an hour to come up with a plan to convince the lovely Jamie that you can be trusted, and to figure out how to use her to get into NASA's inner circle. 

Although an hour seemed too short a time, compared with the weeks they'd spent planning his mission back on Zanthar, he had the odd feeling that it would feel like forever. 

One hour until I can see her again. I'm already counting the minutes. 


Chapter 7

 

Jamie entered the coffee shop, pausing for a moment to take in her surroundings. It was a comfortable-looking establishment, its walls painted in muted reds and golds and displaying African art pieces. A quick scan of the counter and tables showed that her shadow hadn't arrived yet.

It was to be expected. She was a full twenty minutes early. 

Jamie had tried to occupy her mind, to find something to do with the hour she had before their meeting, but she couldn't keep her thoughts off their conversation and after a half hour she'd given up, grabbed the nearest cab, and headed to this location.

She joined the line at the counter, ordering a London Fog with English Breakfast instead of Earl Grey. The barista made a little heart in the foam, and after she'd sat at a table in the remotest corner, she stared at the heart, not wanting to disturb it by drinking. 

This was the first real lead she'd had since she'd arrived in this town, and she was terrified that it would be another dead end. But this time I've got the upper hand, she reminded herself. This time, I won't give up until I get some answers. 

Jamie went through a list of questions in her head, questions she desperately wanted answers to, but she finally determined that she didn't have enough information to even know where to start. For once in her life, it might make sense to listen before she spoke. 

Looks like you're growing up, she told herself, even as she regretted the thought. Growing up meant dealing with harsh realities, ones she'd always been eager to escape in the past. But the time for running away from problems was over. Now she had to face them head on, or risk never seeing Sylvie again. 

Every time the door opened, Jamie's head lifted to see who entered. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, she saw the person she was waiting for. 

He really is unremarkable, she thought, wondering if he'd been picked for the job because of his ability to go unnoticed. Probably. That and his fighting skills, which she hadn't forgotten since he'd come to her rescue. 

She watched as he looked around, spotted her, then moved forward with a grace she wouldn't have thought fitting, given his appearance. 

He took a seat, folded his hands in front of him, and pierced her with his gaze. Something about the intent way he stared at her unsettled Jamie. It was as if he saw deep inside her, like no one had before. 

"Thank you for meeting me," he said, his tone low. She noticed how deep his voice was, another thing that didn't fit with his image. 

"Sure," she said, waiting for him to continue. 

"I've told you that I've been charged by NASA to tail you around, but what you don't know is, working security for NASA isn't my only position."

Her eyebrows rose at his words. So he wasn't just a hired goon. 

"I'm in intelligence. My real mission has been to infiltrate the ranks at the Space Administration to uncover a conspiracy." 

Jamie's heart froze in her chest. "A conspiracy related to my sister?"
He nodded. "We believe an enemy faction has been influencing things, including your sister's flight, for their own benefit. We aren't sure how high up this influence goes, but one thing we are certain of, your sister's mission is part of the enemy's plans." 

"And who is this enemy?"

Her companion shook his head. "We have some ideas, but for the moment I have to keep things classified." 

Jamie blew out a breath tinged with disappointment. "This influence, you said you don't know how high up it goes. Do you know who's involved?"

"Again, we don't have anything concrete, and I can't share our classified briefings with you."

"Then how in the hell does this help me?" she asked, barely restraining herself from slamming her hands down on the table. 

Her outburst earned her something close to a smile. "We're going to have to help each other. I'm just security, a position that doesn't get me entry into the areas I need. You, on the other hand, have regular contact with Dr. Cargraves and have even had meetings with the head of NASA, Danner Thompson. You have contacts that I don't."

"But you've seen how they've been stonewalling me. I don't know what you expect me to do with these contacts." 

"They're not going to blurt out the details of a conspiracy during one of your meetings," he said, his eyes cold. "Nor is it likely Cargraves has let anything slip at night, during your pillow talk. Or am I wrong?"

Jamie's face tightened. "No. You're not wrong." 

"We're going to have to get creative," he said, his eyes leaving hers to scan the shop. "That's why I need to know if you're willing to work with me to get your sister back." 

"Of course," she replied without hesitation. "You're the best chance I've got so far."

His dark eyes met hers again. "We're going to need access into secured areas if we're going to find anything out. And since my clearance isn't high enough, we need someone's whose is. Or at least their security badge."

Jamie blinked. "Can't you steal one?"

Her companion's mouth collapsed into a straight line. "You're much better suited for that job than I am."

"What?"
"You're engaged to Cargraves. You're much more intimately acquainted with him than I could ever be." 

Jamie didn't like his tone. This was the second time he'd made some less-than-polite insinuation about her and Lance. Still, what choice did she have? She had to work with him if she wanted to get Sylvie back. "You want me to steal his badge?"

Her companion nodded. "Yes. Get that badge, and you can get me into the areas I need."

"Get us into those areas, you mean," she shot back. He was nuts if he thought she wasn't coming along. 

He ignored her correction. "We need to make our move soon. Can you get the badge?"

Jamie thought for a moment. Lance was an attentive fiancé, and he often came to her apartment straight from work, his badge still attached to the front of his suit jacket. If she could get him out of the jacket and away from it for long enough to snag the badge, he should be none the wiser. 

"Yes," she said finally. "I'll get the badge. Tonight."
"Good," he said with a nod, then made to rise.

"Wait," she said, holding up her hand. "What should I call you? I mean, I don't even know your name. How do I contact you when I have it?" 

He sat back down, his expression momentarily open. Jamie thought she saw a shadow of doubt pass over his face but it was gone too quickly to be sure. 

"Call me Drake," he said after a moment. "And I'll contact you. Remember, I have to keep my cover up, so I'll be watching you." 

His words sent a shiver through her body that she worked to suppress. Before she could reply, he stood up and headed out of the shop without a backwards glance. 

Jamie sat there, staring down into her tea. The heart had become fuzzy at the edges, but its shape still remained floating in her cup. Taking it as a good omen, Jamie left, abandoning the untouched cup. 

 

****

 

She called Lance that afternoon, asking him if he'd like to drop by after work. Her fiancé warned her that he had to work late, but she said she didn't mind. He asked if she wanted to go out, but she said that she only wanted a quiet night in, just the two of them. Jamie then set about putting her plan in motion. 

Lance was such a straight-laced guy; she couldn't remember him even taking off his jacket when he visited her. If she was going to get him out of his clothes, she might as well ensure that he'd be well distracted. 

Jamie dug through her closet, attempting to find something suitable for seduction. She had plenty of lacy undergarments, and even some that were more risqué, but she wasn't sure which one would ignite the blood of a mathematician-slash-astronaut who had yet to make a move on her. 

She settled on a silk nightgown that reached her ankles but which had revealing slits in the sides that would expose her legs when she moved. It was low-cut in the front, showing the swells of her breasts off to perfection. A sheer robe, also in white, completed the ensemble. 

Jamie took pains to polish her fingernails and toes with a bright red paint that usually set men's blood boiling. Her hair she left down, tousling it just so to give it that post-coitus look that she hoped would send the right signals. Then she coupled a smoky eye with a deep red lip, and with one last look in the mirror, she pronounced herself a siren and settled down to wait for her fiancé. 

It was nearly nine by the time she heard the doorbell ring. Sauntering over to answer it, she opened the door then casually posed herself in the entryway. 

"Hello, dear," Lance said in greeting, stooping down to plant a kiss on her forehead before he made his way into the hall. He was headed into the living room without a second glance, and Jamie had to stop her mouth from falling open.

She wasn't used to her efforts receiving no reaction, and for a moment she wondered what she'd gotten herself into, engaging herself to a man whose eyes didn't pop out of his skull when he saw her in this getup. 

Strike One, she thought, then took a deep breath and followed Lance into the living room. 

He was standing at the edge of the couch, scrolling through his phone. Jamie's eyes searched his suit jacket, lighting on the badge that was clipped to his lapel. Good. Now all I have to do it get that off him without his noticing. 

"Are you hungry?" he asked her without looking up from his phone. 

Jamie considered a comeback with salacious undertones, but because of the underwhelming response she'd gotten to her outfit choice, she gave up on the idea. "I could eat," she said instead. 

"Shall we order in? Chinese? Pizza? Thai food?" 

Jamie sat on the arm of the sofa, crossing her legs to reveal their shapely length. 

Zero reaction. 

"Chinese is fine." 

Lance nodded, pulled up an app on his phone and found a restaurant nearby to order from. "You want Chow Mein?" 

Jamie sat still, answering his questions, wondering when he would bother to look at her. 

When the order was finally placed, Lance slid the phone into his pocket and looked up. Jamie plastered on a sultry smile, pushing her shoulders back to accentuate her chest. 

"It will be about 30 minutes," her fiancé said, then walked around her to settle himself on the couch. 

Jamie was beginning to wonder if she'd engaged herself to a eunuch. "Shall we watch a movie?" he asked, bringing up her streaming service and starting to scroll through the options. 

They settled on a drama about one of the first manned space flights. Jamie sat down next to him, hoping he would put an arm around her. Instead, he scooted over to give her more space. 

Strike Two. What do I have to do to get his attention? Shoot myself into space? 

It wasn't long before the food showed up, and they ate out of little white boxes in front of the television. Jamie found she wasn't very interested in the movie or the noodles, and soon set her box aside. After Lance had finished his portion, he dug into hers, slowly slurping up noodles while he watched the space drama with little snide comments and inappropriate laughter. 

"As if these movie guys know anything about space," he said, more than once. Jamie had to concentrate hard not to roll her eyes. 

Finally, the credits started rolling across the screen, and Lance stretched his arms, giving out a big yawn. "Well I enjoyed that," he said, moving to stand.

"Wait," she said, tugging on his jacket. "Don't leave yet. We barely spend any time together."

Lance let out a heavy breath. "I have an early meeting in the morning." 

Jamie put on her prettiest pout. "Please. I don't want to be alone." 

Lance sat back down, and Jamie scooted close, deciding to go on the offensive. She slid a hand under his jacket and across his button-up shirt. "Why don't you make yourself a little more comfortable?"
Lance gave her a smile, then bent down to kick off his shoes. "That feels good," he said, leaning back again to pick up the remote and beginning scrolling through movies again. "What shall we watch next?" 
Jamie wanted to scowl, wondering if a neon flashing arrow that said "Sex Here" would work any better. "Let me see."

She took the remote from him and tried to find anything steamy that might get him in the mood. She settled on a French film, knowing the French were notorious for nudity, and then placed his arm over her shoulders while she snuggled in. 

When the figures on the screen started kissing, Jamie slid her hand back under his jacket to caress his chest. "Wouldn't you be more relaxed without this silly suit on?" she purred, unbuttoning one of his buttons. 

"If it will make you happy," he said, giving her a kiss on the tip of her nose, then shifting to take off his suit jacket. 

"That's better," she murmured, then proceeded to unbutton another button and slide her hand into his shirt. Where it encountered an undershirt.

Jesus, this guy is harder to break into than Fort Knox. However, Jamie was determined not to give up. She moved her hand in circles over his undershirt, being sure to graze his nipples as she did so. 

There was no response from her fiancé. Nothing. He sat there watching the movie and letting her touch him, but did nothing to show he enjoyed it. 

The actors began making passionate love, and Jamie turned things up a notch, starting to kiss Lance's neck. She nuzzled his ear, then spoke with a breathy tone into his ear. "You smell good." 

"Mmhm," he said, his attention not wavering from the screen. 

Shit. It's pedal to the metal time. Jamie went up on her knees, then straddled her fiancé, putting her arms around his neck and moving in to kiss him.

Lance shifted away, his eyes widening. "Jamie, what are you doing?"

"Isn't it obvious?" she said, kissing his cheek. "I'm trying to seduce my fiancé." 

Lance gave a startled laugh. "So that's what this is. Honey, I appreciate the effort you've gone through, really I do, but I'm very tired."

Strike Three. 

Jamie frowned as Lance set her aside to put on his shoes. The credits were rolling on the second movie and Jamie began to get disheartened. 

You can't give up yet. You can't! Time to pull out all the stops.

"You don't want me!" she cried, standing up to rush into the bathroom and slam the door behind her. She then began a great imitation of sobbing, waiting to hear her fiancé’s knock.

It only took a few moments for him to react. "Aw, honey, calm down. Of course I want you."

"No...you...don't" she cried, throwing a hitch into her voice for effect. 

"I do, it's just...I've been working a lot. And...well, I don't have a lot of experience with women, and I'd just feel more comfortable if we got to know each other a little better. That's all." 

Jamie didn't stop her eyes from rolling this time. It was clear that seduction was out as a viable option. She'd have to think of another way to get his badge off him, and fast. 

She looked around her, trying to think of another method. Her eyes bounced around the bathroom as she struggled for inspiration. She noticed that she was low on toilet paper, and that she'd missed some dust behind the toilet last time she'd swept. Then her eyes lit on a spider web high in the corner of the room. 

That's it!

"Oh my God!" she yelled, throwing the door open and running back down the hall and into the living room.

"What is it?" Lance asked, following behind her. "What's wrong?"

"There's a spider in the bathroom! A huge one! It crawled out of the drain and it's in the sink! You have to get it!"

Lance stood there, confused. "A spider?"
"Yes," she said, grabbing his shirt with shaking hands. "Please! You have to deal with it for me. I'm terrified of spiders!"

Lance gave a small grin and headed back down the hall to do battle with the spider. "I don't see anything," he yelled.

"Keep looking! I won't be able to sleep tonight if I know that beast is crawling around my apartment." 

Jamie grabbed his jacket, unfolded it, and snatched the badge off it. She slid it under a stack of magazines on the coffee table then moved back down the hall, his jacket over her arm.

"I'm sorry," Lance said, coming out of the bathroom. "I can't find it."
"Oh well," she said with a large sigh. "I'll just pretend you did." She passed him his jacket. "It's getting late, and you have an early meeting. You should probably get going." She handed him his jacket. 
Lance gave her a confused glance but then nodded. "Right." He took the jacket and slipped it on, not noticing it was missing his badge. 

Jamie walked him to the door, opening it and stepping back to allow him through. 

"Good night, my dear," he said, bending to place another dutiful kiss on her forehead. 

"Good night," she replied.

He moved to leave, then stopped, turning back. "Oh, I forgot to mention, the team has meetings off sight tomorrow, so I won't be in my office. I expect them to run late, so I probably won't see you at all. I hope that's all right."

"I understand," she said solemnly, inside shouting with delight. Perfect!

She closed the door behind him, then leaned against it to catch her breath. Things hadn't gone exactly according to plan, but she'd gotten what she needed. And even better, he probably wouldn't notice the badge was missing until later, if he wasn't going to need it to check in tomorrow. 

The team would be out of the office tomorrow, meaning it would give her and Drake the opportunity they needed to search the secure areas without raising suspicion. 

Jamie was elated. She finally felt like she was one step closer to getting her sister back. She hadn't felt this good in months.

There was a sudden knock at the door. 

Jamie swallowed hard, praying that Lance hadn't already noticed his missing badge and come back for it. Putting on a brave face, she opened the door. 

 


Chapter 8

 

Drake spent hours standing around outside of Jamie's apartment, his fists clenched into tight balls for most of that time. He'd seen Cargraves head up the walk and knock. Then the door had opened and his cock had grown so hard in an instant, he thought he might pass out from loss of blood to his brain. 

Jamie had stood there like some kind of beautiful sea spirit, garbed in flowing white that showed off her pale skin and luscious curves. His mouth had watered, wanting to lick every inch of that skin. 

Instead, Cargraves had gone inside and the door had shut behind him. And for the past four hours Drake had stood here, his anger so bright he was surprised he wasn't lighting up the neighborhood. 

He knew exactly what method Jamie had chosen to steal the security badge. Seduction. And with a body like hers, it would be such an easy task. Cargraves was inside, enjoying the delights of Jamie's flesh, and he stood out here, wishing like hell for a chance to trade places with the lucky son of a bitch. 

When Cargraves had finally left, Drake had to restrain himself with every ounce of his will not to go after the bastard and beat him to a bloody pulp. He forced himself to remain still, to focus on his breathing, to calm the fuck down. 

He only lasted for about a minute after Cargraves was out of sight. Then he was jogging up the walk and knocking on Jamie's door before he realized it. 

The door opened and Jamie stood there, a look of innocence on her face. "Oh," she said after a second, "it's you." 

Drake took in the sight of her in white silk and his erection throbbed. He was close enough to smell her and had to control himself before he picked her up and carried her to her bedroom where he would bury himself deep inside her until he was sated. 

"Well, come in I guess," she said, making room for him to walk inside. 

He moved down the hallway, taking a moment to get control of his emotions. "Mission accomplished?" he asked when they'd reached the living room.

"Yes," she said, pulling her transparent robe tight around her. It did nothing to disguise her charms. 

Drake stared down at her, barely able to keep from reaching out to touch her. "I'd say so. There's no way you could have failed in that outfit."

Jamie's eyes widened, but then a sad smile crossed her features. "You'd be surprised." 

What’s this? Could she mean...?

"I doubt it. I don't know any man that would be able to keep his hands off of you, dressed like that." 

Jamie shook her head and bent down to retrieve something from the low table in front of the sofa. Her positioning gave him the opportunity to peer beneath the silk to see the swells of her perfect breasts. His heartbeat increased until he was sure she'd be able to hear it. 

He had to concentrate hard when she straightened, holding up the security badge. "Got it." 

 

He held out his hand and she placed the badge in it. He inspected the badge, noting Lance Cargrave’s handsome mug on the front. Seeing a physical reminder of the man who had just let her moment ago, who had likely had his hands all over that delectable body, made his anger and frustration flare. 

Drake was pleased that the first part of his plan had gone so well, but he couldn't banish the thoughts of her with her fiancé. He tucked the card into his pocket, trying to get rid of the scowl he feared was on his face. He wasn’t sure if he accomplished that goal. 

"I knew it," he said, hearing the slightly cruel tone in his voice but being powerless to change it. "I bet seduction comes easily to you."

Her smile was frosty. "Ordinarily I'd agree with you."
"But not now?" He wondered what she meant. "I'm sure he took one look at you and melted." Drake was surprised he wasn't a puddle himself at the moment. 

"Look," she said, swallowing nervously, "let's forget the tawdry details. I've got the card. And Lance said the team would be off sight tomorrow, so we can make our move then." 

Drake could barely pay attention to her words, could barely hear them over the sound of his blood pulsing in his ears. "But the tawdry details are the best part."

Jamie frowned, her eyes turning cold, but he couldn't stop the words from coming as jealousy rode him hard. "What's wrong? Disappointed that Lance succumbed so easily to your charms?" 

"What's wrong with you?" she asked, turning her back on him. "I told you I have the card and that we can use it tomorrow. Now, if you're done being a pig, you can see yourself out." 

Instead of doing as she suggested, Drake drew closer. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he bent to whisper in her ear. "What's the matter? Did your spaceman not satisfy you?"

He knew he shouldn't be saying these things, knew he was playing a dangerous game, but he couldn't help himself. 

Jamie whirled around, dislodging his grip on her. "What do you want? Why are you harping on me? I did what you wanted!"

"But what if I wanted something else? Something you had no problem doing to get that card."

Jamie recoiled, and Drake instantly regretted his words. 

"I'm sorry, that was out of line." He took a step back, hanging his head. "Just the sight of you, dressed like that, it drives me a little crazy." 

He was startled to hear her laugh. "Actually, it's good to know I still have that effect on at least one man." 

Drake caught her eyes. "What do you mean?"

Jamie shrugged. "You said you wanted something else. Whatever. You'll have to go kill a fake spider in my bathroom now."

"What? I don't follow you." His expression tightened with confusion. 

Jamie burst into a fit of giggles, and the prettiness of it set his brain buzzing. "I tried real hard to get Lance to succumb to my 'charms,' as you said, but he seems to be immune. So I finally had to resort to lying about a spider so I could swipe the card." 

Drake couldn't believe his ears. "So your fiancé wouldn't sleep with you? Is that what you're saying?" 

"Well, it sounds unflattering when you say it like that." 

"He's got to be out of his fucking mind," he breathed, sincerely confused. "But, you guys are engaged. Haven't you...?"

Jamie shook her head. "He's never pushed it, so neither have I. Until tonight, which was, I'm ashamed to admit, a spectacular failure." 

"Great Noruma's ghost," Drake breathed. She had to be lying.

"Great who’s what?" 

"Never mind," he said, drawing close again. "You're telling me that you set out to seduce your fiancé and failed?"

His mind working at the speed of light, Drake had the realization that perhaps Dr. Lance Cargraves wasn't all that he seemed. There was no way an unattached heterosexual male would walk away from Jamie. So either Cargraves wasn't unattached, he wasn't heterosexual, or he wasn't male. 

"You don't have to rub it in," Jamie said, her voice small. 

Drake looked into her face and noticed that insecurity had taken up residence there. "No," he said softly, putting a hand to her face to bring her gaze to his. "I can tell you right now that your fiancé is fucking crazy if he took one look at you and didn't fall down on his knees and beg for one embrace."

"Thanks," she said, her voice now almost a whisper.

"I mean it," he said. "You're the most beautiful woman I've ever seen. You don't know how hard it's been, following you around and having to keep my distance, when all I wanted to do was touch your skin to see if it is as soft as it looks." 

Jamie gave him a tiny smile, and his chest filled with joy. It was a heady feeling, being this close to her, close enough to smell her enticing scent, to see the color change in her lovely eyes. 

"Just because Cargraves can't see what he has in front of him doesn't mean the rest of us are blind." 

She blinked up at him, her eyes large and sparkling like twin gems. Drake's gaze moved to her lips and he suddenly couldn't stop thinking about how they must taste. Before he could stop himself, he was bending close to rub his lips against hers. 

For the millionth time, he cursed the Hareema suit around him. It limited him from feeling things as he should, like he was touching the world through a thin layer of membrane. But there was no way that layer was going to stop him from kissing her. Not now that he had the chance. 

Jamie didn't pull away, so he deepened the kiss, pulling her into his arms. He increased the pressure on her lips until they opened, allowing his tongue entry. She gave a sigh and he realized she was enjoying it as much as he was. The thought brought a thrill to him more powerful than anything he'd felt before.

She pulled away at last to gulp at the air and Drake immediately missed the contact. He realized then that he couldn't leave her here thinking that she was in any way undesirable. Her fiancé had left her unsatisfied, but there was no way in hell he would do the same. 

Placing both hands on her face, he bent in close to whisper against her mouth. "You're the loveliest thing I've ever seen, and I would give anything to taste you again." 

"Anything?" she whispered back.

He nodded, his eyes drowning in hers. 

"Then do it," she murmured against his lips.

He grabbed her head and once again, claimed her mouth. This time their tongues moved in a more passionate motion. 

Without thinking, he picked her up and carried her to the couch. He pushed the coffee table back and set her down, getting on his knees between her legs. He looked at her for just a moment before he grabbed her face in both of his hands and brought her mouth back to his. He kissed her until she was breathless, and knowing she could not hold her breath for minutes at a time like Zantharians could, he would stop and allow her to catch her breath. But during that short time that she caught her breath, he found himself only wanting her more.

She moaned against his mouth, her legs wrapped around his back, her hands reflexively gripped his shoulders. 

He lifted a strap of her silk nighty with one finger and slid it over her shoulder. He repeated this with the other side, exposing her breasts. 

“Exquisite,” he said. He thought her breasts were perfect and her pink nipples were already hard. The sight made his cock twitch.

He grabbed both of her breasts and held them as he used his thumbs to play with her nipples. 

She let out a breath she had been holding and then a small moan. 

He leaned forward and took one nipple into his mouth. He gently bit it with his teeth and moved to the other and did the same. 

Drake leaned back, slid her silk nighty up, exposing her thighs and then began to rub her clit through her panties. He watched her lean her head back and push her chest forward as she moved with him. 

He rubbed her in a circular motionwith his thumb and slid a finger inside of her. She let out a moan. One that was needy and desperate for release. He pulled his finger out of her and slid it into his mouth, through the suit only the faintest taste got through, but it was enough for him to know that she was the sweetest thing he had ever tasted.

“You taste amazing,” he said and she bit her lip. It was one of the sexiest things he had ever seen.

He leaned down and put his mouth on her panties. He licked at the fabric separating his mouth from her clit. He licked her a few more times before she started begging him.

“Please,” she whimpered.

“Please, what?” he asked her, teasing her once more with his mouth.

“Move them. My panties, move them over.” She was panting and he knew he was succeeding at teasing her.

Drawing the lace, to the side, he revealed her perfect pussy. He put his face to her clit and began licking it. She moved her body in the same motion as him, and arched her back as he slid a finger inside of her.

He moved his finger in and out, wiggling it against her sweet spot as he continued to lick her clit. He moved his tongue first in circles, and then in a circular motion.

He wanted nothing more than to make her orgasm. He had to see her in the throes of passion. It was the only thing that mattered in his life. He began to move at a faster pace. He moved his tongue along the length of her clit and moved his finger in and out of her. 

He sucked on her for a moment and then began to feel her explode around him. Jamie cried out; her muscles tightened around his finger. 

He lifted his head at last, after licking up every drop of her and noticed her eyes were closed and she was breathing deeply. Drake stood, pulling her up into his arms and carrying her into the bedroom.

She blinked exhausted eyes at him and he smiled, kissing her gently. Settling her into her bed, he pulled up the covers around her and softly said goodnight. Then he turned off the lights and let himself out. 

As he walked down the street, he realized that his cock was harder than it had ever been in his life. The experience of tasting Jamie made him realize that, if he ever had a chance to do the same without the Hareema suit, he'd never be able to let her go.

He supposed it was a good thing that he had to feel everything through the suit, because he could not afford to go into the mating frenzy here on Earth, in the middle of his most important mission. Even if he'd regret never tasting her fully for the rest of his days. 

Drake headed to his hotel, knowing that he had a long, sleepless night ahead of him. He prayed his cock would stop aching before the sun came up, but knew it wasn't likely. 

 


Chapter 9

 

Jamie woke up to the sun shining through the blinds. She was disoriented for a moment, wondering how she had found her way into her bed. Then she remembered the night before and sat up straight, her cheeks heating with embarrassment. 

She'd failed to seduce her own fiancé, so she'd taken her frustration out on her new partner in crime.

He didn't seem to mind much. In fact, I'd say he was more than willing.

She recalled his words, how he'd told her she was beautiful, how he'd do anything to taste her. 

And he had tasted her. 

Jamie lay back against her pillows, the night before replayed in her mind. Although she hadn't thought herself attracted to Drake, once he'd kissed her, all that changed. 

I thought the time for one-night stands was behind me. But the way that man kisses, like nothing in the world matters except his lips against mine…

She shivered, pulling her robe around her. Drake was a man full of secrets, a mystery she was just realizing she’d like to solve. 

He worked in intelligence, was uncover at NASA to root out a conspiracy that involved her sister. He was strong and skilled, easily dispatching the two buffoons who had attempted to follow her home from the train. And now, he’d shown that he was no slouch in the bedroom either.

Unlike someone else…

Jamie frowned, suddenly realizing that she’d cheated on her fiancé. Sure, she’d given Lance first crack at her, so to speak, and he’d demurred. Still, it wasn’t right, what she’d done last night. 

And yet, she didn’t regret her actions. It was plain to see that Lance wasn’t the man for her. They had next to nothing in common, and although he was good-looking and high-ranking, she felt none of the passion she’d surrendered to the night before. 

Jamie was just discovering that she deserved that passion. She deserved someone who looked at her like Drake had. 

Like he’d die if he couldn’t touch me. 

She couldn’t hold out hope for any kind of relationship with the mysterious Drake. He was some kind of spy, after all, and that meant the opposite of stability. If the James Bond films had taught her nothing, they’d taught her that spies didn’t stick around once their mission was complete. 

Still, there was a certain appeal to being the Bond Girl du Jour, well-dressed and clever, with a slight hint of danger. She’d play her part until she brought her sister home, and then she and Drake would go their separate ways. 

But that still left Lance. What to do about her unwitting fiancé? 

For a moment she felt bad. Guilty. She’d accepted his proposal because he represented the stability she craved in the absence of her sister. He was someone who could help her locate Sylvie, someone she could lean on. 

Still, a niggling of doubt tugged at her mind. Was Lance really as into her as he claimed? He’d never made a move on her, even if he was attentive, nor had he pushed her to set a date or even to move in with him. He’d courted her, locked her down, and now he was content to remain in a holding pattern with her, making no moves at all. 

Maybe he was using her, just like she was using him. While Jamie’s motives were fairly transparent, she couldn’t see why Lance would be using her. Perhaps he was a part of the conspiracy, and his goal was to merely keep Jamie pacified while they did whatever needed to be done regarding Sylvie.

What that was, she had no idea. Uggh! I need more information! 

Drake had been less than forthcoming, hiding behind the word ‘classified’ as if it were a giant billboard in Times Square. Today’s goal would have to be figuring out what this conspiracy was all about, and how to extricate her sister from it. 

Jamie stretched then pulled herself out of bed, heading towards the shower. She didn’t know what the plan for the day was, as Drake had apparently left after she’d almost passed out on him. And as she had no way to contact him, she had to wait until he came to her. 

After a leisurely shower, Jamie headed to her closet. Although she considered clothing combinations that ranged from fashionable ninja to office bandit, she settled on dark leggings and a long black sweater. They were likely going to hit the office during the daylight hours, so dressing like a cross between a spy and a thief wasn’t going to get her any traction. 

She did, however, opt for sensible flats that could get her out of a scrape in a hurry, if needed. Although she felt fairly confident in her ability to run in four-inch heels, she’d rather not test it. 

Then it was time for lunch. Jamie seated herself at her bistro table, picking at a salad and paging through a holo-magazine. The glossy pop-up ads and slick, moving pictorials didn’t hold her interest, however. She was too focused on what would happen today. 

With Lance and his team out of the NASA offices, she and Drake should be able to get in and poke around with no interruption. She’d been through many of the offices before, and although they required clearance in the form of a security badge, once through the portal, there was little oversight. If she and Drake could get past the security desk and through the secured entry point, they should be able to snoop at will. 

Checking the time, Jamie wondered why Drake hadn’t tried to contact her yet. For a moment she regretted not spending more time planning with him last night, but then admitted that she preferred the activities as they had taken place. She was more a fly-by-the-seat-of-her-pants gal anyway, and she really wouldn’t have wanted to give up a fantastic orgasm in favor of boring preparations. 

It was nearly two when she heard the faint knock. It wasn’t from the front door, however. Instead, it came from the window outside her kitchen. Fighting the urge to roll her eyes and deciding instead to get into the spirit of playing the spy, Jamie crept over to the window and cracked it open.

“What’s the password?” she asked, lowering her voice. 

“What?”
“I’m sorry, that’s incorrect.” She rushed to close the window, but his hand caught it and pressed it back open. Man, he’s got lightning-fast reflexes.  

“Quit screwing around,” Drake growled from outside. “We don’t have time for games.”
Jamie had to stop herself from sticking her tongue out at him. “You’re the one who took your sweet time getting over here.” 

“It made sense to wait to hit the office until afternoon. Security shift change is at 3:00. If we go in while they’re distracted, no one should even know the restricted area is occupied.” 

Apparently, Drake didn’t share her aversion for planning. Which was undoubtedly a good thing, considering. “Why are you at the window?” she asked, curious as to why he’d forgone the front door. 

“We shouldn’t be seen together today. In case anyone is watching. I plan to act as your shadow, as usual, and follow you to NASA. Then I’ll join you right before we use the badge.” 

Jamie shrugged. It sounded logical enough. She grabbed her oversized bag from where it was hanging on the chair and moved to close the window. 

“You’re not lugging that huge thing around with you, are you?” There was a note of annoyance in his gravelly voice. 

Jamie smiled sweetly. “Of course I am. It has all of my supplies in it.” 

“It’s not exactly inconspicuous, since you could fit a human child in there.” 

“Depending on their size, I could maybe fit two,” she said, then she shoved against the window again to shut it, forcing him to remove his hands or risk losing some fingers. 

Jamie locked the apartment door behind her, jogged down the front steps, and hit the sidewalk, heading for the nearby Metro stop. Although he wasn’t in her sight, she knew Drake was somewhere behind her, following at a safe distance. 

She was surprised at the sense of security that this knowledge brought. Having a man like Drake to protect her, to know that he would let no harm come to her, made a calmness descend over her like she’d never known. Jamie decided to enjoy the feeling and not worry too much about what it might mean. 

The next train pulled into her station after a few moments and she boarded, taking a seat next to a little old woman and positioning her bag on her lap. Jamie resisted the temptation to crane her head around to catch sight of her shadow. Although she might think he was being overly cautious, she trusted Drake. If he thought there was a possibility that they were being watched, then she’d play it safe and stay in spy-mode. 

Their simple plan ran through her head, and she was startled to realize that, although there were a million things that could go wrong, she wasn’t worried. Jamie chalked her absence of anxiety up to Drake’s confidence. She barely knew him, but somehow she was certain he’d achieve his goal. 

Which meant she would achieve hers. 

She hopped off the train at the stop nearest to NASA and headed off to her destination. The structure was unassuming, just another government building packed with underfunded offices. She looked up at the wall of windows and concrete, took a deep breath, and headed for the entrance. 

Ignoring the displays of space history around her, she headed towards the first security checkpoint. Jamie nodded at the security guard while she pulled out her badge. Lance had insisted that she be given a non-secured badge so she wouldn’t have to sign in every time she entered. The guard gave her a smile as she placed her bag on the conveyor belt, praying as always that it didn’t get stuck this time through.

She retrieved her bag and nodded, headed past the main desk and to the bank of elevators. The target offices were on the 8th floor and they had their own security desk which limited access to the secured areas. 

Suddenly she felt him behind her. She didn’t have to turn around to know that Drake was a few inches away, waiting patiently for the elevator. There was a faint chime and the door opened. Jamie walked in and turned, her eyes sliding over Drake, keeping up the pretense that he was a stranger and beneath her notice. 

Catching sight of the camera that watched over them both, Jamie focused on her breathing and pretended boredom. Her heart rate had increased, and she finally started to feel a tendril of anxiety uncurling in her stomach.

She was a fashion buyer, an assistant really, and not an international spy. What did she know about sneaking through security and uncovering confidential information? Wasn’t there some sort of hefty fine or extended jail sentence connected with what she was about to do?

Suddenly, as if he could sense her disquiet, Drake moved in closer, his shoulder brushing hers. Even this barest contact helped to steady her. What choice did she have? She had to do whatever she could to get her sister back. 

The elevator doors opened, and she squared her shoulders, prepared to walk out and meet her fate.

Time to be brave, Jamilla.

Before she could make her exit, Drake pulled her behind him. “Make yourself small and remain perfectly silent. Follow my moves, and don’t let anyone know you’re behind me.” 

He started off towards the security desk and she crouched low, linking her steps with his and praying she was in sync enough to fool the guards behind the desk. Although she couldn’t see much from her position, she knew there were two guards talking there. She could hear them. Papers were shuffling, and a conversation about those who had checked in earlier was in progress.

Drake was right. It’s shift change. Let’s hope they’re distracted enough not to question him. 

She saw Drake reach into his pocket, pull out Lance’s badge, and wave it towards the distracted guards. He then veered off towards the secured door and Jamie had to move fast to keep herself unseen. 

She slid around to his side, folding her arms in while Drake slightly angled himself to keep her hidden even in profile. He reached the door and held the badge up to the scanner in a fluid motion. The little light turned green and she heard the door unlock.

And then they were in. 

“Quick,” he said, pulling her from behind him. “I want to get in Cargraves office before they decide to start watching the feeds again.”

The feeds. Jamie swallowed. “What if they decide to watch the feeds later? They’ll see us.” 

Drake nodded. “It’s a risk we have to take. As long as we leave everything the way we found it, there should be no reason to go back over the footage. It will be erased in the next few days as there isn’t enough storage space to keep 24-7 surveillance records.” 

His dark gaze locked onto hers. “You didn’t have to come along. You insisted.”

She had. Although she trusted Drake, she still felt single-handedly responsible for Sylvie’s return. That meant she had to be here, to leave no stone unturned. 

As long as we turn those stones back over after digging beneath them, it should be ok. At least that was what she told herself. 

“Lead the way,” Drake said, sweeping his arm out in front of him. Jamie gave a quick nod and took off in the direction of Lance’s office. She grabbed the door handle and tugged, then frowned. 

“It’s locked.” She’d always been brought back into the secured area by functionaries or by Lance himself. She hadn’t even thought about encountering an obstacle as simple, or as frustrating, as a locked door. 

“Move,” Drake said, shouldering his way to the locked door and trying the handle himself. He then pulled out a tool that resembled a pocket knife, but when she saw that what should be a blade looked more like a long key, she realized it was a lock pick. 

It only took him a moment to unlock the door and then they were inside. The lights were set on motion detection and came on automatically when they entered. The office wasn’t large, but it was orderly. 

Drake pulled out Lance’s chair and seated himself in front of the computer. Jamie cautiously picked her way through the shelves and drawers, being careful not to noticeably disturb anything. 

The clacking sound coming from the computer console made Jamie turn her head to watch. Drake’s fingers were a blur on the keyboard, and the screens were shifting so fast as he maneuvered through them that she couldn’t keep up. 

The man has skills, she thought. And he keeps revealing new ones. Physical strength and stamina. Lock-picking. Computer hacking.

And let’s not forget the ability to seduce you into a mind-blowing orgasm, her inner voice reminded.

As if she could forget that little fact. 

While she watched, Drake pulled out a small device from his pocket and plugged it into the USB port. The device didn’t resemble anything she’d seen before. It was small, oblong, with a row of flashing lights in red, green, blue and yellow. 

Once the device was activated, windows began popping up and disappearing at light speed. She’d never seen anything like it. Although she was by no means a technology expert, Jamie was certain this device wasn’t available at her local retailer. It must be some kind of spy tech. 

Drake continued to hack his way through the classified data while Jamie did her best to snoop. The problem was, she had no idea what she was looking for. There were dozens of memos and schematics and spreadsheets, but nothing seemed to hint at a conspiracy. 

Jamie pulled open the top drawer of the filing cabinet and proceeded to scan the folders found there. Each folder had a name and an initial. Personnel files. 

The next drawer held binders labeled with years, 2010 through 2015. The drawer below that had binders starting at 2016, but she noticed the one for this year was missing. 

She bent to open the bottom drawer, hoping to find the binder for the current year. Unfortunately, there were no binders and no folders in the drawer. It seemed to be filled with random parts and tools. Making a half-hearted effort to dig through the pile, she sighed, wishing she had a least a rudimentary understanding of spacecraft engineering. 

The clacking at the keyboard stopped, and when she looked over her shoulder, Drake was standing behind her, staring down. The look on his face was anything but subtle. His eyes blazed with a desire to which she’d become acquainted with last night. 

Jamie slid the drawer closed and stood up, a strange tingle working its way up her spine. 

 


Chapter 10

 

Drake almost licked his lips when he caught sight of Jamie bent over, her shapely hips and perfect ass nearly begging him to claim her. Even in the middle of a covert operation, this woman knew exactly how to turn him into a ravening sex fiend. 

He hadn’t been able to sleep a wink last night, his cock aching inside the skinsuit. Although the suit had to be taken off every fourteen hours, he had decided not to take it off last night because he’d known he’d be unable to deal with the throbbing erection he’d had. Without the suit to keep him in line, he could have wasted an evening of unfulfilling climaxes, thinking of the human female’s delicious body. 

Drake had known he was taking a risk, not recharging his suit, but he figured their office snooping should take less than the few hours he needed before his suit had to reset. But if he let her distract him now, if he did all the things his dark desires were screaming at him to do, then they’d never get out of the secured area. 

And this morning, rather than going to the door, he’d gone around to her window with the lame excuse of them being watched. It was unlikely the Hareema were keeping an eye on Dr. Cohen’s sister, and even if they were, they’d have no idea who he was within this full-body disguise.

The truth was, he didn’t trust himself to go inside her apartment again and not immediately begin to worship her body. It seemed his legendary self-control completely deserted him when she was in the room. 

And now she was in front of him, driving his brain haywire. There was a strong appeal to laying claim to Jamie in her fiancé’s office. A perverse craving to place Jamie on Cargrave’s desk and make her come with his mouth invaded his thoughts. 

Then she turned, piercing him with those bright green eyes, and he knew instantly that she had caught onto his thoughts. He should have turned away and focused on the task at hand. Instead he inched closer as she turned to face him. 

He could read the conflict on her face. After the way she had given herself so freely to him last night, Drake knew she was ripe for his brand of seduction. Still, she was engaged, and despite the flightiness she displayed, he knew she wasn’t the type to cheat without remorse. It was best if he kept his hands off of her. 

But great Noruma’s Ghost, I want my hands all over her sexy shape. 

“Drake,” she started, then immediately cleared her throat. There was a very becoming blush on her pale cheeks. She began again, “Drake, about last night-“

“Shh…” he said, holding a finger up to those perfect lips to stop the next words from coming out. “It happened, and I don’t regret it, but I know you’re in a relationship and things are difficult at the moment. It’s best if we keep things professional from now on.”

Her expression remained neutral, even as he searched for signs of a reaction. Was she relieved? Disappointed? Or was she indifferent? The last might hurt the worst. 

“Agreed,” she replied after a moment’s pause. “Did you have any luck with the computer? I haven’t really found anything in the rest of this stuff.” 

“I’ve got his entire drive copied, and all the files on all the networks he is connected to.”

Her eyes widened, and Drake wondered for a moment if he’d said too much. Although humans had stumbled upon faster than light space travel, that didn’t mean they had all the same advances as Zanthar. In fact, they were still considered quite backwards technologically. 

Then Jamie shrugged and he let out a breath, relieved she hadn’t noticed his gaffe. “Let’s check out Danner Thompson’s office next,” he said, heading towards the door. 

Drake was careful to relock the door on his way out, then stood looking around the common area. He’d gone over the plans before the mission but it was one thing to stare at a layout on paper and another to find an office in a large area crowded with cubicles and cabinets. 

Not wanting to let on that he wasn’t as familiar with NASA’s offices as Jamie was, he stopped at a nearby desk and began flipping through papers. She stood beside him, her gaze bouncing around nervously as time passed. When he could stall no longer, he spoke.

“You head towards Thompson’s office and I’ll follow. I might want to check out a thing or two on the way.” 

Jamie sighed and then headed between the rows of cubicles towards the back. There a hallway branched off from the main room, and Drake tailed Jamie, enjoying the view of her backside as she made her way down the hall. There were conference rooms on either side, empty tables barely visible in their dim interiors. At the end of the hall were three doors, one on either side of the hall, both lacking windows and with badge readers. 

The third door was at the end of the hall, with a name placard pasted to the inside of the window next to the door. “Danner Thompson, Chief Administrator,” it read. Jamie reached for the knob and turned it, finding it locked again.

“Come on, Super Spy,” she said, turning back to face him. “I need your top secret skills again to get inside.” 

Drake made quick work of the lock and the door swung open, the lights popping on with a faint click. This office was larger than Cargraves’ and more finely appointed. There was a sitting area with a small leather sofa and two matching chairs, settled around a low table. 

Thompson’s desk dominated the room, however. It was massive, made out of dark wood. There were no stacks of papers on his desk, however, unlike Cargrave’s workspace. 

Drake settled into the chair and turned on the computer, wanting to make sure that there were no files he’d missed in his last sweep. He plugged in his Zantharian data-mining device and set to work, quickly copying anything the computer and its attached networks held. 

Meanwhile Jamie wandered around, attempting to pull open drawers. It seemed Thompson was a little more security-conscious than his functionaries, as each cabinet and desk drawer were locked.

“It’s going to take all afternoon to pick these locks,” she said when he’d finished at the computer console. “Where should we start?”

They progressed methodically, Drake picking each lock and then pulling out the contents of each drawer. His mouth pressed together in a tight line after the third drawer. There was nothing in consequence in any of the cabinets they opened. 

Although he’d had high hopes for this operation, Drake was beginning to wonder if they’d find anything at all helpful. Most of the files were filled with mundane details that barely warranted the label ‘classified.’ 

He slammed the last drawer closed, muttering a curse under his breath. Jamie picked up on his frustration. “Maybe all the good stuff is on the computer files you copied?”

“Maybe,” he answered, although he had a sinking suspicion that the Hareema were being very careful about their plans. This fishing expedition could end up landing them nothing but minnows instead of the trophy fish he’d been hoping for. 

They left the office, Drake locking the door behind them. “Now what?” his companion asked, her green gaze fastened to him. 

Drake was at a loss. He knew there had to be some clue to the enemy’s plans somewhere in these labs. If there weren’t, he had no idea where to search next. His eyes roaming over the corridor, they lit on the plaque on the door to their left. “Experimental Research” it said. 

He remembered the laboratory from the schematics he’d looked over. It was a blank black box on the map, unlike the other rooms which had shown their inner divisions. Perhaps this lab would yield the clues they were looking for. 

“Let’s look around in here,” Drake said, not willing to give up without trying every possible avenue. He pulled Cargraves badge out and held it to the pad, hoping it would gain them access. The light turned green, and the door unlocked. 

The lab was larger than he would have expected, with several smaller rooms off a large central area that were dotted with workstations. “Check out the stations,” he said, pointing Jamie in the direction of the main area, while he made his way around the room, checking out each office. 

“Propulsion advances,” one read, and the next “Remote sensing technologies.” Then there was “Human spaceflight research,” “Communication technologies,” and “Experimental terraforming technology.” But when he reached “Robotics and electrical field research,” he paused. 

The wheels in Drake’s mind started turning. The last advance the Hareema had exposed was the one that made them resistant to Zantharian bioelectricity. It had been the driving force behind his own mission, to determine how they’d managed to suddenly find a way to protect themselves from the bioweapon after centuries of vulnerability. 

This single advancement could tip the war to the enemy’s favor and destabilize the entire quadrant quickly. He’d debated for hours with his brother, Supreme Regent of Zanthar, and their security council on how to counter this threat. They’d also gathered intelligence from their human counterparts and gone over every detail of Dr. Cohen’s mission as well as Captain Brooklyn’s trip. 

One detail that had stuck out had been the ability of the human’s robotic defense robots, affectionately known as FIDOs, to pick out Hareema DNA. Human scanning technology wasn’t very advanced, compared to the Zantharian’s and others’ scanners, so it was surprising that the robots had found a method of determining friend from foe. 

Now, standing in front of the lab that dealt with both robotics and electrical fields, Drake wondered if there wasn’t a connection between the two. He opened the door and waited for the lights to come on. The lab was the messiest he’d seen yet, with papers and schematics strewn everywhere among parts and assemblies whose functions he had no idea about. 

There were two smaller chambers at the back of the room, both with their own doors, and Drake made his way over to the one of the left. He opened the door and found a small office crammed full of books, mechanical parts, and a series of robots lining the shelves. 

“Whoa cool,” he heard from behind him and turned around. Jamie stood there, taking in the room. “Look at all these creatures,” she said, heading towards the shelves and their inhabitants. 

“Find anything?” he asked, shuffling through some papers on the overflowing desk. Apparently the desk belonged to a Dr. Keith Lakewood, premier researcher in the field of electronics and robotics. 

“Nope,” she replied, fiddling with the robots. “But I don’t know how you expected me to. I know double nothing about science. Now, if this was an experimental fashion design lab, I might be able to help you, but for now, everything’s Greek to me.” 

Drake wondered idly who this “Greek” was but decided not to ask. Suddenly there was a high-pitched chirping noise, and Jamie jumped back from the shelves. There was movement, then a series of beeps.

“HERMAN activated!” a low-pitched voice said, and then a robot in the shape of a ball bounced itself off the shelf and onto the floor.

“Oops,” Jamie breathed. “I was just admiring the robots but I didn’t mean to turn one on.” 

Drake bit back a reply about how she should be careful about turning on unwitting creatures like himself and instead watched as the ball rolled around the room, beeping delightedly. “It doesn’t look like it can cause much harm,” he said. “It probably has a motion detection array. It will likely turn itself back off when we leave.” 

“Correct,” the device chimed in. “HERMAN wakes up when motion is detected.” 

“How cute,” Jamie squealed. “Herman, that’s your name?”

“Correct. Human Emulating Robotic Assistance Negotiator. HERMAN for short.” 

“I love him,” Jamie said, her eyes full of mirth. 

Drake wanted to laugh but had to play the straight man. “We don’t have time to make new friends, Jamie. Let’s check out the room across from this one.” 

“Fine,” she said, waving at the electronic ball. “It was nice to meet you, Herman.” 

“Likewise,” the ball responded.

Drake rolled his eyes, walked out of the office, and opened the door for the small lab across from it. The chamber was stark, a large contrast from the messy office they’d just departed. 

Jamie followed behind him, and Drake was surprised to see the round robot roll in after them. He looked around, but there wasn’t much to see. The center of the chamber was empty, with the exception of a contraption that hung from the ceiling. There were no tables, no chairs, just the control panels and monitors that were attached to the walls. 

“Nothing to see here,” Jamie said, then turned to go back out the door. She failed to notice Herman, who’d come to a stop behind her. She tripped, stumbling into the door and pushing it closed. At the same time her hand hit a panel beside the door. 

The entire room flashed red, and there was a loud click. Jamie righted herself, then pulled on the door handle. It wouldn’t budge.

“What’s going on?” she asked, tugging on the door. 

“You initiated the time lock mechanism,” the robot said.

“Time lock?” Drake was on instant alert. 

“Correct. This lab tests electrical fields. In order not to damage other sensitive equipment, the lab is time locked to ensure no entry during the testing phase.” 

“So we’re locked in?” Jamie’s voice had a frantic edge. 

“Correct.” 

“For how long?” 

“Approximately three hours.” 

“Shit!” Drake was furious. The damn robot had completely fucked him. 

Jamie pulled out her phone to glance at the clock. “That means the door will unlock at 7:35 or so.” 

No, no, no. That’s too late!

All of a sudden, his decision not to recharge his skinsuit last night seemed like the greatest folly of all time. He’d thought they’d be out of NASA and he’d be home by six at the latest. That would have left him enough time to get out of the suit before it reverted back to its gelatinous form. 

But now he was trapped in this room for three hours. Almost an hour longer than the time he had left on his suit. 

That meant that his real form would be exposed. In a little over two hours.  

Then Jamie would see what he really was and his cover would be irrevocably blown. 

Fuck!

 


Chapter 11

 

Drake almost shoved her out of the way to get to the door. He tugged at the handle but the door stayed shut tight. 

Jamie moved back, a frown on her face. She could understand him being upset at their being trapped, but his expression was closer to a feral animal than a frustrated man. 

“Hey,” she said softly, putting a hand on his shoulder. “So we have to wait a few hours. I doubt anyone will notice us locked away in this back room.” She glanced around the room, looking for the ubiquitous light-ringed cameras she’d seen in the other offices. 

She couldn’t find any. “There don’t seem to be any outside cameras in this lab. We can just hunker down here for a few hours and no one will be the wiser.” 

“That’s not going to work for me,” he said, turning his attention to the locking panel. There wasn’t much to see there, as it was all recessed. She heard Drake growl in frustration and bang his fist against the panel. Nothing happened.

“You,” he said, squatting down to address Herman. “How do we disengage the lock? There must be an override.” 

The ball responded, a few lights blinking on and off on its surface. “There is an override. You must program the correct sequence into the master control panel.” 

“What’s the correct sequence?”
There was a loud buzz from the robotic ball. “I’m sorry. I do not have access to that information.” 

Drake straightened. He was getting angrier by the second. “Then who does?”
“This is Dr. Lakewood’s lab. He assigns the codes.” 

“Fuck!” For a second, it looked like Drake would kick the little robot to Kingdom Come. 

Jamie felt instantly protective of the little creature. She dropped to her knees in front of the ball, putting herself between it and her irate companion. “It’s not his fault,” she said. “What’s the big problem? Are we in danger if we stay here?”

Drake looked like he was close to spitting fire. “You don’t understand, Jamie.” 

“So help me understand!” 

He stared down at her, and she saw the emotions flit across his face. Frustration. Anger. Fear. Then he turned away and began inspecting the various panels around the room. 

“Herman,” he said, “which one of these is the control panel.” 

The little ball rolled around Jamie, moving to Drake’s side. “The control panel is the central-most panel on the back wall. If you’ll follow me.” 

Herman rolled towards the back wall and stopped beneath a panel. It was comprised of a touch-screen computer interface alongside a bank of switches, knobs, and buttons. Drake followed, leaning in to inspect things. 

“Where do you enter the override sequence?” he asked.

Herman gave out another loud buzz. “I’m sorry. I do not have access to that information.” 

Jamie wandered closer, keeping her eye on the ball. She wondered what Drake would do now.

“Are there any consequences if I enter an invalid code? Will the lock remain on for longer? Will there be an alarm?”
Again the buzz. “I’m sorry. I do not have access to that information.” 

Drake growled, then moved towards the touchscreen. Jamie rushed to grab his arm. “Wait! What if you do put in the wrong code and set off the alarm. Then they’ll know we’re here. Why can’t you just wait it out?”

“I can’t,” he replied, then let out a groan of such anguish that Jamie felt something in her chest tighten.

“What’s wrong?” she asked softly. “Talk to me.”

Drake looked down at her, his brown eyes full of an emotion she couldn’t name. There was something he wasn’t telling her, something important, and she needed to understand, not just for her mission to bring Sylvie home, but because it was integral to understanding the man in front of her. 

And for some reason that was of the utmost importance to her now.

“I can’t,” he said again, his sigh almost shaking his entire body. “We have to find a way out of this room in the next two hours or everything changes.” 

Jamie wanted to scream in frustration. He was less forthcoming than a monk who’d taken a vow of silence. But if he wouldn’t tell her what was going on, she’d do her best to help nevertheless.

Sitting with her legs crossed in the middle of the floor, she dug her cell phone back out of her bag. Jamie pulled up a search engine, then called out to the robot. “Herman, who did you say this lab belonged to?”

The adorable robotic ball rolled over to her side. “This lab belongs to Dr. Keith Lakewood. He has degrees in electrical engineering, robotic science, physics, computer science, and artificial intelligence.” 

Jamie typed in the name and started searching the web for any information that might be useful in their current plight. “Looks like Dr. Lakewood won something called the AAAI Grand Challenge.”

Herman let out a few chirps. “Correct. Dr. Lakewood also won the Maslab autonomous robotics competition twice while a student at MIT.” 

Drake ignored them, instead going over every panel inch by painstaking inch. Still, Jamie didn’t give up. “It says here that he was the youngest division head in NASA’s history, and that he’s being considered for the Nobel Prize in Physics.”

“Does it tell you what his override code is? Because if it doesn’t, then all of that is useless.”

Jamie scowled at his back. Drake certainly threw common courtesy out the window when he was upset. “I doubt Dr. Lakewood publishes his codes on the internet for the world to see.” 

“Then you’re just wasting time.” 

“And what exactly are you doing?” she bit back. “Trying to magically intuit how to override a lock designed by a guy who’s gonna win the Nobel Prize?”

Drake let out a snort. “Backwards humans,” she heard him grumble under his breath. 

“We’re all backwards humans! But at least some of us are polite!”

He turned around, pinning her with his dark gaze. For some reason, whenever he looked at her like that, all serious and brooding, her heart started to pound harder in her chest. She wanted to blame it on fear of his temper, but if she had to admit it to herself, it was really excitement that made her heart race. 

“You have no idea what you’re playing with, little girl,” he said, his voice low, his tone verging on savage. “But if we don’t get out of here soon, you’re going to find out.”

Jamie’s eyes narrowed at the threat, even as her pulse rate jumped. Although she didn’t consider him sexy when judging by his appearance, his confidence and the way he carried himself, with that edge of danger, it really turned her on. But she’d be damned if she’d admit it.

“I’m not afraid of you,” she said, even if she wasn’t sure if that was true. “And I don’t know what you think is going to happen in the next hour and a half. Are you going to turn into a pumpkin at midnight like Cinderella’s carriage?”

“Oh I’ll turn into something all right,” he growled. “And you’d be lucky if it was just a pumpkin.” 

“Oh Jesus Christ!” she yelled. “Will you just calm down so we can figure this out?”

“Calm is the last thing I can be.”

Jamie had had it. She’d been working for months to bring her sister home, and now, the first time she’d actually been able to take action, her partner turned out to be a spy with secrets. And an anger problem. 

She’d been ignored by NASA, turned down by her fiancé, and was now stuck with a guy who had brought her to an amazing orgasm with his mouth but refused to use that same mouth for talking sense. 

“Listen, you arrogant asshole! We aren’t going to figure anything else unless you calm the fuck down and talk to me. Dr. Lakewood seems like some kind of super genius, and to be honest, we’re not. The only way to try and get out of this is to think like Lakewood. So come sit down and help me think, dammit!”

He was stiff as corpse walking over to her and sitting down, his eyes burning with a fire that his body seemed to douse. “Lakewood should have left some kind of instructions for an override, if anyone was to get accidentally locked in.” 

“Makes sense,” Jamie said. “Too bad we can’t just call him and ask.” 

Drake stared at her for so long she became uncomfortable. She was debating asking him what he was looking at or just hauling off and slapping him, but before she could lift her hand, he spoke. “Maybe we can.” 

He ran his fingers through his hair while working things out. “What if we called him pretending to be the cleaning crew? Explain that we accidently got locked in and did he know how to get out, so that we won’t fall behind on our cleaning schedule.” 

Jamie laughed. “It could work. But what if he calls our bluff, or asks why we didn’t call down to the security desk?”

“We could make up another excuse, like the security desk lost the codes. I don’t think he’s likely to be that suspicious, as the code only acts as an override to unlock this door from the inside, right?”

“Even if we did want to call him, how do we get his number?”

They spent the next several minutes scouring the web for hints of a personal number for Dr. Lakewood. The only line listed went straight to voicemail, and was likely the phone they’d seen on the desk of the cluttered office next door. 

“Dammit,” Drake yelled. “We’re wasting time. I’ve got little more than an hour left.” 

Jamie put her elbows on her knees and rested her chin on her hands. They’d been so close to a possible solution. Her gaze landed on Herman, who sat quietly, lights blinking on and off occasionally.

She suddenly sat up straight. “What about this guy? He’s an assistant, right? And he’s helped us a lot so far.” 

“Herman,” Drake said. “Do you have the personal phone number for Dr. Lakewood?”

“All personal and propriety information has been classified,” the robot replied, giving a series of beeps. 

“But you can trust us,” Jamie said. “We have access to the lab, so clearly we have access to classified information. 

There were several loud blips and whirrs from the ball as it tried to follow her logic. “Classified information is provided to security level three personnel only.”

Jamie sighed, but Drake wasn’t willing to give up so easily. “We are level three personnel. Give us the information.” 

Another pause while Herman computed. “Please verify security level.” 

“How, Herman?” Jamie asked. Then she elbowed Drake. “Show him your badge, Lance.”

Drake eyed her askance, but pulled out the badge. “See. I have the clearance, now provide the information.” 

Herman rolled over for a closer inspection of the badge. “You are not Dr. Lance Cargraves,” he announced. “You do not have security level three access.” 

“But he IS Lance,” Jamie said, patting Herman on what she assumed was his head. “He’s my fiancé. I think I should know my own fiancé.”

“Visual identification does not match photographic evidence presented,” the robot replied matter-of-factly. 

“Oh that,” Jamie said with forced laughter. “Well, you see Herman, he’s in disguise. He’s deep under cover for NASA, investigating a conspiracy.” 

There was a long wait as Herman went through a series of bleeps, bloops, and whirrs. “Dr. Lance Cargraves?” he asked finally. 

“Yes,” Drake replied solemnly. 

“You are seeking evidence of the conspiracy?”

A chill went down Jamie’s spine. Herman had said “the” conspiracy, not “a” conspiracy. 

Drake looked at her, his eyes widening. He’d picked up on the discrepancy as well. “Yes, Herman. I’ve been sent here to uncover the mystery surrounding the disappearance of Dr. Sylvia Cohen.” 

There was a mournful beep from Herman at the mention of Jamie’s sister. “Dr. Lakewood had warned me about a conspiracy. He himself was gathering evidence when I lost contact with him.” 

“Dr. Lakewood knows about the conspiracy?” Jamie asked. “He knows what happened to my sister?”

Herman rolled closer to her. “Dr. Sylvia Cohen is your sister?” the little robot asked. “She was always very nice to me. We would race each other down the corridor and back. I was always faster but sometimes I wondered if she let me win.” 

Jamie gave the little robot a sad smile while fighting back tears. “Sylvie’s like that. I need to get her back, Herman. Can you help us?”

He rolled back and forth a couple of times, and Jamie wondered if it was similar to a human head nod. “I will help. But Dr. Lakewood’s personal number will not matter. He has stopped picking up his phone.” 

Drake frowned. “He hasn’t been in the office?”

“Correct,” Herman said. “He has not been here in approximately 167 days.”

“That’s close to six months,” Drake said.

“Correct.”

Jamie put a hand back on the robot, hoping to provide some sense of comfort. “Herman, do you know where he is?”

After a few beeps, the ball responded. “There is insufficient data to reply.”

“What data is there?” Drake asked.

“I had attempted to email Dr. Lakewood when I was unable to reach him via his phone. The automatic response I received stated that he would be out of the office for several months and working in his lab in the Chicago area. He warned that he would be unable to respond to all inquiries in a timely manner.” 

“So he’s in Chicago,” Jamie said. 

“Not necessarily,” Drake said, his face turning menacing. “Someone else could have set up that automatic response to cover their tracks.”

“So you think he’s missing?” 

Drake shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess the next step is to track down Lakewood.”

Jamie laughed. “How are we supposed to find him in Chicago in the next hour?”

Drake put his head in his hands. “That’s not what I meant. I meant after we get out of the lab.” 

To say that she was confused was an understatement. “But why would we track down Lakewood after we get out of this lab? I thought we needed to find him so we could override the lock.” 

“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” he said, pinning her with a dark look. “Clearly Lakewood has knowledge of the conspiracy.”

He continued to look at her, and Jamie knew there was something else he wanted to say, something that he was trying to decide whether he could trust her with. Finally, he spoke. “I knew Lakewood might be involved once I saw this lab. The enemy has recently made some technological advances in electrical science, advances that wouldn’t be possible without someone with a genius-level intellect.” 

“The enemy?” Jamie understood the idea of a conspiracy, but the idea of some unknown party working against her sister was frightening. 

“What I’m about to tell you is going to be unbelievable,” he said. “But I need you to trust me.”

Jamie nodded. She wanted to trust him anyway. She didn’t like the thought of Drake lying to her. 

“I know where your sister is.” 

Jamie recoiled as if slapped. “You do? Then why the fuck didn’t you say anything about it before? Where is she?”

Drake took a deep breath, maintaining eye contact throughout. “She’s on my home world. A planet called Zanthar, but which you humans named JL-398.”

JL-398. She was familiar with that designation. It was the planet Sylvie had shot off towards in search of life. 

“Your home world?” 

Drake nodded. “I know it seems unbelievable, but it’s true.”

She cocked an eyebrow at her companion. “So you expect me to believe you’re an alien?”

“Believe me, to me, you’re the alien.” 

Jamie felt her hands tighten into fists. “You’re not an alien. You’re an asshole.” 

“I’m serious, Jamie. I’m a Zantharian.” 

“Why are you playing around? Why can’t you just tell me where Sylvie is?’

“I’m not playing. She’s on Zanthar, with my people. So are Captain Brooklyn and her crew. Earth has been infiltrated by a race of shape-shifting aliens that can take on any form they like. They’re masquerading as humans while they infiltrate NASA.”
He looked down at the little robot blinking at their feet. “And now I think they’ve kidnapped Dr. Lakewood and forced him to work for them.” 

Jamie shot to her feet. “Why are you doing this to me?” She was surprised she wasn’t screaming. She could feel the tears filling her eyes but was powerless to stop them.

“This has all been some kind of elaborate game, hasn’t it? Do you even work for NASA, or the intelligence bureau? Or are you some crazy stalker who gets his kicks lying to helpless women?”

Drake stood slowly, his eyes sad. “I’m sorry that you’re upset. I wish I could have told you sooner. But I had to maintain my cover so that the enemy didn’t realize that I was on Earth. It was the only way to gather data.” 

“Stop lying! You’re not an alien.” 

Drake took her shoulders in his hands but she tugged herself out of his grasp. “Okay, if you’re such an alien, how come you look like any average old human, huh? Where are the tentacles, or eye stalks, or whatever weird thing aliens are supposed to have?”

“I’m disguised as a human. If I had come to this planet in my real form, I wouldn’t have made it into the building before I’d been captured.” 

“So you expect me to believe there’s some kind of alien body in there?”

“Yes,” he replied simply. “There is. I told you that our enemy is a shape-shifting race. We managed to capture one, or actually, Captain Brooklyn’s crewman captured one with the help of one of our lieutenants. Our scientists figured out a way to use their shape-shifting capabilities to disguise my real shape.”

“So you are not Dr. Lance Cargraves,” Herman piped up. “I did not think you were.” 

Drake gave a small laugh. “You’re right. My real name is Drak’Karren Rasveen, Minister of Defense to the planet Zanthar.”

Jamie buried her head in her hands, fighting off hysterical laughter. “Okay, Dracula Ratsfeet, or whatever your name is, if you don’t look like a human, what do you look like?”

“You’re going to find out soon enough,” he said. “The shape-shifters can only hold their shapes for a certain length of time, and we’ve almost reached the end of that period. They then have to revert to their original form. Which means in the next half hour, this suit is going to melt off my body into a red puddle of jelly. It will stay that way for about ten minutes, and then reform to the shape you see right now.” 

“So that’s why you were so worried about getting out of her in time?”

“Yes,” he said, his eyes seemingly trying to gauge her belief.

“So,” she said, facing him, “were you always crazy, or did you recently lose your mind?” 

 


Chapter 12

 

Drake wished there was an easier way to convince Jamie that he was telling the truth. In another few minutes it won’t matter, he reminded himself. She’ll see the proof staring her in her beautiful face. 

“I’m not lying,” he said after a moment. “And I’m sorry that I had to deceive you for so long. I couldn’t risk exposing myself. I’m fairly certain that the conspiracy goes up to the highest levels. To tell you the truth it already puts my mission in jeopardy.”

“I can’t believe I let you into my house,” she whispered, more to herself than to him. “And I kissed you….and I…I let you…Oh God.” 

Drake put his hands on her shoulders again, and this time when she tried to pull away, he didn’t let her. Instead, he pulled her in closer, locking her in his arms. He rested his chin on her head and continued to speak. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t plan for any of this to happen. I’ve been tailing you because I thought you represented the safest access point to the restricted areas of NASA. And I would have never approached you, if you hadn’t caught me out yourself.”

“You took advantage of me.” 

Those words were like a punch to the gut. “I’m sorry that you feel that way. But I assure you, I never planned to touch you like that. It…it just happened. I saw you and I couldn’t resist.” 

“As soon as we get out of here I’m going to report you to the authorities. You need to have your head examined.” 

“I can assure you, by the time this door unlocks, you will believe every word I say.”

He heard her sniffle, and his heart seemed to crack in his chest. He hated the thought of causing her pain. “Please, dear heart, I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“Shut up,” she said, burying her face in his chest while she started to cry. “I hate you.” 

Drake wished those words didn’t have the power to rip out his insides. But they did. 

“You are a resident of JL-398,” Herman said without warning. “That means you are living evidence of life on other planets.” 

Drake laughed. “Yes, at the moment I’m living evidence, although I’m not sure everyone in the room is as thrilled as you are about it.” 

“And Dr. Sylvia Cohen is safe in your world?” the robot continued. 

“Yes,” he said. “She is the chosen mate of my brother, Xivthar Rasveen, the Supreme Regent of Zanthar.” 

“Chosen mate?” Jamie’s head flew up, her eyes filled with fire. “Are you telling me your brother has been having sex with my sister?” 

“And quite enjoying it,” Drake said with a smile. He had to dodge quickly before Jamie’s fist connected with his chin. 

“Now I know for sure you’re crazy. Sylvie doesn’t even date. There’s no way she’d fall for an alien asshole, even if he is Supreme King or whatever.”

Drake laughed. “You’d be surprised.” 

Jamie struggled against his hold, and even though he didn’t want to, he let her go. She took a couple of steps back from him, her eyes narrow, her face a mask of anger. “Why are you making all this up? Why did you even bother to come on this wild goose chase? What are you after?”
“My planet is in danger,” he said with a fierce tone. “And so is yours. The enemy, the Hareema, are infesting planet after planet. Governments are taken over before the people even realize that their leaders have been replaced. Zanthar is the only planet fighting against this scourge. And now they’ve come to Earth.”

Jamie swallowed and Drake thought for a moment that she was beginning to believe him. Then she replied. “I’m going to tell the authorities that you need a padded cell, because you’re a danger to yourself and others.” 

Drake wanted to groan with frustration, but at precisely that moment, he felt the shift in his suit. He’d run out of time. 

“It’s happening,” he said softly, then felt the first tug of the suit as it began to revert to its gelatinous form. 

His face was revealed first, and he locked eyes with Jamie as she watched the transformation. In less than a minute, he was standing before her, entirely naked, his true Zantharian form completely exposed. 

He held out his hand. “Nice to finally meet you,” he said. 

Jamie’s mouth fell open. Then her eyes rolled up and she started to fall.

Drake caught her before she could hit the floor, then went to his knees and slowly lowered her until she was resting in his lap. He sat quietly stroking her hair, waiting for consciousness to return. 

When her eyes slowly opened, he thought for a moment that she might faint again. Instead a shaky hand rose to his forehead, fingers reaching out to grasp one of the dark, agitated tendrils on his head. “So soft,” she whispered. 

He worried briefly that she was too dazed. What if her mind has snapped? He wished that he’d never had to reveal himself.

Then again, if he was being honest with himself, he realized that he wanted her to know who he really was. It made things so much more complicated, but he hated lying to her. Now, she would see the real him. 

“You look…better,” she said with a slow smile.

The look she was giving him set his heart to racing. “Oh yeah? You like the alien Drake?”

Her face grew puzzled. “Before you just looked…average. But I could tell you weren’t. Now, your features fit the person you are inside.” 

Her words amazed him. Maybe her mind had snapped. 

He stood slowly, being careful not to shift her too quickly. After he settled her on her feet, he took a step back. Although he was nude, he didn’t feel nervous. In fact, he was surprised at how comfortable he felt. 

Jamie’s eyes traveled up his body slowly, from his feet to his head and back again. “Wow,” she said, after a moment. “You’re huge.” 

She was correct. In his proper form, he dwarfed her. Her head barely came up past his waist. 

“And your skin…it’s a funny color.”

Drake peered down at himself. His skin was currently a light green, although there were striations of red that had worked their way into it because of the anxiety he’d felt. “We Zantharians have skin that changes color with our moods.” 

Her eyes widened. “Color-changing skin. Now that would be the season’s hottest accessory.”

Drake laughed and barely stopped himself from picking her up and twirling her around. She was taking his exposure better than he could have hoped.

“So it was all true then,” she said after a moment. “You’re an alien and my sister is on your planet and…and she’s hooked up with your brother.”

Drake nodded. “My brother has taken her as his mate.”

“Is that like…they’re dating or…?”

“It’s a bit more serious than that. I suppose the closest thing would be your human marriage, but that even pales in comparison. Zantharians mate for life.”

“Wow,” Jamie said, looking dazed. “I can’t even remember the last time my sister went out with a guy, let alone got serious with one. That happened fast.”

Drake smiled. “We Zantharians know what we like.” He gave her a look that he hoped communicated his own liking for her.

Jamie’s cheeks flushed and he realized she’d caught his look. “So humans and Zantharians, huh? They’re…umm…compatible?”

“Oh yes,” he said, barely stopping himself from offering to show her just how compatible they could be.

He caught her looking below his waist and then averting her eyes. “Are you sure, because you guys look to be…umm…a little on the large size.”

“I’m sure.”

“Oh Lordy,” Jamie replied, fanning her face with her hand. She looked down at the puddle of red jelly on the floor. “And if you’re real, that means those things are real too?”

“Yes,” he replied, becoming serious. “The Hareema are the biggest threat to the galaxy there is. And I’m here to try and stop them from taking over Earth and Zanthar.”

“So those things could be anything. Or anybody?”

Drake nodded, watching the wheels turning in her head.

“Oh my God. And you think it goes up to the highest levels. So people here at NASA are aliens.”

“I think so, yes. I can’t figure out a way they could have sabotaged the two missions Earth had sent to Zanthar without being involved in NASA administration.” He didn’t tell her about Danner Thompson, how he’d seen three Danners on the Hareema prison planet. And he also didn’t share his suspicions about her fiancé.

But she seemed to arrive at the same conclusion rather quickly. “Lance,” she whispered, her hand rising to her mouth. “That’s why he’s been so polite but unwilling to--“ She stopped speaking, slamming a hand over her mouth. 

Unwilling to what? he wondered. He hesitated, but in a rush of jealousy he decided he needed to know. “What was Cargraves unwilling to do?”

Jamie looked at him, her cheeks on fire. She shook her head, and he narrowed his eyes, his anger rising. What was she hiding from him?

“Your skin, it’s getting lighter.” 

She was right. Yellow spots of anger were mixing with the green. “Tell me,” he ground out between clenched teeth. 

“You already know,” she sputtered. “He wouldn’t make a move, remember? He’s never made a move. The most he’s given me is a chaste kiss on the lips.”

His anger already high, Drake found it difficult to get a handle on his emotions. He surged forward, grabbing her and pulling her close. “And you wanted more, didn’t you? That’s why you dressed in that little white number, because you wanted his body writhing next to yours?”

Jamie stared up at him, her eyes wide. “I was trying to get the security badge, remember? Besides, he turned me down.”
“But still you wanted him.” Drake’s mind was ablaze with the heat of jealousy. He couldn’t stop the words from tumbling out of his mouth. “And when I took you, were you thinking of him then? Your precious Lance?”

Her face broadcast her shock. “No! I—“

“I’m going to do everything I can to drive the thought of that man out of your mind for good,” he growled, then he seized her lips in a passionate kiss. 

Drake could hear the tiny part of his mind screaming that he was overreacting, but it was too late. Being in such close proximity to her, knowing she hadn’t reacted negatively to his genuine form, had made him want her more. And then the mention of her fiancé, of the body she had offered him, drove him mad with envy and the desire to claim her. 

And now he gave into that desire, whatever the consequences. 

 

 

 


Chapter 13

 

Jamie reeled under the onslaught of Drake’s Kiss. Before when he’d kissed her, she’d felt the passion like the flame of a candle, but this was a fucking bonfire.

She had to admit that she found the real Drake so much more attractive. Which was kind of crazy, because he was a frigging alien, but she couldn’t deny that his massive, muscular form, his color changing skin, and his rugged features turned her on much more than she’d ever felt for the human Drake. And maybe more than she’d felt for any other human, period.

She melted under his kiss, opening her mouth and allowing his tongue to slide inside and explore. She couldn’t help noting how skilled he was at using his tongue. It was strong and moved in ways no human she’d ever been with could even dream of doing. The thought turned her on even more. She could feel how wet her panties were.

She opened her eyes, reveling in the beauty of the alien male before her. His cheekbones were sharp angles, his nose strong and defined. And his eyes were like twin ink pools, so dark they were almost unfathomable.

As he watched her staring at him, she noticed his skin had changed. The light green had been replaced by a purple that was becoming deeper by the moment. Then he kissed her again and she closed her eyes and just felt.

He held her head in his hands which made her feel like a willing captive to his lust. He was so strong, so powerful, she felt almost like a living doll next to him. But the sensations he caused her to feel, were very real. She was more turned on than she had been in her entire life.

Drake moved his mouth from hers and kissed right below her earlobe, before gently nibbling on it. He moved his mouth to her neck and kissed her down to the space where her neck and shoulder met. 

He pulled back and looked at her, she couldn’t handle the intense, hungry stare he gave her. She was so turned on and wanted nothing more than to feel him inside of her. Jamie realized she was wearing too many clothes and began to hastily remove them. First her shirt, and then her bra. Drake removed her leggings and then her panties. 

He seemed to be studying her body. 

“What?” She asked him.

“You’re fucking beautiful.” He said and pulled her into him once again, their mouths melted into each other.

She slid her panties down her legs and laid on the ground. This was a bold move which she would have never made under normal circumstances. But these weren’t normal circumstances. This was something different, something special. She didn’t want to drag it on anymore. She was wetter than she had ever been and was aching to feel him.

Drake got down onto his knees and kissed her once more. She let out a soft moan and he began to leave a trail of kisses down her neck and down to her stomach. She wiggled beneath him as he got close to her pussy. He lifted his head and moved back up to where her breasts were. He took the left nipple into his mouth and massaged her right one with his hand. She moaned, her hands clenched in the waving tendrils covering his head. He sucked and squeezed until she was driven insane and all she could say was a breathless “please.” 

He sat up and moved between her legs, spreading them apart. He rubbed her clit with his thumb for just a moment. “You’re so beautiful here,” he whispered with reverence. “And so fucking wet.” 

He leaned down and once again, began licking her. Jamie yelled out in pleasure not caring how loud she was because all she wanted at this moment was for the pleasure to never stop. She wanted to feel this pleasure every moment of every day, for the rest of her life. 

He shoved his tongue inside of her and she arched her back. He moved it in and out in a rapid motion that was driving her crazy. Then he moved his mouth back to her clit and began to suck on it. And she immediately came for him.

But he didn’t stop, not like last time. He continued to lick and suck and inserted a thick finger into her. She loved the feeling of him inside of her. It didn’t take long before she was wiggling beneath him on the edge of coming for him, once again. 

She moved her hips hoping this would make him realize how bad she needed to feel him inside of her.

He paused for just a moment. “Not yet.” He said and slid a second finger inside of her. “I need to get you ready to receive all of me.”

“I just want to feel you, already. Please.”

“You’re so small, I don’t want to hurt you.” He said.

“You won’t.” She assured him. “I need to feel your cock inside of me.” She didn’t want to wait any longer. She was aching to finally feel him.

“Please.” She whispered.

“I could never deny you anything, dear heart.” He said, then he spread her legs a little farther apart and kissed her mouth once more. 

She watched as he grabbed himself. He was massive, the biggest she’d ever seen. She was a little intimidated, but more excited than anything. He began to push himself inside of her and she let out a loud moan. “Oh fuck.” She said. She loved the feeling of him inside of her, stretching her, claiming her for his own. 

When he was finally fully inside of her Jamie called out his name. “Oh Drake.”

“You’re so wet and tight.” Drake whispered to her as he began to move his hard cock in and out of her. 

He moved with a slow motion. One that was driving Jamie absolutely crazy. “Harder,” she said. 

Drake leaned down so he was laying on her chest and began to kiss her. Taking her tongue into his mouth. She wrapped her legs around him and he began to really get after it. Moving his cock in and out of her in a faster motion. 

Jamie moaned into his mouth. 

“You’re so fucking lovely like this, with my cock inside of you. You’re so fucking perfect.” He said.

Drake leaned back and moved Jamie’s legs onto his shoulders, allowing him to go deeper inside of her. 

“Oh my fuck!” She called out. She drew in a sharp breath, the pleasure was so intense. 

“Oh Noruma”, he breathed. “You’re squeezing me so tightly. I can’t last much longer.”

“Then don’t” Jamie whispered. “I want to feel you come inside of me.”

His dark eyes were hungry with the growing pleasure.  “I need to feel you once more.” He said. 

Jamie arched her back and moved her hips with him. 

“That’s it. Take me, little one. Take all of me.” He said

Just when she thought the sensations couldn’t get any more intense, something unexpected happened.  She could feel him begin to vibrate inside of her and after that there was a little shock.

Her eyes widened and he smiled down at her as it happened again. Another little shock against her inner walls. Then another.

Instead of the feeling bringing her out of the moment, it only served to increase her pleasure. Soon, the shocks were coming faster and she knew she couldn’t hold out under the nonstop waves of pleasure they were inducing.

Her back arched and Jamie surrendered to another orgasm. Her body tensing, and then convulsing. Her orgasm was more intense than anything she had ever experienced.


Chapter 14

 

Drake slowly untangled himself from the beautiful creature before him. It had been the most perfect bout of lovemaking he’d ever had the privilege to experience, and he was surprised at how shaky he felt afterwards. 

Jamie had passed out, either from overstimulation or exhaustion, and he was content to let her rest for the moment. Running a trembling hand through his tendrils, Drake took a deep breath.

And then he paused, his mouth falling open in shock.

The hand that had risen to brush back his hair was black. He looked down at his body, the proof before him. His entire skin was midnight black. 

He’d entered the mating frenzy.

Dammit, he thought. He hadn’t given a thought to the frenzy. He’d thought only of claiming his dear sweet Jamie, of driving all thoughts of another man out of her mind. 

And now, he’d brought on the frenzy at the worst possible time. In the middle of unraveling a conspiracy, with the fate of two worlds and maybe countless more hanging in the balance, and he’d gone and fucked himself stupid.

And maybe sentenced himself to death.

Don’t think about now, he told himself, rushing to pull the Hareema suit back around his body. As he slid into it, the gelatinous mess shifted into the image of the nondescript human male he’d been using as his disguise. 

He didn’t want to risk Jamie seeing him in this state. She’d ask questions about his skin and he would be forced to explain.

It was clear that he loved her. He’d probably loved her for weeks now, following her around, learning her endearing habits, lusting after her night after night. But once he’d gotten to actually experience her perfection, to feel her tight around him, he realized that his heart was lost. 

Now he prayed that didn’t translate into his planet being lost as well. 

Jamie couldn’t know how he felt, not yet. She was still engaged to another man, still in pursuit of her missing sister. This was no time to burden her with the mating frenzy. 

He would do what he could to stave off the effects and focus on his mission. It had always been a matter of life and death. This particular bump would just accelerate the timeline a little. 

Or so he told himself.

Jamie had begun to stir by the time he finished fashioning his suit. She gave him a little frown. “Why are you in disguise again?”

“Because the lock is about to release, little one, and we need to get out of here.” 

She sat up, stretching her supple limbs in such a way that his cock began to throb anew. He averted his eyes, breathing deep and concentrating on the way the lights flashed on the consoles. When he glanced over again, she’d pulled her clothes on and was staring at him.

Jamie gave him the most beatific smile he’d ever received and his heart felt like it would burst out of his chest and into flight.

“I can’t say I regret that time lock now,” she said with a cute little giggle. 

“Me neither,” he replied, meaning it.

“If I may interject,” Herman said, and Jamie jumped at the noise.

“Oh shit, I forgot he was here,” she said, then covered her mouth with embarrassment.

“What is it, Herman?” Drake asked, hiding his smile.

“Your last stated plan was to search for Dr. Lakewood. Is that correct?”

“Yes.” It made sense to find the researcher. He seemed to be the missing link in the conspiracy. 

“Then may I suggest that you bring me along with you? I have a built-in GPS mechanism that is connected to a small chip Dr. Lakewood has inserted under the skin behind his ear. He was worried about some harm coming to him in his final days at this office and set this up as a safety precaution.”

“So you’re saying you can find him for us?” Jamie asked.

“I may be able to help,” Herman hedged. “The GPS has a radius of fifty miles, though, so we will need to be close to him before it will activate.”

“Understood,” Drake said, reaching down to pick up the robot. “We’d be honored if you’d help us along.”

“I wish to find my creator,” Herman replied. “And to save Earth.” 

Jamie picked up her oversized handbag and opened it. “Aren’t you glad I brought this along now?”

Her smile was gloating as he placed Herman inside. “Now keep quiet in there, Herman,” she said as she closed her handbag. 

Then Jamie was pulling out her phone. “I’ll start looking into flights to Chicago. But I hope you have a plan to sneak our robot friend through airport security.”

“No need,” he said. “We’ll be taking my ship.”

Her eyes widened. “Your ship?”

“Yes. A lightweight scout class ship.”

His original plan had hinged on returning in disguise with the crew in the Earhart. It would have gotten him entry into NASA, and the experience of the Earhart crew would have been invaluable. 

But when he’d insisted on the plan, four sets of eyes had glared back at him. It turned out that Captain Brooklyn wasn’t so keen on being separated from her mate. And he’d known that Ontarii had physically restrained himself from punching Drake at the suggestion.

Not to mention the fact that there was already a bump showing how well the mates had gotten on together. Even if he could have convinced Ontarii to allow his mate to undertake this dangerous mission, he didn’t know how they would have been able to explain the accelerated and abnormal pregnancy of the Earhart’s captain.

And then there had been Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt and his mate, Kat’Chinna Yarr. Although Yarr was a seasoned soldier, she’d taken Brunt as a mate and his seed had sprouted in her belly, a Zantharian-human hybrid growing inside her. 

That had meant that half the remaining human crew had no desire to return to Earth at the moment. So instead of bringing the two remaining crewmembers back and having to explain their missing crew, he’d gone alone in a Zantharian ship that was undetectable to human scans. 

He’d parked the ship outside the city limits, in an abandoned barn. He’d put warning beacons around the place so he’d know if anyone attempted to disturb it, and so far, it remained undetected. Now he’d use the ship to take them to Lakewood’s lab in a fraction of the time needed by conventional travel. 

Despite the swiftness of their ship, he had a sinking feeling that they would not find the scientist in his lab, and likely not anywhere on Earth. Still, they had to try and tie up any loose ends that they could before he sent them on the most dangerous path they could take.

A path that led them to the Hareema prison planet.

Drake repressed a shiver. He had no desire to return to that evil place. But all signs pointed to it being the nexus of the Hareema technological advancement that made them impervious to Zantharian bioenergy. 

Still, if he did have to go there, he would go alone. And it was possible he’d never come back. 

If the mating frenzy doesn’t take you first, his mind warned. The doors finally unlocked, but it almost felt too late. 

Shrugging off his dark thoughts, he put his arm around Jamie as he led her out of the lab and back down the corridor into the main area of the restricted section. 

“How are we going to get out of here?” Jamie asked when they reached the security door that led back out into the lobby. 

“The same way we got in. Make yourself small and stay behind me. I’ll find a way to distract the guard’s attention so I can turn and keep you invisible while we move towards the elevators.”

Although he sounded confident, Drake wasn’t certain that his plan would work. He shoved open the door, keeping Jamie hidden by slightly angling his body. He was lucky she was such a small little thing, or this plan would never work. 

He shifted so she could crouch behind him as he approached the desk. “Hey there,” he said to the security guard sitting behind the desk. “Could you call me a cab? My cell died.” 

The guard nodded and picked up the phone. While he was dialing in the numbers, Drake turned, pulling Jamie so that she was in front of him now and hidden by his body. They walked in tandem towards the elevator.

“Your cab is on its way,” the guard called out to him, and Drake gave him a small wave without turning around. He had to reach out to the side to hit the elevator button, and when the doors open, he sidled inside. 

He was sure he looked like an idiot, but when the doors closed, it didn’t matter anymore. Jamie was staring up at him with her beautiful green eyes, and just looking at her filled him with such a sense of contentment that he could feel his anxiety beginning to subside. 

They exited into the main lobby and the lights were low, the building almost completely empty. Security nodded at them as they passed, and soon they were out on the street. 

“I literally cannot believe we pulled that off,” Jamie said, her smile bright enough to light up the entire street. And his heart. 

“Me neither,” Drake said with a laugh, placing a tiny kiss on her upturned nose. “Let’s hope nothing happens to make them review their feeds in the next few days.” 

“Like noticing a missing robot,” Jamie chimed in, tugging her handbag higher up on her shoulder. “He’s a heavy little bugger.” 

A cab pulled up as they exited but Drake grabbed Jamie’s arm and walked them up the street. “I thought you wanted a cab,” she said, confused.

“That was just a diversion. I don’t want a cab to take us to the location of my ship. We don’t need any potential witnesses.” 

They turned a corner and Drake led her into a parking garage. There were likely cameras everywhere, but he wasn’t too concerned, not planning a trip back to D.C. anytime soon. He found a late model vehicle with electronic locks and a keyless start and stopped behind the truck.

“You stay here and play lookout,” he told her. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked, her eyes wide.

“We’re going to borrow this car.” 

“Borrow?” She laughed. “I think the word you’re looking for is steal.” 

Drake gave her a smile. “We won’t damage it, and they will be able to recover it fairly easily, I promise.”

Peeling back a portion of the suit that had been designed for just such a purpose, Drake exposed a fraction of his real finger. He let out a tiny flash of his bioelectricity directly into the electronic locking mechanism. The lock popped and he opened the door, motioning for Jamie to climb inside. 

Sliding into the driver’s seat, he again used his finger to send a charge into the panel beneath the start button. There was a brief flash, and the car started. 

“Neato,” Jamie said while strapping on her seatbelt. 

Even the small compliment made his chest swell with pride. You’ve got it bad, he told himself. 

Drake maneuvered them out of the lot and onto the streets. He headed towards the state line and the open fields of Virginia. Traffic had thinned out after rush hour and it only took them about a half hour to hit rural roads.

Turning down a gravel road off a two-lane highway, Drake scanned his surroundings, looking for the abandoned barn he’d claimed as a parking spot. 

“It’s quiet out here,” Jamie said, her voice small. “And dark.”

“Don’t worry, we won’t be here for long,” he replied, pulling down a road that was little more than an overgrown dirt track. A huge, dilapidated barn yawned in the distance. It had once been the home of a large herd of dairy cows, or so the stink had told him, so it was big enough to hold the Zantharian vessel. 

He stopped the car several yards away from the barn, behind a stand of high grass so it wouldn’t be seen from the main road. Then he turned the car off, climbed out, and waited for Jamie to join him in front of the vehicle.

“Spooky,” she said, a little shiver running through her. 

Her reaction pushed his protective impulse into overdrive. He wrapped a reassuring arm around her, pulling her close to him, then set off towards the barn. 

He had to force the door open, which was as planned, as he’d reinforced it before he’d left. Inside, the gloom hid much of the barn’s interior. Jamie pulled out her phone and set it to flashlight mode, shining it on the large tarp-covered shape in the center of the barn. 

Drake removed the tarp, exposing the ship. He then folded the tarp up and brought it with him as he punched in the code to open the ship’s hatch. 

“I can’t believe you got this thing in here,” Jamie said. “And kept it hidden.”

“It wasn’t easy, but the fact that most of the roof is missing certainly helped. Not to mention that the tarp is coated with a special Zantharian substance that reflects light in a way that makes it nearly invisible.” 

“You think of everything,” she said and he gave her a smile, then motioned for her to board the ship.

Inside he pointed Jamie to the bridge. “We’ll get her up and out of here in no time. Then it’s just fifteen minutes to Chicago.”

“Fifteen minutes?” she breathed. “Why don’t they replace planes with these things, then?”

“Because it required a special Zantharian fuel to be able to travel at those speeds within the Earth’s atmosphere. Fuels on Earth are still too cost-prohibitive.”

“Oh,” she said. “We really are backwards humans to you guys, huh?”

“Not backwards,” he replied, regretting his earlier outburst. “Just not quite as advanced.” He bent to give her another kiss, unable to help himself. “But you humans make up for the lack in other ways.”

“I think I know what other ways you’re talking about,” she said with a smile. 

Drake wanted to pull her back into his embrace and not let her go. He wanted to explore every inch of her delectable body again and again.

Instead he strapped himself in at the control console and started punching in coordinates. “Find a seat and fasten yourself in. It’s going to be one hell of a ride.”


Chapter 15

 

Jamie chose a seat close to where Drake was sitting and started the process of buckling herself in. She’d barely fastened the final restraint when she felt the shudder of the engines kicking on. 

The blank wall in front of them lit up with an image of their surroundings. It flickered, then focused on the collapsed roof above them. The majority of it had tumbled in on itself long ago, but the edges still held, making a jagged hole that suddenly seemed too tight to fit the ship. 

Jamie held her breath as the ship slowly lifted from the ground. The hole grew larger as they approached, and she fought the urge to close her eyes. We won’t fit. We can’t fit. Oh Lord, we’re going to crash. 

And then, they were through. 

Drake had proved himself to excel at every other skill he’d displayed, so she wondered why she’d doubted his ability to pilot the ship. They were rising into the night sky until they paused above the trees around them. 

Jamie looked out over the vista of fields and farms, wondering why he’d suggested she buckle in tight. Everything was still around them.

Then all of a sudden, it wasn’t. The ship shot forward and the farmland became a blur. Jamie had to turn her head and fight off a bout of motion sickness as the ship rushed through the air at speeds she couldn’t even imagine. 

“What do you think?” Drake asked, turning around to look her way.

“I think you should keep your eyes on the road!” she yelled, gripped by panic. 

He had the audacity to laugh. “I thought I was the one with color-changing skin. You’re looking a little green at the moment.”
“Shut up, turn around and drive!” she said, and then she did succumb to the urge to shut her eyes up tight. The blur around them was too much to handle. 

She blocked out his chuckle and focused on her breathing. Fifteen minutes, he said. I can handle that.

Jamie realized that, when her eyes were closed, she couldn’t really feel the sensation of movement from the ship. There was a faint hum, but that was it. They could have been sitting still for all she knew. 

She risked cracking open her eyes and saw that the world was still a blur, but when she breathed deep and didn’t focus on the streaks of light passing them by, it wasn’t too bad. After a couple of minutes, she felt well enough to relax. 

Her eyes fastened themselves on her pilot. He was back in his human disguise, just a normal looking guy she wouldn’t even give a second look to. But now she knew that underneath, he was anything but normal. 

Drake was easily the tallest male she’d ever seen, and, she was fascinated to admit, the most handsome. His muscular body was a woman’s dream. It didn’t appear overly-swollen or out of proportion, like some bodybuilder who worried only about packing on mass. He was definitely well-defined and clearly strong, but his body, though exceedingly large, didn’t seem terrifyingly so. 

Everything was just right. 

She remembered how silky the tendrils on his head had seemed. They were thicker than human hair, fuller, but oh so soft. And his eyes, like midnight pools with a golden ring around them. If she wasn’t careful, she could lose herself in eyes like that. 

Jamie wished that he could put aside his human disguise. She wanted to see him again in all his Zantharian glory. Maybe after all this is over…

She stopped herself from going down that garden path. This was no time to be thinking about a future when she wasn’t even sure if there would be one. Her planet was in peril, apparently the whole galaxy was. When compared to the danger facing countless races, her hopes for a time when she could touch him again seemed inappropriate.

And still, deep inside, she knew she wanted that again. She longed to be possessed by him, ravaged and wrapped in the rapture of his arms. 

He’d taken her in a way no human male had ever come close to. Her entire being had belonged to him in those moments. It was so overpowering, so intense that she’d lost consciousness. 

And I missed his climax. I regret that. 

She’d been excited to watch his face change as he reached the ecstasy of his peak. Instead he’d fucked her into unconsciousness. 

And she prayed to God that he would do it again.

“We’re approaching Lake Michigan,” he said, and she jumped, not realizing that they’d already covered such a remarkable distance. “Let’s see what Herman has to say. Maybe he can get a bead on Lakewood’s location.”

Unfastening a couple of straps, Jamie was able to bend down and pull open her handbag. She tugged out the robot, holding him tightly in her lap.

“Well, Herman, what do you think about supersonic flight?”

Several lights blinked over the ball’s surface. “By my calculations, we’ve been traveling at over 3,000 miles per hour. While jets are able to fly faster, I doubt the ride is as smooth.”

“Thank you, Herman,” Drake said, and Jamie detected a note of pride in his voice. “Now, are you getting any readings on our lost scientist?”

“Negative,” the helpful robot replied. “I am unable to locate Dr. Lakewood within the radius of my scanning capabilities.”

“So what do we do?” Jamie asked. 

“You said Lakewood had an office here?” 

The robot let out a few beeps. “Correct. He has an office adjacent to the Illinois Tech Robotics Lab.” 

Drake tapped at the console in front of him. “Maybe we should check it out.” 

Jamie frowned. “But how? We have to find somewhere to hide the ship, then make it to the lab, then figure out how to get inside and we don’t even know if—“

“Parking’s a breeze in this thing, at least for short periods,” Drake said. “As for the rest, we’ll take it as it comes.”

He swiveled around to pierce her with his gaze. “We’ve made a pretty good team so far. What do you say? Ready for another adventure?”

When he put it like that, she couldn’t resist. She gave him a quick nod, and her insides melted when he rewarded her with an easy smile. 

Jamie turned her eyes to the view screen. They were fast approaching the city, the blur around them starting to materialize into buildings and roads. The craft slowed as they made their way around the lake and into the city proper. Soon they hovered over a large building that was several stories tall. Its roof was flat, and as she watched, Drake skillfully maneuvered the ship until it was parked high about the city below them. 

“How far to the lab?” he asked the robot. 

“Approximately three city blocks,” Herman replied, giving specific directions on how to find the building. 

Drake unfastened his restraints in a swift, fluid motion and then came over to her seat to help her unbuckle her own. When Jamie stood, she was only inches from him.

She fought the overwhelming desire to lean into his body, to feel his warmth around her. Instead, she placed their robotic companion back into her bag and slung it over her shoulder. 

They exited the craft and she watched as Drake broke open the lock to the door that would lead them down into the building proper. Apparently, they were no longer worried about violating security protocols. Jamie wondered if that meant that they’d reached the stage in their mission where they had no more time to be concerned with caution. 

It was a frightening thought. Still, with the strong and capable male at her side, she felt strangely calm. 

They took the several flights of stairs at a jog and were soon on the bottom floor. Because they were no longer in a secured building in that nation’s capital, no one was around to question their access. Before long they were out on the street and headed to Lakewood’s lab. 

The building housing his office was squat and nondescript. The door was locked, and Drake turned to face her. “I’m going to force it.”

“There might be an alarm,” she said, anxiety at last beginning to bubble up inside her. 

There was a series of beeps from within her purse, so Jamie cracked it open and peered inside. “I have the code for the access panel,” Herman said, his voice low in what passed for a robot’s whisper. 

Drake entered the code Herman gave him and the door unlocked. Then Jamie pointed out the directions that the robot gave them as they hurried down unremarkable hallways. 

“It should be here,” she said, motioning to a gray door that looked like the dozen others they passed.

“The same code will unlock this door as well,” the helpful robot said, and in a moment they were inside. 

Drake flipped the light switch to reveal a lab in utter chaos. “I knew this guy was messy, judging by the condition of his lab at NASA, but this is another level.”

Equipment was strewn about, mechanical parts and pieces scattered about on the floor and surfaces. Papers were tossed everywhere, and Jamie had to pick her way around a busted coffee cup, its contents having soaked into the surrounding documents.

“I don’t think this is just messiness,” she said. It looked like there had been a struggle. 

Drake nodded, then bent to set the office chair in front of the computer console upright. He plugged in his device and started to work on the console. 

A series of beeps sounded within her bag so she pulled out the robot to let him take in the scene. 

“Please set me down,” Herman requested.

“I don’t know,” she said, biting her lip. “It’s a wreck in here. Are you sure?”

“Yes.” 

She set him down and the ball began to roll carefully through the debris. As she watched, the little robot made its way to a wall that was dominated by a large shelving unit, the bottom of which had two wooden panels. When Herman reached the unit, he stopped before the panels. 

Jamie wandered closer, wondering what the little guy was up to. Suddenly and surprisingly, a small arm-like apparatus sprung from his circular surface. It reached out towards the panel, the thin end of it inserting itself between the wooden panels. 

There was a little flash, and then the panel opened. Herman rolled into the entrance, and the panel shut behind him. 

“What the heck?” Jamie crouched down, feeling along the panel, but was unable to find the little opening through which Herman had pushed his robot-arm. 

Drake came to stand behind her, having finished his upload. “What’s going on?”

“Herman sprouted a little arm, stuck it into this panel somehow, and the panel opened. He rolled inside and it closed behind him.”

Drake squatted next to her. “He’s in there?”

Jamie nodded. “Yeah. Now, what do we do?”

Drake shrugged, then reached out to knock on the panel. 

There was a delay, and then the panel opened and out rolled Herman, his lights blinking, his arm nowhere in sight.

“What were you doing?” Jamie asked the robot.

“Dr. Lakewood created a secret storage area for me. I am the most advanced robot of its kind. He worried that I might attract attention.” 

“Makes sense,” Drake said. 

Jamie knelt to poke her head into the panel. “What’s in here?”
“Spare parts. An extra battery. And a small communications array designed by Dr. Lakewood for emergencies.”

Drake put a hand on her shoulder and pulled her back. “An array? Did you—?”

“I did attempt to contact Dr. Lakewood, but I received no reply.” The lights on the little robot blinked in a rapid progression, giving Jamie the impression of anxiety. 

“What’s the range on the array?”

“Approximately 500 million kilometers.” 

Drake’s eyes widened. “How does he receive the signal?”

“It works on the same chip as the GPS.” Herman let out a series of agitated bleeps. 

Jamie looked back and forth between the alien and the robot. “Will you two speak English, please? What does that mean?”

Drake’s dark eyes narrowed. “It means Dr. Lakewood is not on Earth.”


Chapter 16

 

The scout ship sat idling over the expanse of Lake Michigan. Drake strapped himself into the control console but hesitated to put in any coordinates. He had an important decision to make, and there seemed to be no acceptable option.

Jamie came up behind him, placing a tiny hand on his shoulder. “I hope you have some idea of our next step, because I don’t have a clue. I’d say I was in over my head, but that would be a colossal understatement.” 

Drake fought against the typhoon of emotion inside him. The mating frenzy put one in turmoil, until the male claimed his mate and consummated their connection. 

Unfortunately, the chances of that happening were zero to negative one. 

A Zantharian male could not bear any separation from his mate. It was an evolutionary imperative, as a male was only able to release his seed with the one female who’d chosen to breed with him. Zantharian females had only one egg, so once she decided to release it, the male had to mate her immediately. 

If he was separated from his mate, it caused excruciating pain. The frenzy was accelerated, and death followed quickly. Even the thought of Jamie being out of touching distance made his hands start to tremble. 

The frenzy pushed a Zantharian male to bury himself inside her until he was at last able to release. If the male was not able to breed his chosen mate, the seed became toxic and pushed its way back into the body until it stopped the heart from beating. Broken-heart syndrome on the most serious scale. 

“Oh no,” Jamie whispered, and Drake wondered for a second if she’d been privy to his thoughts. “You don’t know where to look either?”

With a sigh, he swiveled around to face her. “I have an idea.”

Jamie eyed him while he hesitated. After a minute, she said, “Well…?”

Drake didn’t want to start down this road, but they were running out of time and options. “Before I departed for Earth, I’d been held prisoner on one of the Hareema’s bases. While I was there, the shape-shifters suddenly figured out how to resist our bioenergy. I realize now that they tested their advancement on me.” 

For the first few weeks he’d been imprisoned, the Hareema had kept their distance. He’d only been overcome because his energy had been depleted in a diversion. He’d still fought them with his fists, but there had been too many of them. They’d kept him in his cell and stayed far enough away that he wouldn’t be able to blast them. 

But then, something changed. The Hareema had come to his cell, masquerading as his brother, his mother, his friends. He’d taken their taunts for as long as he could until he got angry enough to release his bioweapon. At first, they’d melted under the onslaught. But instead of ending up fried, they’d soon reformed. 

After a few trial runs, he’d hit one and it wouldn’t melt. And then he’d registered the shift in power in the quadrant. The Hareema were immune to Zanthar’s most successful weapon. 

“But what does this have to do with finding Dr. Lakewood?”

“He studies electrical fields, remember? He’s some kind of genius, and he must have stumbled onto the one thing the Hareema hadn’t found out despite all their technology.” 

“You think Dr. Lakewood is responsible for their advancement?” Jamie blinked. “I guess humans aren’t so backwards after all.”

An electronic squeal came from Jamie’s bag and she moved to pull out Herman. The robot weighed in. “This theory has merit. Dr. Lakewood discovered a new application for his work while building the Firstwave Intelligent Defense Operatives, one he’d begun testing before he disappeared.”

“First what?” Jamie asked. 

“Defensive robots,” Drake explained. Both the Earhart and your sister’s ship were equipped with these robots. They behaved in an unexpected way, so to speak.” The FIDOs had been able to differentiate the Hareema despite the form it took. And if the FIDOs were Lakewood’s baby, then perhaps the Hareema had decided to take an interest in his research. 

Herman let out a series of beeps. “You believe Dr. Lakewood is being held at the same Hareema base where you were a prisoner.” 

“You mean you’re thinking of flying into the home turf of those shape-shifting things?” Jamie’s crystal eyes were wide, and she began to slowly shake her head. “You can’t be serious.”

Drake took a deep breath, then charged ahead. “If Lakewood could figure out how to make the Hareema impervious to our bioenergy, he might be able to figure out how to undo his work, and just maybe how to defeat the Hareema once and fall all.” 

Jamie took in his words but remained upset. “But surely you need to gather your troops or whatever, before attacking an enemy base?” 

“No. A full-scale invasion would take too long to plan, and we might not have that time. Not to mention, Hareema plants could be anywhere. I have to act fast, while I have the element of surprise on our hands.” 

“But how do you think we’re going to get past all those shape-shifters to rescue the good doctor?”

“We’re not going to do anything. I’ll be doing it on my own. In my skin suit they won’t be able to tell the difference, and one man can go where an army couldn’t.” 

Jamie’s mouth dropped open. “Oh no. You’re crazy. You think I’m just going to sit around twiddling my thumbs while you go off and get yourself killed?”

“This isn’t your decision,” he said, and saying those words out loud helped him to admit them to himself. He turned back to the console and entered the coordinates to return to their original location.

“Now wait just a damn minute,” she stormed behind him.

“I’m not going to argue about this. Sit down and strap in.”

“The hell I will!” 

Her defiance sent a wave of anger through him. “You will, or I’ll put you there myself.”

Drake unstrapped himself and stood, staring down at his pint-sized adversary. She’d crossed her arms in front of her, causing her breasts to swell enticingly and peek over the neckline of her sweater. 

“I can’t even take you seriously in that get-up,” she said.

His eyes widened. Was she talking about his human disguise? A thrill went through him at the thought that she preferred him in his real form. At that moment he wished he could rip off the suit and take her where she stood. 

Getting himself under control, he pointed to the nearest station. “Sit.” 

“No.” 

“Jamie this isn’t the time for games. I’m taking you home.”
“I’m not leaving!” Jamie grabbed his arm. “You can’t just run off on some mission that will get you killed. You said you were going to help get my sister back. If you leave to invade the enemy base and never come back, then I’ll have lost my only chance to see Sylvie again.”

Drake stiffened. For a moment he’d thought her concern was for him. But, of course, she was worried about getting her sister back.

“Dr. Cohen is safe on Zanthar. My brother would never let anything happen to her.”

“I’m sorry, but that’s not good enough. Take me to her.”

The fantasy of taking Jamie to his home world was almost irresistible. To see her among the waves that were the same color as her eyes would be remarkable. 

Almost irresistible. Almost.

“I can’t,” he said. “There’s no time.”
Jamie’s eyes burned. “That’s bullshit. I know how fast this ship goes.”

She couldn’t know about his real reason for haste: accomplishing his mission before the frenzy killed him. “Zanthar’s been infiltrated by the Hareema before, and there’s every reason to believe shape-shifters still roam my planet. I can’t risk them getting wind of my plan. You’re going home.” 

She shook her head. “There’s something you’re not telling me.”

Drake didn’t know how she was able to read him, even through the falseness of his disguise. He chalked it up to his emotional volatility brought on by the frenzy. 

Jamie put her hands on his shoulder. “We have to talk about this, and I can’t stand talking to this fake you. Please, take the suit off and explain what’s going on to me.”

Take the suit off. As if it were that easy. 

Still, her words had an insane pull on him. He wanted to strip himself, to reveal himself to his mate and have her accept him. All of him. 

“Jamie,” he said, couching his voice low, hoping to convey a tone of calm he didn’t feel, “You have to trust me. This is the only chance I have.”

She put her hands over her ears. “I’m not listening until you take that ridiculous thing off.” 

Her childishness caused an answering chord to resonate inside him. He grabbed her, pulling her close. “Knock it off.”
“La la la la!” she said, closing her eyes and leaning away from him. 

“Jamie!” he shouted, barely resisting the urge to shake her. “Quit screwing around!”

“I’m not the one refusing to reveal himself. Refusing to help after he’d promised me.” 

The hurt in her voice was nearly unbearable. The thought of hurting his mate, of anyone causing her pain, himself included, made him gnash his teeth. 

Just show her, an inner voice whispered. Let her see what’s at stake.

Could he do that? Could he inform her about the frenzy? He wouldn’t be the first Zantharian male to have fallen for a human. The other two had beat the odds and ended up with relationships that pleased them beyond their wildest dreams. 

But the risks were too great. Even if she accepted him as her mate, he would still have to leave her to attempt to rescue Dr. Lakewood. And, more than likely, he’d never survive to make it back to her. 

Could he do that to her? Self-sacrifice was one thing, but expecting such a sacrifice from her was unthinkable. 

Drake shook his head. His thoughts were getting ahead of him. She might have accepted him as a one-night stand, but a long term relationship wasn’t exactly likely with someone like Jamie. Especially in their current circumstances. 

“Please,” she said, opening her beautiful eyes and imploring him. 

That one word ripped his guts open. Before he could think otherwise, he began to remove the Hareema suit. In a moment, he stood before her, completely exposed. 

She was immediately in his arms, her mouth seeking his. He gave her what she wanted, unable to do otherwise. The sensation of her soft mouth against him made him instantly hard. 

He clutched her to him, his hands under her supple bottom, his mouth exploring hers. She leaned her head back and let out a contented sound. Drake moved lower, kissing her delicate neck, working his way down to lick at the swells of her breasts. 

She pulled herself away long enough to dispose of her sweater. Then she was pulling his head to her chest, causing him to lick her through the black lace of her bra. 

Things were escalating far too quickly for him to control himself. Another effect of the frenzy. Its only goal was to lead him to mate, and the pressure had him near foaming at the mouth. 

A stray thought entered his mind, and he latched onto it as best he could. Jamie’s go-to weapon was seduction, and he was falling into the same trap she had laid for her fiancé. She didn’t want him to drop her off at home and continue his mission. But what she wanted couldn’t matter.

He pulled his head away, breathing heavily and staring down into her face. Her eyes blazed up at him, full of need. One delicate hand gently caressed his cheek, the other curled around his neck and buried in the tendrils laying there. 

It doesn’t matter, he thought. She’s likely attempting to distract me, to get her way, but I don’t care. All that matters is that she’s here in front of me, looking at me like that, wrapped around me. 

Whether it was the frenzy or his heart talking, he didn’t know. Probably both. And he couldn’t help but listen. 

Drake returned his lips to hers, giving himself up for lost.


Chapter 17

 

Jamie felt herself get lost in the kiss from her Zantharian lover. His power washed over her in waves that made her feel adrift in a sea of sensation.

She barely noticed when he carried her to the rear of the small craft, where he pushed a button to open the entrance to a little chamber. There was barely room from the bunk positioned there, but he wasted no time squeezing inside and laying her down.

In just seconds, her pants were pulled off her body. In a motion so swift that if she wouldn’t have been there, she wouldn’t have believed it happened. It turned her on that he was even capable of doing that. Then his strong body was covering hers, as he reclaimed her lips and made her moan in pleasure. She stroked the soft tendrils covering his head. He paused his onslaught to look at her. His dark eyes like twin pools of midnight black.

Jamie traced a finger over his cheeks and down to his mouth. “Your skin,” she said. “It’s black. The last time we… you know… it was purple.”

He stared at her for a moment longer and she thought she saw a shadow pass over his features. Then he was kissing her once again, and her question was forgotten in a haze of lust.

She squirmed beneath him. She wanted, no needed, to feel him inside of her. She needed to feel a release. 

Instead of him shoving his hard cock inside of her, he took things slower than she wanted and kissed down her body to her wet pussy. He began to lick and suck her. She still couldn’t believe how good he was at that. Usually, she had to pretend to enjoy it, but with Drake he could make her come from the way he moved his tongue on her. 

A finger slid deep inside her, and she watched as he pulled it out and placed it in his mouth and sucked it gently. “So delicious,” he said before sliding it back inside of her.

She sucked air through her teeth before letting out a moan. The pleasure was undeniably intense. It only grew more as he slid another finger into her and began to move his fingers in and out of her at a fast pace. 

“Oh, Drake. Don’t stop.” She moaned. 

He put his face near her clit and blew a little bit. She wiggled beneath him. And he put his mouth on her. He licked her clit in circles as she moved her hips in the same motion, pushing herself against him even more. 

He pulled back and focused on fingering her. Shoving his fingers in and out of her in a hurried pace. 

Jamie felt her body tense and she screamed his name as she came on his fingers. He didn’t stop moving as she came down from her intense orgasm. She closed her legs, which made Drake give her a look of confusion.

“Lie down.” She said, helping to position him. He looked doubtful but finally laid down, submitting to her.

Jamie stared at the body stretched out before her. It was as if he was made for her pleasure. Drake was so perfectly formed, from his broad shoulders, large hands, and lean muscles to his shapely torso and long legs. And the cock that was visibly throbbing, she had to admit was her favorite part.

She moved herself so she was straddling him. She took his large shaft into her hand. When she moved to lower herself onto it, Drake put his hand up to stop her.

“What is it?” She asked, confused.

Drake shook his head and pulled her onto him so her chest was touching his and her ass was in the air. But he didn’t speak.

“You don’t want to?” She asked, her voice small. She tried to hide the fact that she felt a little hurt from his rejection.

“Oh, no, sweetheart. I want to more than anything. I just don’t think it’s a good idea right now.”

Jamie cocked an eyebrow at him. What was his deal? They’d fucked like rabbits in Lakewood’s lab and he hadn’t batted an eyelash. What was going on now?

“So you can make me orgasm but deny me to do the same for you?”

“No one is keeping score,” he said, his face at once both striving for seriousness and nonchalance.

Something’s up, she thought. He’d been moody since their last interaction, with shifts in emotion that had been hard to follow. And now… this.

“I’m keeping score,” She said, climbing off of him and sitting on her knees next to him. “And I believe that I’m a point ahead.”

Jamie touched him, running her hands along his well-built chest, arms, and stomach. She was delighted when he shivered in pleasure. 

She leaned down and kissed his chest taking time to tease his nipples, slightly. Then she began to kiss down his torso, past his navel, until she reached his hard dick. It began twitching as she inched toward it. And she was surprised to find that it made her mouth water.

She bent over him and kissed the tip. She noticed a shock ran through him from head to toe. His reaction only made her want to do it again, which she followed with a flick of her tongue across the head.

Drake let out a moan that gave her goosebumps. She started to tease him by lowering her mouth around the head but not going any further down. She’d stop, look at him, and do it again. 

The next time she took him a little farther into her mouth, and then a little more. Each time he let out another moan. A moan that turned her on. 

“Don’t stop.” He moaned, sending a shiver down Jamie’s spine.

Jamie took him all the way into her mouth, surprised to find that her gag reflex was cooperating with her. Without gagging, she continued to suck him all the way into her mouth, over and over again. 

She felt his body tense up and she knew he was close to the edge. He put his hand on her head and thrust deep into her mouth. Jamie didn’t mind this, in fact she found it sexy as fuck. 

“Oh shit!” Drake called out. Jamie sucked him harder and suddenly she felt a change. His cock began to vibrate, his body began shaking and she saw his mouth was opened in the perfect “O”. 

And then it was over, and he fell back to Earth, the tension leaving his body. 

Jamie stared at him, confused. Human males released their seed when they climaxed, but from him, she hadn’t gotten a drop.

As she watched him, his eyes drifted closed and his breaths began to slow. In moments he was breathing slow and steady, his muscles limp.

Drake had fallen asleep. 

Jamie wasn’t sure how to feel. She decided to take his reaction as a compliment. She contemplated lying down beside him and snuggling up, but she felt too restless to relax. So she carefully climbed out of the bunk, retrieving her pants and redressing as best she could. 

Then she stumbled out of the small chamber and back into the main area of the ship. As the door closed behind her, she saw Herman sitting near the center console, his lights blinking attentively. 

“He’s resting,” she said, seeing his lights blink in recognition. 

“Perhaps we can take this time to consider the data we’ve collected and come up with a plan for our infiltration of the base.”

The robot had a point, but Jamie wasn’t sure if their efforts would be appreciated. “He doesn’t want me to come along.”

Herman bleeped, a solemn sound. “We may be able to uncover clues that could convince him otherwise.”

With a shrug, Jamie moved closer, stopping to grab her sweater off the floor and pull it on. “Okay,” she said. “What did you have in mind?”

“The device he used to copy the files from Dr. Lakewood’s computers may be helpful.” 

Jamie nodded, crouching beside the discarded skinsuit. It was unnerving, seeing what appeared to be human body empty of its contents. She tried to convince herself that it was just a costume and set about digging in its pockets. 

Pulling out the device, she examined it. “Now what?”
“Perhaps there is some way to hook it into the central processing of the ship,” the robot suggested. 

She scooped up Herman and seated herself at the console. As she watched, the robot extended an arm from his innards. This one had a different attachment than the other. It appeared to have a small robotic hand on the end, a hand Herman used to tap experimentally at the console’s pad. 

A line of symbols appeared on the screen. It was a script with which she was not familiar. Maybe it was the Zantharian language?

Herman continued to explore the console and finally pointed to a small slot to the left of the pad. “Could the device be inserted here?” 

She fiddled with the data tool until she was able to lock it into place. A blur of data filled up the screen, flashing by too quickly for her to comprehend. 

Herman, however, seemed to keep up. In the next moment his little hand whirred over the pad as he began to fish through the data Drake had collected. While Jamie sat there, holding the robot ball, he worked, the lights on his surface flashing with a speed she’d not yet seen. 

Rather than try to keep up with the robot, Jamie let her mind drift. Something had changed since their time locked together in Lakewood’s lab. As she’d experienced the single most powerful sexual experience of her life with Drake during that time, she’d expected him to open up to her, just as she’d felt her heart start to open to him. 

Instead, he’d become more closed off than ever. He’d grown angry when she’d insisted that she not be left behind on Earth. That had hurt. Although he’d chalked it up to concern about her safety, Jamie wasn’t sure she bought that entirely. 

A tendril of fear uncoiled in her belly. Maybe he was only looking for a way to get rid of her. He’d gotten what he’d wanted from the little human, and now it was time to drop her off and go on his way, seducing other females across the galaxy. 

She didn’t want to believe that he was so shallow, but she also couldn’t readily accept the opposite explanation. Maybe he really did care for her, and really was so concerned about her safety that he had to keep her out of danger. 

That would mean that he felt for her as deeply as she was coming to feel for him. 

Was that possible? Could an alien male, one who was so rugged and in control, really be interested in a tiny human female who’d never even thought about life on other planets before? 

He’d already admitted to his plans to use her as a way to bypass NASA’s security. Maybe her willingness to submit to his seduction was just a happy byproduct of that plan. 

Could he have been seducing her, just like she’d tried to seduce Lance for his security badge? 

That thought caused a layer of ice to form in her chest. While she might admit to herself that in many of her past relationships she may have used sex as a transaction, as a means to getting what she wanted. But the idea of Drake doing the same, to her, caused surprising tears to well up in her eyes. 

She didn’t want to be used by him. For the first time, she wanted sex with a male to mean something more. 

This isn’t the time, she told herself. You’re in the middle of something so huge and important, something you don’t fully understand, that you don’t have the luxury to fall in love. 

And yet, that realization may have come too late.

Jamie had already handed her heart over to the massive Zantharian male. The question was, would he accept it? 

She was afraid she already knew the answer to that question.


Chapter 18

 

Drake woke with a start. He was disoriented for a moment at his surroundings, and then the memories started crashing over him. 

He’d succumbed to his desires yet again and taken the beautiful Jamie Cohen. Although he couldn’t regret the pleasure they’d shared, he knew that it wouldn’t make things any easier. He’d barely been able to restrain himself from plunging inside her wet heat, but he knew that he had to.

If he’d thrust inside her again, if he’d felt her around him, warm and willing, he would not have been able to hold back his seed. While it may have made things easier in that the frenzy would have been abated, claiming her in that way would bring up a whole new bundle of problems. 

Once a Zantharian male claimed his mate, he would never accept another. He would become protective to the point of insanity, not allowing her out of his sight except for short periods. He’d need her as much as he needed oxygen. And that would mean there was no way he’d be able to leave her on Earth while he set off to accomplish his mission. 

But there was an even greater risk. If he did release his seed and it took root, a new life form would soon be growing inside of her. He didn’t think Jamie was the type to welcome that news, especially as she was currently engaged to another man. Her life didn’t seem ready to accept a mate who would seem overbearing at best, let alone a half-alien child. 

And he refused to make that decision for her. So he’d pulled her away when she’d been ready to take him inside of her. Still, she’d given him such intense pleasure that he’d been exhausted and fallen asleep. And now, the hours fast slipping away, he had to get up and do the hardest thing he’d ever done.

He had to abandon her on Earth while he went to his death to protect their planets. 

Rising from the bunk, he made his way out of the chamber and into the bridge of the small ship. He was surprised to see Jamie’s form at the console, and data spinning across the screen. She swiveled around when she heard him approaching, a small look of guilt on her face.

Herman was nestled in her arms, and the robot let out a series of annoyed beeps. 

Drake suddenly felt nervous, facing his lover. “I’m sorry,” he said softly. “I hadn’t slept in a couple of days, and I guess it just caught up with me.”

“No worries,” she said, a small smile appearing on her face. 

“What are you doing?”

Jamie motioned to the robot. “Herman thought we might be able to help you by reviewing the data you got from NASA and Lakewood’s labs.”

Lights flashed over the robot’s surface. “I believe I have uncovered something of interest, but I need more time for analysis.” 

Drake moved to the console and pulled up the navigation display. “Unfortunately, we don’t have much time. I need to get Jamie home.” 

“I would not recommend that.” 

He was surprised by the robot’s response. Had Jamie spent the time he’d been sleeping convincing Herman to join her side? 

“Despite your recommendation, I’m afraid I’ve already decided.”
“Well I haven’t,” Jamie piped up. “I want to hear what he has to say.” She remained sitting in his seat, so Drake crossed his arms and stared down at them.

“Your current plan of attempting a rescue of Dr. Lakewood alone has a high probability of failure. Taking another person with you increases your chances of success by orders of magnitude.”

“Is that right?” What the hell was this robot talking about? 

“Yes. I’ve done the calculations repeatedly.” Herman’s lights blinked with authority.

“And did your calculations include the probability of Jamie being captured by the enemy?” Drake couldn’t control the anger that rose up inside him. 

“Yes. I will admit, capture has a high probability as well. But your chance of success alone is less than .2 percent.” 

“Ridiculous,” Drake said. “What data are you basing this on? I doubt you found anything in the NASA files or Lakewood’s shit to extrapolate that conclusion from.” 

“Correct,” Herman replied. “The data I’ve used is your own bio-readings.”
“What?” Drake was shaken. The robot had been scanning him?
“Your readings indicate that you are unable to complete this mission alone in the time you have remaining.”

“Remaining until what?” Jamie’s tone was anxious. 

“Until he collapses and likely expires.” 

“What the hell are you saying?” Jamie’s face was stricken. “He’s going to…die?”

“Correct.” 

The robot’s matter-of-fact tone made the words echo in Drake’s head. Although he knew the end result of an unsatisfied mating frenzy, somehow hearing it from the robot made it all the more real. 

“The chance of his expiration before completion of the mission is over 99%.” 

Jamie stood at last, setting the robot on the seat she’d abandoned. “What’s he talking about?” She stared at him. “Does it have something to do with your skin color? It hasn’t shifted since it’s turned black. What’s going on?”

Drake shook his head. He hadn’t expected Herman to expose him. Nor had he expected having to explain himself to Jamie. Fuck. 

“He’s incorrect. This doesn’t change anything.”

“The hell it doesn’t!” Jamie grabbed his arm. “I know something is going on. Tell me!”

I can’t! he wanted to scream. Instead, he ignored her. Pulling himself from her grip, he moved the robot off his chair and sat down to input coordinates at the console. 

“Drake.” Her voice was coated in steel. “You can’t do this.” 

“I have to.” 

Herman let out a warning bleep. “You have explained the risk to both our planets. I believe I can come up with a plan that will be successful, but it requires more than one person to pull it off.” 

Drake shook his head. “I’m not taking her with me, Herman. That’s final.”

“This is bullshit.” Jamie used all of her strength to spin him around to face her. “Where do you get off, being all high and mighty? You can go throw your life away for nothing, but I can’t come with you and give us an actual chance of succeeding? You’re being an idiot!”
“STOP!”

He immediately regretted yelling when he saw her flinch. Drake stood, pulling her into his arms. “Taking you with me is an unacceptable risk.”
“You going without me is an unacceptable risk!” She grabbed his face, pulling him down to her level. “Either you’re trying to protect me, or you’re trying to ditch me—“
Drake shook his head, opening his mouth to interrupt. Jamie slapped her hand over his mouth.

“Either way, this is bigger than me and you. If we’re going to save our planets, we have to get past our petty shit and concentrate on working together. If Herman says you have no chance on your own and he had a plan that takes two, then I’m inclined to listen to him.”

“It’s too dangerous,” he said, his voice coming out muffled against her palm.

“I know it’s dangerous. But so is your failure. We have to do this, and the only way we have a chance is if I go with you.”

Drake wanted to argue. He wanted to make her understand. He’d be willing to let the universe burn, as long as she was safe.

But the look in her eyes was a mix of strength and fragility. She believed that he was trying to get rid of her because he was tired of her when that couldn’t be further from the truth. To let her think so might be easier in the long run, but now, staring into her gorgeous face, he couldn’t give voice to the lie. 

Although she was scared, she was also insistent. A swell of pride went through him. His woman was brave, was willing to risk everything to save her people. 

Who was he to stand in her way? 

Drake peeled her hand from his face. “Okay,” he said after a moment.

“Okay?” she whispered.

“You can come.”

She let out a squeal of joy and leapt into his arms. “Thank you! You won’t regret this, I promise!”

He held back the reply that he already did and set her down gently, returning to the console. His hands shook as he input the coordinates to the Hareema prison planet. 

“Okay, Herman,” he said with a sigh. “Let’s talk about the data you’ve analyzed. What have you uncovered?”

“There is a conspiracy among NASA elite.”

Drake laughed mirthlessly. “We already knew that.” 

Herman let out an offended bleep. “Correct. But were you aware of another conspiracy? One within the Hareema’s own ranks?”

Drake’s eyes widened as the robot began to speak.


Chapter 19

 

Jamie tried to keep her breathing under control. The ship was hurtling through space towards a planet filled with enemy shape-shifters. For the last few hours, Drake and Herman had worked together to mine the data and give their plan shape. And she’d sat to the side, trying to get her fright under control.

She watched Drake, her eyes never straying far from his handsome form. His ebony skin still worried her. It hadn’t changed once in the all the hours she’d been watching. Coupled with Herman’s prognosis, she feared that he was hiding something important. 

Although she was pleased that he’d finally listened to reason and allowed her to come with him, she wasn’t sure what had caused his motivation to change. Jamie realized now that she loved the giant alien. She hadn’t known him for long, but already she couldn’t imagine her life without him.

And if he was destined to die in the near future, she didn’t know how to accept that fact. 

“So they captured the mole, but they haven’t moved against him?” Drake was murmuring to the robot, pointing to a row of lines on the view screen. 

“Correct. They were plotting to use him to set up a gathering of rebels so they could arrest them all at the same time.”

Jamie’s brows furrowed. Herman had somehow determined that the Hareema had their own group of rebels, shape-shifters who didn’t believe in their expansionist policies. Drake had surprised them by admitting knowledge of the rebel faction, but the Zantharians hadn’t had any means of contacting the rebels. 

Now Herman had uncovered data on Danner Thompson’s computer that had given them a glimpse into the Hareema’s plans. It had taken the little robot over an hour to break the code the shape-shifters had used to encrypt their data and make it resemble more mundane NASA business, but now they were privy to the Hareema’s plot against their rebellion. 

“If we can get word to the rebels before Thompson and his goons make their move, we’ll have the upper hand,” Drake mused. 

“Correct,” Herman replied. “Further, if we can rescue both Dr. Lakewood and the rebel operative, we have a chance of turning the tide of the war.” 

There was another period of quiet as the pair continued to dig through the data. Suddenly, a loud, repetitive beeping broke the silence. 

“What is that?” Jamie asked. A row of red lights on Herman’s surface had started blinking in time with the alarm. 

“I have routed my GPS locator through the ship’s array. I believe I have just located Dr. Lakewood’s position.”

Drake punched some buttons on the console and a star map appeared on the view screen. There was a blinking red point on one of the planets. 

“There?” Jamie asked.

“Correct,” Herman replied.

“The prison planet. I was right.” Drake frowned. “We’ll be there in less than an hour. We need to make sure we have our plan ready to go.”

As she listened, the alien and robot laid out their ideas for infiltration. Jamie knew that what they were attempting was risky, but she had faith in her friends. They went over the plan multiple times, dissecting it from all angles. They’d be relying on chance at several points, but there was little they could do in their circumstances. 

Drake came over to her, cupping her cheek with his large hand. “Are you sure you can do this? Say the word and I’ll turn this ship around.” 

Jamie nodded, touched by his kindness. “Yes. I want to do my part to save my planet. I’m tired of my sister getting all the credit for good deeds.” 

Drake laughed. She could see that he wanted to say more, but he remained silent and returned to his console.

It wasn’t long after that another alarm rang out, this time from the central console. 

“Approaching craft, report.” 

“It’s the Hareema,” Drake stated. “Here we go.” 

He hit a button on the pad and began to speak. “Patrol reporting in. I have a prisoner.” 

“We have no record of your ship,” the voice returned, its tone tinged with anger. 

“I was stationed on the Zantharian home world. I’ve been in deep cover for several weeks. I was charged by the Zantharians with scouting the outer sector for our people. Instead I came across another human rescue mission. They reacted badly to my presence and attempted to use their inferior weapons on me. There was some sort of malfunction and their ship was destroyed. But I managed to capture a prisoner before it blew.” 

There was silence from the Hareema. Jamie held her breath. Everything hinged on them accepting Drake’s story. Finally, after what seemed like ages, the voice replied. “Affirmative. You’ve been cleared for landing in the central compound. You are to bring your prisoner directly to Command.”

“Acknowledged.” 

Drake stood, pulling up his suit. He’d been sure to let it recharge before the mission, and it was now in its red jelly form. Before donning the suit, he picked up a small pack with shoulder straps. 

“Are you ready for this?” he asked the robot.

Herman beeped his agreement, and Drake picked him up and placed the robot in the pack. He then strapped it on his shoulders. Once he was equipped, he pulled on the human disguise. 

Jamie was amazed to see that the robot’s shape was invisible under the suit. She supposed she shouldn’t have been surprised, since the human disguise hid the enormity of Drake’s own form. Still, it was a jarring image. 

Drake steered the ship towards the planet, approaching the compound. He’d told them a little about his time as a prisoner, and his knowledge of the layout was sure to work to their advantage. 

He landed the craft, then rose, coming over to help Jamie out of her harness. He bent to give her a quick kiss after she’d risen. “You remember your cover story?”

Jamie nodded. His eyes were full of an unnamed emotion. “If anything goes wrong, stay close to me. I’ll try to keep you safe.”

She appreciated his words, but knew the risks were great and he might not be able to follow through on his pledge. She barely had time for a deep breath before the door opened. 

Drake pushed her behind him, ready to confront whatever dangers headed their way. Jamie was shocked to see the form of Danner Thompson enter the scout ship. 

“Report,” Thompson said, his mouth turned down. 

“I’ve got the prisoner. I’ve been instructed to bring her to Command.” 

Thompson’s eyes narrowed, but after a moment he nodded. “Let’s go.”

Jamie tried hard to remain calm as they followed the shapeshifter off the ship. Around them, there were crafts of every kind in the gigantic hanger. There was little time to take everything in as they headed in the direction of one of the many doors. 

Thompson, or his impersonator, led the way. They headed down a long corridor, passing several creatures along the way. Aliens of all shapes and sizes, including tall blocks of red jelly that must be the real forms of the Hareema. Jamie couldn’t stop her mouth from dropping open as a creature covered with mobile eyes sped past. She shook her head, trying hard to focus on the task at hand. 

There were many twists and turns, and Jamie gave up trying to remember where they’d come from. Finally, they reached the entrance marked with symbols she didn’t recognize. Thompson hit the control panel and motioned for them to enter, then walked off down the hall. The door opened, and Drake pulled her in behind him.

She was close enough to hear his heavy inhale. Across from them stood the form of a large alien male with mint green skin. He looked very like Drake in his natural form. A Zantharian male form, one that Drake must know. 

“What have we got here?” the Hareema impersonating a Zantharian asked. 

“A human female recovered from a destroyed Earth vessel,” Drake replied. “I believe she is important us.”
The fake Zantharian raised an eyebrow. “This little thing? How could she possibly be important?”
“I was able to scan the human database before their ship exploded. According to her bio, this one worked as an assistant in Lakewood’s lab. I figured she could help him with his work.” 

“Interesting,” their adversary replied. He eyed Jamie up and down. “She doesn’t look like much, but these humans have surprised us before. Take her to Lakewood’s cell and have her assist him.” 

Drake nodded, turning to leave and pulling Jamie along with him. The door shut behind them and she saw him let out a relieved breath. Then he was whispering. “Okay, Herman, I need your help. Which way to Lakewood?”

Jamie could not hear the robot’s response but Drake nodded and started off down the corridor. She walked at his side, ready for whatever happened next.

At least, she thought she was ready, until she saw what came around the next corner. 

“Sylvie!” she shouted as she saw her sister coming towards them. 

Drake grabbed her, pulling her behind him. “That’s not your sister,” he whispered.

Jamie couldn’t help herself. It had been months since she’d laid eyes on her sister, and she struggled against him. “Let me go!”

Sylvie came up beside Drake, her face neutral. “This one giving you problems?”

Jamie recoiled in shock. Drake was right. This wasn’t her sister. 

“No,” he said shortly. “She thinks she knows the one whose form you inhabit.” 

The Sylvie creature let out a cold laugh. “Stupid humans. So easily fooled.” Then she was gone, headed down the hallway in the opposite direction. 

Jamie was shaking, her mind reeling. Although she’d known they were dealing with shape-shifters, it hadn’t really hit home until now. Suddenly she felt like she couldn’t trust anyone, including those at NASA who had supposedly been committed to helping her bring Sylvie home.

And that included her fiancé. 

Drake kept them moving, and Jamie fought the sick feeling in her stomach. Before she realized it, they were heading through a vast space that held cages of various sizes. In each cage there was a creature staring out with sad eyes. 

Don’t look, she told herself. Concentrate on your mission. 

She wished she could free each creature, let them go and help them fight their way off the planet. Instead she had to pass the cages by. I’ll come back if I can, she swore silently. 

And finally they reached an entrance that was flanked by two guards. They’d taken human form. A very recognizable form.

Identical Lance Cargraves stared down at her.


Chapter 20

 

Drake could feel Jamie start to shake at his side. He wanted to growl, to smash both smug Cargraves impersonators in their faces. Instead he gave them a short nod.

“Command said to bring the prisoner to Lakewood.”

One of the Cargraves gave him an answering nod. “We’ve been informed.” The other entered a code into the pad beside the entrance, and after a moment the door opened. “You can go in.”

Drake pushed Jamie ahead of him into the room. He waited until the door closed behind them, then moved closer to the room’s only inhabitant. 

Dr. Keith Lakewood was bent over a workbench, his hands a blur as he assembled parts. He was a small human, balding, with big round glasses. His once white lab coat was filthy, encrusted with grease and burned in several places. He had yet to acknowledge their presence.

Drake did a quick sweep of the room, noting the cameras positioned at several points in the room. They would have to be careful, for they were certainly being watched. 

“Lakewood,” Drake said as he approached. “I’ve brought your assistant, Jamilla Herman. She’ll be working with you.” 

The human scientist’s head shot up at his words. His expression was confused, but his eyes were shrewd behind his glasses. “Herman?” he said, after a moment. “How did you get here?”

Jamie swallowed. “We were looking for you. I got your coordinates from the array you built.”

Lakewood’s eyes narrowed. “But the array wasn’t strong enough to find me from Earth.”

“I wasn’t on Earth,” she replied. “We took off from Chicago and searched until we found your signal.” 

“We?” Lakewood looked Drake up and down. “You and this guy?”

“He’s not technically a guy,” she said. “He’s an alien.” 

Lakewood nodded. “I thought he might be a robot.”

Drake caught on to the code Lakewood was using. He let out a short laugh. “Incorrect.  Although your mistake is understandable. You do not have access to the needed information.” 

He hoped that his use of a modified phrase from Herman’s lexicon would be enough to signal to Lakewood that he was on his side. The scientist stared hard at him, then gave a short nod. 

“Well, you’re here to help, so come over here and look at this.” He motioned for Jamie to join him at the workbench. Picking up a pencil, he rapidly scribbled something down on a piece of paper. “Is this calculation right?”

Drake leaned in until he could read the words. Can he be trusted?

“Yes, I’m certain that’s correct,” Jamie replied. 

Lakewood scribbled something else. Escape?

Jamie nodded. “That’s what we were working on, yes.” 

“And have you come to any conclusions in my absence?” the scientist asked. 

Jamie nodded, but before she could reply the chamber door opened. In walked one of the Cargraves. He pointed at Drake. “You’ve been ordered to report to Command. They want a full debriefing.” 

Drake wanted to scowl. His gaze flicked to Jamie. Her eyes were wide with fear. “I think it would be best to remain with the prisoner now. I’ll debrief as soon as I’m able.”

Cargraves looked at him like he was crazy. “No one disobeys a direct order from Command. We’ve got the prisoners covered. Now go.”

There was no way in hell Drake would allow himself to be separated from the human female. Not only would it throw a wrench in their plans, but the mating frenzy would not allow it. “No,” he spit out. 

Cargraves eyes narrowed, going from Drake to Jamie and back again. “You’re one of them. The rebellion. Trying to steal our scientist from us?”

There is no way to talk my way out of this, Drake realized. Time to improvise. 

He threw his fist towards Cargraves with a speed that was unexpected. The man’s head bounced back, and Drake hit him again, knocking him to the ground. “Looks like it’s time to make our move,” he said.

The Hareema was back on his feet faster than expected. He emitted a high pitched squeal, and a moment later the door was opening and the second Cargraves rushed in. “Traitor,” the first said, pointing in Drake’s direction. 

Both Cargraves came for him. He fought them, throwing punches faster than lightning, but their shapeshifter forms protected them. One got behind him and put his hands on him. Suddenly, the suit around him began to malfunction. 

The Cargraves at his back let out a gasp, and Drake looked over his shoulder. Where the thing’s fingers should have been, red tendrils had appeared, melding with his suit. Apparently the shape-shifters were able to somehow merge their forms, something he’d not been aware of. 

His cover was blown, he realized, as the suit melted off his body. 

“Holy fuck,” the Cargraves in front of him exclaimed. “What the fuck have you done to our brother?”

Drake assumed he was talking about the Hareema who had died to become the suit he’d worn. But rather than speaking he replied with his fists, popping the Hareema in its mouth. 

Then he spun, sweeping out his legs to knock the one behind him to the ground. He was still partially merged with the suit Drake had climbed out of, so Drake turned his attention back to the Cargraves in front of him. 

Jamie grabbed Lakewood’s arm and started leading him in the direction of the door. Before they could get around the guard on the ground, he reached out and wrapped a tendril around her ankle.

Jamie let out a scream of fright that sent a torrent of rage through Drake. How dare the creature touch his mate? Without thinking, his bioenergy flowed through him and he shot a charge at the Hareema touching Jamie. 

The blast hit its target, but nothing happened. They’d already been upgraded, it seemed. 

Meanwhile, the other Cargraves took the opportunity to leap on his back. Drake tried to grab his shoulders to pull him off, but the shapeshifter used his abilities to evade Drake’s grip. 

The other Cargraves was standing, grabbing Jamie more securely and hauling her towards him. Drake let out a bellow of anger, the thought of his mate being accosted driving him near mad. 

Suddenly the creature behind him let out a scream of pain. One moment it was on his back, a Hareema in the shape of Cargraves bent on taking him down. The next moment he was an explosion of red jelly, splattering all over the room and then disintegrating into a sick gray puddle. 

“What the fuck?” the other Cargraves yelled, releasing Jamie and rushing towards Drake. 

A series of commanding bleeps came from behind him and Drake made a split second decision. He turned so that his back was facing the rushing Cargraves, and in the next moment there was another scream. 

Then, another explosion of red jelly.

“Herman!” Jamie yelled jubilantly. “You got them!” 

“But how?” Drake asked, cocking his head over his shoulder to look at the robot strapped to his back. “My bioelectricity did nothing.” 

“While on your ship I scanned your bioelectric properties. I realized you were able to emit a rotating charge. I postulated that if I reversed the rotation of the charge and emitted a blast, I might be able to affect them.”
“Affect them,” Jamie laughed. “You blew them away!”

Lakewood came forward, patting Herman affectionately. “Your conclusion was correct, Herman. In fact, I purposefully left that vulnerability in when I was forced to help them adjust their physiology to counter the Zantharian weapon.” 

Drake shook his head in wonder. It seemed they now had a secret weapon against the shifters. Now they just had to get them off the base and into Zantharian hands.

“We need to move,” he said. “If anyone was watching, they’ll be on their way here.”

He led the group to the door. “Herman, you stay ready to blast when I give you the word. We’re going back to the ship.”

“Wait,” Jamie said, tugging on his arm. “What about the rebel agent? We’ve got to get him out of here, remember.”
“No time for that. We have a new plan, getting the four of us off this damn base and back to Zanthar safely.” 

Jamie shook her head. “No. We still need to contact the rebel factions. We should stick to our original plan.”
“I don’t have time to argue, Jamie,” he said, trying to stay calm. “They’re going to be coming for us as soon as they realize what’s happened.” 

“Then Herman can blast them to smithereens. But I’m not leaving until we rescue at least one more prisoner.”

Drake debated picking her up and carrying her out bodily, but he needed his hands free for fighting. Then he looked closely into her face. There was sorrow there, and guilt. 

“What’s wrong?” he asked, her pain a physical blow to his guts. 

“There are so many creatures trapped here. We can’t leave them all to these bastards. Please.” 

Drake appreciated the tenderness she displayed, even at the most inopportune time. Still, she’d insisted that he take her with him and that had been the right decision. Should he trust her instincts?

“I agree with Jamie,” Herman piped up. “The rebel agent is still valuable to us.”

“Right,” Drake said. If the two of them thought they should stick to the plan, then he wasn’t going to argue. “If we’re doing this, we have to go now.” 

“According to the data from Thompson’s computer, the agent is being held in high security near the center of the complex.”

“Just give me directions,” Drake said. “And be ready to run.”


Chapter 21

 

Jamie jogged down the corridor behind Drake, Lakewood only a step behind her. So far they’d received a couple of strange looks but there had been no sign of alarm. She didn’t know how far they’d get before someone discovered that Lakewood had been sprung, but she was determined to do her part to rescue the rebel agent from his Hareema captors. 

“Take the second left,” Herman directed, and Drake complied. “The high security area should be through the next set of doors.”

Drake took the door at a run, clearly wanting to keep the element of surprise. As they tumbled into the chamber, seven figures turned to stare at them. Six of them were outside of the cage in the center of the room, and one was inside it. 

They were all different shapes and sizes. One resembled a human, another two were green-tinted Zantharian males. Then there was a creature that was seven feet tall and equipped with an extra arm. The other two guards were squat creatures with skin like rock. 

Inside the cage composed of some kind of electrical shielding, a six-foot-tall block of red jelly wobbled in interest. 

There was an immediate response to their entry. The six Hareema surrounding the cage came forward. “What is Lakewood doing out of his cell?” one asked. 

Another came up from the other side. “And what are you doing imitating a Zantharian male in the throes of the mating frenzy?”

Mating frenzy. Those words sent a shock through her. Is that why his skin had turned black? 

Drake struck out at the nearest guard, hitting hard and fast. The guard dropped, but another took his place. “Jamie, get back,” he growled at her, and she obeyed, moving back towards the door.

She watched at Drake became a blur, fighting for all he was worth. It was sexy, how physically accomplished he was. An excellent fighter, he was holding his own against six of the enemy. But he couldn’t hold out for long, because they didn’t stay down for long. 

“Use Herman!” she yelled, and Drake shifted, ripping off his pack and tossing it to the floor. Herman rolled out, taking aim at the closest shapeshifter. There was a flash, and the creature exploded, red goo flying everywhere. 

The other shifters moved back, obviously frightened by their secret weapon. Drake continued the fight, driving the shifters towards Herman who was rolling around on his own, taking aim. There were two more flashes. Two more Hareema were destroyed in explosions of jelly. 

Only three guards remained. The one impersonating a human rushed towards a console, and Jamie realized he was about to send out an alarm. She ran forward and slammed into him, knocking him off course. 

The shifter grabbed her around the neck, his arm becoming a red tentacle that gripped her so tightly around the throat that she could barely breathe. 

She saw another flash. Another Hareema down. Drake grabbed the last one, a guard with rock skin, and decked him, knocking him to the floor. Herman rolled close and ran a charge through it. 

When the creature exploded, Herman ended up covered in goo. 

Jamie struggled, trying to pull herself out of the grip of the final guard. “Help!” she managed to wheeze. 

There was a roar from across the room. Drake had caught sight of her predicament. “Let her go!” he roared. 

“So you can blast me with that fucking thing? I don’t think so.” The guard took a step backwards, towards the console. “Keep that ball away from me or she gets it.”

“You’ll fucking regret this,” Drake growled through gritted teeth. 

“She’s your mate, right,” the Hareema asked. “I’ll fucking kill her if you get any closer. And if she’s dead, you’re dead too.”
Jamie’s eyes widened. She did the math, adding together Herman’s revelation earlier with the Hareema’s words. The mating frenzy would kill Drake somehow.

The creature continued to back up while Drake watched with fury in his eyes. Jamie continued to struggle but it was useless. Her eyes pleaded with Drake not to do anything foolish, but she could tell by the strain in his expression that he was barely holding back his rage. 

They were almost to the console when it happened. While the Hareema had been concentrating on her and Drake, he’d forgotten about Dr. Lakewood. The scientist had worked his way behind him, and now he’d knelt on hands and knees behind the guard. In a parody of a child’s prank, he caused the guard to fall over backwards. 

In the fall, the guard lost his grip on Jamie. She rolled away, popping up to see that Lakewood had also scrambled away. Drake was on the guard in a second, and he showed no mercy. Jamie watched as Drake pummeled the creature in its face, over and over, with such force that after the third blow, the Hareema began to lose form, shifting into jelly. 

“Oh no you don’t,” Drake grunted, rising to stomp the creature’s face. Over and over he landed his blows until the jelly lost shape again, turning black and leaving only a sickly puddle. 

“Don’t you ever touch my mate,” Drake growled, breathing heavily. 

Jamie stared at him, her heart beating so hard in her chest she thought it might burst out of her ribcage. She’d just seen him beat a man to death for threatening his mate. The feelings were confusing and overwhelming.

Unfortunately, now was not the time to dwell on things. Her eyes shifted to Lakewood who was examining the controls on the console. He pushed a few buttons experimentally, searching for the right combination to drop the shielding around the Hareema prisoner. 

“I’m not familiar with these controls,” he said. “I don’t even know the language.” 

Drake joined him at the console. “We just have to try different combinations until we find the right one.”

“We may set off an alarm in the process, or get locked out of the console before we discover the override.”

Jamie bit her lip in concern. They were sitting ducks in this room. It wouldn’t be long until someone discovered them. 

Herman rolled closer to the shielding, lights flashing along his surface. “Dr. Lakewood,” he said. “I believe this shielding works on the same principle as Zantharian bioelectricity. If I hit it with a charge of reverse rotating current, it may bring the shielding down.”
“So stop talking about it and do it,” Drake shouted.

“The charge will have to be very large,” Herman warned. “It will deplete my battery such that I will not be able to discharge another charge.”

So if he frees the prisoner, we’ll lose our secret weapon. Jamie frowned, looking at the wobbling jelly inside the cage. Even though it didn’t have a face to speak of, she could still feel the waves of suffering coming off of it.

“Do it,” she said. 

Herman gave an answering beep, then discharged the current. There was a massive flash as the currents entangled, then the light went out. The shield was down. 

The block of jelly transformed, immediately taking the shape of a familiar face. 

“Sylvie,” Jamie whispered. 

“Thank you for freeing me,” the creature who wore her sister’s face said. “Although I do not know who you are or why you seek to save me.”

“Do you work for the resistance?” Drake demanded. 

The Sylvie-creature nodded. “Yes.”

“Then we need you.”
Lakewood spoke. “We must move if we are going to have a remote chance of getting out of here. As it is, I find it highly unlikely that we’ll be able to get to a ship to escape.”
Herman whistled in agreement. “Even if we do reach a ship, the probability of getting out of Hareema space without being recaptured by enemy ships is .001%.”

Drake growled. “Fuck. We have no weapons, and our disguise is completely blown. How in the twelve levels of hell are we going to get off this base?”

Jamie ran a shaky hand through her hair. There was no way they’d get out without something else to distract the Hareema. A problem so big they’d have to ignore the five of them to deal with it.

An idea so brilliant entered her mind that for a moment, she couldn’t believe she’d thought of it. 

“Do any of you know where the master control room is for the central prison cells?”

Four sets of eyes stared at her, and Herman’s lights flashed inquiringly.

“If we can find that room, I think we can create a diversion to get us out of here.”


Chapter 22

 

Drake poked his head around the corner, on the lookout for Hareema. The corridor was empty, so he led his party down the hall. He was trying with every ounce of his strength to remain calm, but he had to admit that he’d never been more keyed up.

When he’d seen that creature with his tentacle around Jamie’s throat, he’d never been more frightened, more enraged. When he’d stomped the asshole to death, it had felt right. He didn’t think he could have stopped himself from killing the creature, even if he wanted to.

He looked down at the small female by his side. She knew, now, about the frenzy, and she’d seen him murder the creature who had threatened her. Although she was still devoted to accomplishing their mission, Drake didn’t think there was any way she’d accept him after this.

Their relationship had barely started, and already he was trying to claim her for life. If they made it off the Hareema base alive, she would probably be excited to say goodbye.

He wondered which would kill him first, the frenzy, or his broken heart. 

They reached the entrance to the large central room they’d passed through earlier. There were hundreds of cages there, stacked on each other and full of alien creatures captured by the Hareema. The control room was along the far wall. 

Drake took a deep breath and spoke softly. “We need to make it across this room without causing a disturbance.”

At that exact moment, a loud alarm sounded. Fuck. Perfect timing.

“They’re on to us,” Lakewood muttered, and Jamie nodded. Drake saw the fear in her eyes and it made his urge to protect her overwhelming. He pulled her closer to him, his head swiveling to keep alert for danger. 

“I have an idea. It’s worked before.” 

Drake turned to the Hareema who’d spoken. The creature nodded to him. “When I helped you escape once before. You remember?”
So this was the same Hareema rebel who had helped free him when Ontarii and Captain Brooklyn had been captured. “The bubble,” he said with a smile. “It could work.”

As they looked on, the Hareema formed itself into something resembling a silver bubble. The outer surface was reflective, the inner disguising them entirely. It left a slit in its surface for them to squeeze inside, and then closed around them.

The confines of the bubble were transparent from the inside so they could see their surroundings. “Now what?” Jamie asked.

“Now we walk and hope we stay invisible.” 

They walked slowly in silence while the bubble rolled around them. The massive, cage-filled room was full of strange sights and sounds, but Drake refused to be distracted. He kept his eyes on the prize: The control room at the far end of the chamber. 

Suddenly the doors on either side of the room burst open. Guards came pouring in through the chamber, rushing down the central path on which they walked. They were on a collision course with the bubble, and Drake frowned. 

“Quickly,” he whispered, “side step!”
The bubble rolled between two cages and out of the main thoroughfare just before the group of guards passed by. He let out a big relieved breath and heard it echoed by his companions. Slowly they stepped back on the main path and continued their march towards the control room.

Jamie looked up at him with her big green eyes. “Are you sure this is the right plan?” she asked. “We could just stay hidden in this bubble thing until we get to your ship.”
Drake shook his head. “They’d see my ship take off, remember. We need them so distracted that they aren’t able to deal with one little ship.”
He saw the uncertainty in her eyes and gave her a smile, putting his arm around her. “It’s a good plan, dear heart, and you’re a genius for coming up with it.”

She blushed, returning his smile, then went back to concentrating on the control room. It was a small half-circle that came out from the wall and into the central chamber, with entries on either side. Two guards stood inside, keeping their eyes on the multitude of cages. 

“Almost there,” Drake whispered. “When we get inside, we have to keep those two guards back from the controls long enough for our Hareema friend to figure out how to release them.”

The bubble shook ever so slightly around them as the Hareema rebel acknowledged his words. 

“Herman has no charge, so we can’t fry them. We’ve just got to keep a hold on them.”
Jamie frowned. “How are we supposed to do that? They’re shape-shifters. They can change into anything. And they’re stronger than me.” 

Dr. Lakewood spoke up. “I have an idea. What about if we create a diversion before our diversion?”

“What are you talking about?” Drake asked.

“What if we let Herman out? He can roll in there and distract them, get them to leave the control room long enough for the rebel agent to deactivate the cells.”

Jamie shrugged. “It’s a better idea than trying to hold them down.”

Drake nodded. “Fine.” He looked up. “Hey, bubble, let’s halt this thing.” 

The bubble stopped rolling around them within yards of the control room. A small slit opened at the bottom, and Herman moved towards it. “Wish me luck,” the little robot chirped.

“Good luck,” Jamie said, putting a hand to her lips and miming blowing a kiss.

Drake’s arm shot out and he mimed intercepting the kiss. “This belongs to me,” he said.

She rolled her eyes in response but then laughed good-naturedly. “Greedy.”
“When it comes to you, you know it,” he said, his eyes burning into hers. 

“Okay you lovebirds,” Lakewood said, ruining the moment, “let’s keep an eye on my robot.”

Herman had rolled to the entrance on the right and stopped. He was emitting a series of bleeps, bloops, and whistles. The Hareema guards had turned in his direction, and one had walked towards the little robot, but neither had left the control room.

“Come on, Herman,” Jamie whispered. “You’ll have to do better than that!”

As if the robot ball heard her, he began to speak. “There is a disturbance among the cells. One of the creatures has gotten free and is attempting to free others.”

One of the Hareema, having taken the shape of an alien creature with four arms, frowned down at Herman. “I’m not showing any disturbance on our screens,” he said. “And just who are you?”

“Hareema Emulating Robotic Assistance Negotiator, or HERMAN, for short,” the robot responded. “The human, Dr. Lakewood, has created me to assist you. I have been given the task of patrolling the base and reporting any disturbances.”

“Well you missed a heck of a disturbance already,” the other guard, who had the form of a lizard-headed creature, said. “How come you didn’t warn us about that?”

“I have been patrolling the cells in central holding. I did not see any earlier disturbance. But I would urge you again to follow me. The creature seemed close to unlocking another cell.”

“Go check it out,” the four-armed guard said. “I’ll stay here.” 

The lizard-headed one nodded, then followed Herman as he started to roll away. “I don’t know why we’re building robots to do our jobs. Soon we’ll all be out of work. Maybe I should just kick you out an airlock.”

“That’s the best we’re going to get,” Drake said when Herman and the guard were out of sight. “We’ve got to make our move now.” 

The silver bubble opened a slight at the rear, down low, and the three of them climbed carefully out of it, crawling to remain out of sight. Once they were free of the bubble it collapsed on itself. The Hareema then turned himself into a look-alike of the lizard-like guard who’d followed Herman. “Stay here,” he said, “and follow my lead.” 

The Hareema strolled into the control room. “You won’t believe what that stupid robot ball did,” he said to the four-armed guard. “You seriously have to go see it.”

“What?” his companion asked, his features showing his curiosity.

“Oh no, it’s too good. I’m not going to ruin it by telling you. Just go see. I’ll hold things down here.”

His companion shrugged, then laughed. “Why not?”

He headed out the entrance on the left and Drake motioned for Jamie and Lakewood to hustle into the opposite entrance before the guard could catch sight of them. “Stay down,” he said, then looked up at the Hareema. “Good job.”

The Hareema nodded and immediately set to work on the controls. “You want me to release the lock on every cell, right?”

“Yes!” Jamie said. “Free them all!” 

“It will definitely create one hell of a diversion,” he replied, then started going down the console rows, flipping switches. There was a loud buzzing sound that repeated as he flipped. It was near deafening.

Drake risked a peek out the window. As he watched, cages began to open, the creatures inside them spilling out. The buzzing stopped, and suddenly he heard a scream. 

He wondered which guard had been attacked. 

Another scream. Well, he no longer needed to wonder. 

“Done,” the Hareema said after flipping the last switch. 

“Let’s get out of here,” Drake said, standing up and pulling Jamie towards him. 

“Should I form the bubble again?” the Hareema asked.

“No need,” Drake said. “The shifters are about to be so overwhelmed, they’ll be spread too thin to worry about us.”

The group departed the control room, but Jamie paused before the exit to the massive chamber. She turned towards the cages. 

It was pandemonium, with creatures of every shape and side flowing out of cages and wandering around in waves. Some were fighting, some coming together. Others were starting to move towards the exit. 

Drake pulled Jamie to the side to let the first group of freed prisoners through the doors. “What are you waiting for?” he asked her. 

“Herman! We can’t leave him behind!”

She cupped her hands in front of her mouth and let out a yell “HERMAN!”

They waited. She yelled again. 

Drake’s skin was itching, his anxiety reaching a fever pitch. “We need to get out of here. Some of these prisoners might be dangerous.” 

Jamie started to pull away from him, heading towards the now-empty cages. Drake tugged her back, his features tightening with anger. “There’s no way I’m letting you go after him.”

“HERMAN!!!!” she screamed again.

At last, the scrappy little ball rolled out of the melee, heading towards them. “Thank Noruma,” Drake muttered, moving them all towards the door. “Nice of you to join us, Herman.”
“Don’t yell at him!” Jamie said, her eyes full of fire. “He was just trying to help.”

“We’ve got to go,” Drake countered. “If you want this diversion to mask our departure, then we have to go right now.”

Jamie stuck her tongue out at him, then shoved her way through the exit door. He scowled, following right behind her. 

The hallways were complete chaos. Herman led the way through the masses of alien bodies and the shapeshifter guards who were trying to get things under control. It was a losing battle, as wave after wave of prisoners rushed towards their freedom. 

Drake fought his way through the masses, his fists and elbows becoming bloody in the process. It felt like an eternity before they reached the entrance to the hangar where his ship was parked. 

They ran through the space, headed towards his craft, when there was a large explosion. Jamie screamed and he grabbed her, throwing her to the ground. Looking up, he saw that one ship was already in the air and it had used its weapons to blow a hole in the hangar. It shot through the hole, and another followed close behind.

“Get off me,” Jamie grunted from beneath him, and Drake hurried to pull her up and brush her off.

“Apologies,” he said, “but your safety will always be my first priority.”

“I thought being an asshole was your first priority,” she grumbled, but he thought he detected a hint of humor beneath the words. 

Drake pulled her hand into his and tugged her towards his ship. He tapped against the entry panel and the hatch opened. Then he walked inside, and immediately froze.

The Hareema who had taken the form of his own brother stood there, a weapon pointed in Drake’s direction.


Chapter 23

 

“I knew it was you,” the creature who had boarded Drake’s ship said. 

Jamie frowned, looking at her companion’s face. It was rigid, angry. This was the same Hareema who’d greeted them at Command. The same one she’d known Drake had recognized. 

The Hareema masquerading as a Zantharian continued. “As soon as I heard the alarm, I knew you had something to do with it. And look, you did.”

He inched closer, and Drake moved towards Jamie, attempting to shield her with his body. 

“But you look a little different now, don’t you,” the creature said, motioning to Drake’s appearance. Yet I can tell you’re not a shapeshifter, not like the one behind you. That is your true form.”

The Hareema laughed, and it sent a chill down Jamie’s spine. It was an evil noise, one that made her feel sick to her stomach. 

“A Zantharian male in the mating frenzy.” The Hareema pointed the gun in Jamie’s direction. “And this is your mate, if I’m not mistaken.”
Drake growled. “Don’t fucking point that thing at her if you want to continue breathing.”

The Hareema laughed again. “I was right. She is your mate. How amusing.” He stalked closer. “I see you’ve stolen my two most valuable prisoners. I can’t just let you blast off with this expensive cargo.”

“You’re too late,” Drake said. “You can’t stop us now.”

“Can’t I?” The Hareema flashed a chilly smile. “It would be easy enough to dispatch you.”

“You’ll only get one shot off before we take that weapon away,” Drake replied.

“Oh, but I only really need one shot. Let’s see, do I shoot you, or do I shoot your mate? Either way, you die.”

Jamie was tired of these alien asshats threatening her man. It was time to do something, once and for all. She crept behind Drake, crouching low.

The Hareema laughed. “It looks like your female has made the choice for you. Are you really sure she’s so keen to be your mate?”

Drake stiffened, the words hitting their target, but Jamie patted him gently on the leg to reassure him. In the meantime, she picked up Herman and held him close to her chest. 

“I’m sorry, little guy,” she whispered. “But I need you for one more diversion.”

The lights on Herman’s surface blinked in accord. Jamie straightened, just in time to hear the next threat.

“My men will be here soon, and then we’ll take all four of you back to your cells. Lakewood will keep cranking out technological advances for my people, and the traitor will be our key to infiltrating the resistance and dismantling it once and for all.” 
“You, however,” the Hareema continued, “will be the most rewarding one of all. I’ll keep you caged, in sight of, but just out of reach of, your precious mate. You’ll be able to see her, to smell her, but never to touch her. And she and I will have the pleasure of watching you suffer until the frenzy consumes you and you die.” 

Jamie could feel the anger rising up inside her and it gave her strength. “Be ready” she whispered, and she saw Drake’s shoulders stiffen.

“Maybe I’ll even take your form,” the Hareema said. “Maybe I’ll claim her in front of you, one last twist of the knife before you succumb.” 

“You fucking bastard,” Drake growled, his fists tight by his sides. 

“Now,” Jamie shouted, coming out around Drake’s side and throwing Herman with all her might.

The robot ball flew the short distance across the chamber towards its target, slamming into the Hareema’s chest. Drake didn’t waste a second, knocking the weapon from the creature’s hand and setting about pummeling it to a pulp. 

The rebel agent picked up the weapon, aiming it towards the enemy. 

“Drake,” Jamie said softly, not wanting to get too close while the male was intent on delivering a well-deserved beating. “We don’t have time for this, unfortunately. Let’s kick his ass out of here and get a move on.” 

It took several moments for the blood lust to clear from his eyes, but at last Drake allowed her to pull him away from the Hareema. The Zantharian form looked much worse for wear, and the creature was sluggish as it pulled itself up. 

The rebel agent marched it towards the hatch, pressing the weapon into its back. Once it had set foot outside the ship’s confines, Jamie heard a blast. 

The Hareema rebel had fired. Then he hit the control to close the hatch.

“Did you have to kill him?” Jamie asked, having mixed feelings about the exchange.

“Yes. He had knowledge of our escape, and who we are. He could not be allowed to share that knowledge with others.”

“I’m glad he’s dead,” Drake snarled. 

Jamie opened her mouth to respond, but her words disappeared when she saw Lakewood holding Herman in his arms. The little robot was dented, half of his lights not functioning, the others blinking fitfully. 

“Herman, no!” she yelled, putting her hands on the damaged ball. “I’m so sorry.”

“No apology needed,” he said, his voice skipping. 

Jamie felt the tears start to fall. “Oh, no.” 

Drake pulled her into his arms. “Shh…dear heart.” 

“I’m sorry for interrupting,” the Hareema said, “but we should depart immediately.”

Jamie nodded, pulling away from Drake. “He’s right. Get us out of here.”

Drake strapped himself into the control seat and Jamie took her seat, motioning for the others to find their places. In moments they were shooting upwards towards the hole in the hangar ceiling. Then they were through, joining the other ships as they blasted into space. 

Jamie turned her head in Dr. Lakewood’s direction. “Can you fix the little guy?”

“I think so. If I can get access to the right equipment.”

Jamie nodded. “You have to. We wouldn’t have made it without him.” Her voice caught in her throat, and she wiped the tears from her cheeks. “He’s a hero.”


Chapter 24

 

Zanthar lay in the distance. Drake took in the swirling colors of his planet. Normally he’d be elated to be returning home, his mission accomplished. Now all he felt was numb. 

They’d succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. They were returning with Dr. Lakewood, and the scientist had already revealed a weakness in the Hareema adaptation that would give Zanthar an indisputable edge against their enemies. 

They’d also rescued a member of the Hareema resistance. If they could tap into the other shape-shifters who were against their central government, they could turn the tide of the war and perhaps bring down the enemy they’d been fighting for centuries. 

Still, despite their success, Drake knew his own situation had not improved. The frenzy still rode him, and soon everyone on his planet would know that he had succumbed to the charms of a human female. Although he would not be the first to have done so, it was still not widely accepted among his people. 

What was worse, he wasn’t certain how Jamie would receive the news of his plight. There was no way she would forget what she’d heard about the frenzy. She would know that if she did not accept him as her mate, he would die. And Jamie wasn’t the type to allow that kind of tragedy to happen. 

But if she accepted him to save his life and wasn’t committed to him, it would end far worse for her. She would be unable to shake her Zantharian mate. He would be by her side for the rest of her life, whether she liked it or not. Once the bond was in place, he would be unable to leave her alone. 

And then there was the possibility of a child. Even if she only allowed him to mate her once, it could be enough for his seed to take root inside her. The human females who had taken Zantharian mates had already proved the potency of a human-Zantharian bond. 

Could he saddle her with his child for the rest of her life if she didn’t consider herself his true mate? 

He piloted towards the surface, landing the craft at their central control hub. He’d already informed his people of his approach, and he expected to be greeted by his brother upon his return. There would be little private time to explain things to Jamie, not while he was debriefing with the security forces. 

The craft touched down and he unstrapped himself. Drake took a deep breath, the weight of his worries pressing against him like a rock strapped to his chest. When he turned, Jamie was already out of her seat. She looked at him expectantly. 

He couldn’t meet her eyes, so he turned towards the hatch, opening it. Outside his brother, Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar, stood with a wide smile on his face. Beside him was his human mate. 

“Sylvie!” Jamie screamed from behind him. She pushed past Drake, hopping out of the craft and into the arms of her sister. 

“Jamie! What in the holy heck are you doing here?”

“Looking for you, you bitch,” she said, laughing. “You made me come all the way into outer space to find you!”

Sylvie hugged her sister tightly. Drake enjoyed the warm feeling that filled his insides. Jamie had achieved her goal of being reunited with her sister. He wondered if she would still be as exhilarated when she discovered the cost of their reunion. 

Once everyone had disembarked, Xivthar led them towards a conference room. “It looks like we have a lot to talk about,” his brother said, slapping Drake on the shoulders. “But, I wonder, maybe I should let you, erm, take care of business before we debrief.”

Drake shook his head, his eyes darting to his mate. “I don’t think it would be welcomed,” he mumbled softly.

His brother’s eyes widened. “So it’s like that?”

Drake nodded. “It may be.”

The regent frowned at his younger brother. “We’ll figure something out. Some way to stave off the frenzy.”

Drake didn’t reply. There was no way he knew of to stop the frenzy, short of claiming his mate. 

The conference room was already crowded. The human captain, Jennifer Brooklyn, sat with her hands on her swollen belly.  Major Ontarii stood behind her, rubbing her shoulders and staring down with a distracted smile. 

Nearby, Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt sat with his mate’s feet in his hands, rubbing away. Kat’Chinna Yarr, the Zantharian lieutenant, had a blissful smile on her face, her hands cradling the small bump in her middle. 

Two Zantharian-human pairings that were about to bear fruit. It should have been an idyllic scene, but in his current mindset, it only set Drake on edge. He pushed into the room, taking a seat at the table. 

There was a buzz when the human scientist and his robot entered the room, followed by the Hareema rebel agent who’d kept his lizard-man form. Then came his mate and her sister, hands linked, twin smiles on their faces. 

Drake was too distracted to hear much of the conversation and was willing to let others do the talking. He couldn’t help wondering what it would be like if there was a chance for him and Jamie. 

He could be the one rubbing her back, rubbing her adorable feet. His seed could be swelling in her belly. Every night they would lie down together and he would greet every morning with a soft kiss on her beautiful face. 

He had to force the thoughts away. It wasn’t likely to end that way, not with Jamie. Too much had happened, and they’d had no time to even talk about whether a relationship was something she wanted. 

She’d never been to space before, and now she was on an alien world, ignorant of the position she was in. Drake wished he could keep it from her. Let her go home, he thought. Let her live her life. Let her be happy. 

Don’t let her be saddled with me. Don’t let me be the cause of her future misery when she discovers what being mated to a Zantharian male would mean. 

Suddenly he realized that she had locked eyes with him across the conference table. Drake wanted to pull his gaze away but he couldn’t. He was lost in her beautiful green eyes, so like the swirling waves outside. 

His brother put a hand on his shoulder, pulling his attention back to the conversation. “Good work, Minister,” Xivthar said, giving him a small smile. “You accomplished your mission, and in your usual fashion, went above and beyond. With the prizes you’ve brought us, we’ll be able to stop the Hareema cold and even push them back. Well done.”

“Now,” he continued, “It’s time to take a break. You’ve earned it.”

Drake cocked an eyebrow at his brother. “A break?”

“Yes. Take my sister-in-law, which I believe is the appropriate human term,” he shot a look at Sylvie who nodded, “and show her to her quarters. Take some time to relax, and we’ll talk later.”

He could see through his brother’s ploy easily, but he couldn’t argue even if he was inclined to. Drake stood. “Jamie, would you care to accompany me?”

She glanced at her sister, disappointment on her features. 

“Go,” Sylvie said, giving her a little push. “You need to rest. I’ll be here, don’t worry.” 

Jamie strolled over, putting her arm through his. “Okay, Minister. Lead the way.”


Chapter 25

 

Jamie goggled at the windows as she passed them. Strange sea creatures stirred in the depths outside them. She slowed, wanting to look longer, but then she felt Drake at her back. 

They needed to talk. She knew it, and so did he. However, she was afraid of the conversation they were about to have. So she lingered, pointing at the creatures outside the windows and asking her companion questions about them. 

At last she gave a sigh and moved on. Drake was silent beside her. They walked the halls which reminded her of the insides of a seashell. Before long, he came to a stop before one of the membranes that she’d learned served as doors on this planet. 

He ran a finger down the membrane and it opened. Drake motioned for her to enter, so she did, expecting him to follow. 

Instead he stood outside the membrane, a lost expression on his face. 

“Aren’t you coming inside?” 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he replied. 

“Why not?” She was confused. There was a conversation between them that had to come out. 

“You need to rest. I’ll leave you alone.” 

She stood there, staring at him, expecting him to leave. But he didn’t. He just stood, staring at his feet. 

“Drake?”

“I’m leaving.” 

They stood there for another minute. She let out an exasperated sigh. “Well?”

“I’m trying to leave!” He didn’t move.

It was in that moment that she realized he couldn’t leave. Jamie grabbed his arm and pulled, tugging him into the room. At last the membrane closed behind them. 

Her quarters looked comfortable, a few overstuffed chairs scattered about with a small table and two chairs for dining. She caught sight of what appeared to be food on the table, and her stomach gave a lurch. Jamie couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten, and despite her need to talk to Drake, she didn’t think she could resist the idea of sustenance. 

“Come on,” she said, leading him in the direction of the table. “Have a seat.” 

Drake sat, looking dazed. 

Jamie started poking at the food, her face confused. “What is all this?”

“Zantharian delicacies,” he replied. “Try some.”

“Only if you do first,” she said. “I’m not sure what’s edible.” 

A ghost of a smile graced his face. He picked up something that faintly resembled a cheese puff and popped it into his mouth. “Very edible,” he said around the morsel.

Jamie smiled and reached for something on the tray. She took a bite, then moaned around the food. It was delicious. 

They sat there quietly, him taking a few morsels while she demolished the rest of the spread. When she finished her last bite, she leaned back in her seat, a satisfied smile on her face. “Mmm…I needed that.”

She looked up to see his face full of hunger. Jamie doubted it was directed towards the food. The way he was looking at her sent a thrill through her body. It was a feeling she was becoming more and more comfortable with.

In fact, she had come to crave it.

Jamie wanted to lead him into the next room, where she presumed a bed would lay. She could crawl all over his body, sampling his delights, until they brought each other to twin climaxes. 

The frenzy, her brain reminded her. It’s not as easy as you think. 

With a sigh, she decided to go on the attack. “When were you going to tell me about the mating frenzy?”

It was several moments before he responded. “I wasn’t.”

Her jaw dropped. It made no sense. “But…as far as I understand it, you’ll die from this thing if you don’t…if you don’t…” She knew the words but couldn’t say them.

“If I don’t claim my mate,” he finished for her. 

“And I’m…” she looked at him, hesitating to say the word even though she already knew it was true. “I’m your mate.”

He nodded, then hung his head. 

“Please,” she said quietly. “Please explain this to me.”

Drake stared off into the distance. “Zantharians mate for life. Because our females have only a single egg, evolution has forced the frenzy on us, to ensure that we will keep the population stable.”

“And the frenzy makes you need to mate or…you die?” It seemed so unfair to her, a biological imperative that risked lives. Then she remembered the lemmings on Earth who would fall into the ocean in droves, just based on instinct. Maybe this wasn’t so different.

“How does it happen? If you don’t mate…?”

Drake didn’t seem capable of meeting her gaze. “The seed we don’t release becomes toxic and kills us.” 

Although she’d heard hints of his possible demise, the fact that he was admitting it to her now carried a weight she hadn’t felt before. She was his mate, the only one he’d ever have. And if she spurned him…

Still, she had questions. How did the mating process work? Why had she been selected? Was it because of who she was, or was there something else? Something purely chemical or biological? Was it chance that had chosen her for him?

But how could she ask these things when he was sitting there, a pained expression on his face. “Why me?” she said at last, her voice small. 

Finally, he met her gaze, and his eyes were clear for once. “I’d had no luck getting into NASA myself. I knew of your existence thanks to your sister, and you were what I considered a contingency plan, one I hoped I wouldn’t have to use.” 

A slow exhale gave him pause before he continued. “I sought you out when I could think of no other way of getting access to the secured area. I caught you coming out of your apartment one night. I remember the streetlight setting your hair aflame. I think it was then that I first fell.”

Jamie felt a jolt in her chest, every word he said building the sensation. “I started following you, at first telling myself that I was looking for a way to get access without actually bothering you. But I think I knew even then that interacting with you would be dangerous. I was obsessed, spending my days watching you, fantasizing about meeting you, about touching your skin, feeling your lips against mine.”

His dark eyes blazed into hers, the golden ring around the inky pools expanding. “That evening, when those assholes from the train followed you, I couldn’t stop myself from acting. I was filled with such rage, I could have easily killed them without regrets. But that night, when I saw you at the restaurant, it was purely by chance.”
“I thought afterwards that I could go back to following you around, but you made sure that wasn’t a possibility. Once you confronted me, I knew I was well and truly hooked. I debated that afternoon, before we met at the coffee shop, about just going away, giving up on trying to get into NASA through you.”

He leaned in close, and Jamie wanted to reach across the table and take his hand in hers. She hesitated, not wanting to break the spell. “The truth is, I couldn’t walk away from you. And that night, I watched you. I saw you open the door to your fiancé, a vision in white, and I burned with such jealousy that I couldn’t stand it. I waited until he left, and I came to you.”

Jamie’s cheeks heated with the memory of what had transpired. “After I tasted you, I knew I’d never get you out of mind.” Drake’s voice trembled. “And in Lakewood’s lab, after I entered you for the first time, I was lost. The frenzy began immediately.” 

Her mind was reeling. It sounded like he was saying that it wasn’t just biology, not just some mix of pheromones and chemicals that had drawn him to her. Still, he hadn’t said the one word she’d been longing to hear. 

Swallowing past the lump in her throat, Jamie spoke. “If I accept you as my mate, what happens then?”

A look of stunned disbelief marched over his face. “You would accept me?” He stopped for a moment, as if he couldn’t go on, then he shook his head. “You don’t know what you’re saying. As my mate, I would be chained to your side for the rest of our lives. A Zantharian male experiences physical pain when separated from his mate. I would rarely let you out of my sight.” 

Jamie leaned back. The idea of an overprotective male at her side for all hours of the day was a heady thought. She’d never been attracted to that idea and in fact had always required her private time. Still, the thought of Drake being the one at her side made her feel differently for the first time. 

“And then, there’s what might happen if you accept my seed.” 

She stared into his eyes, catching his meaning. A child could result from their union. She’d seen the other couples in the conference room today. It was clear that human and Zantharian DNA were compatible. 

“And so you see why having me as a mate might not be preferable.”

He’d listed his reasons, and she took a moment to consider. Although she’d been engaged to Lance, she admitted to herself now that she’d never really thought of him as a husband. She’d never considered what it would be like to spend her life with him. 

She was still young, after all, with plenty of life left to live. Settling down now would mean that she no longer had the freedom to explore other options. And, as he’d pointed out, if she accepted a Zantharian male as a mate, there would be no other options. 

Jamie had already seen Drake kill a man who’d touched her. She thought he’d do the same to any male she might seek out over him. 

Choosing Drake would be the last decision she made. It had to be the right one, otherwise everyone involved would suffer, and maybe worse. 

When she looked up again, Drake had risen from his seat. “Where are you going?”

“To my quarters to rest.” 

She stood, moving closer to him. “How long do you have?” she asked. “Before…you know?”

Drake shrugged his shoulders. “It isn’t an exact science. The frenzy has progressed, you saw that when I couldn’t leave your door. It won’t be much longer.”

The thought that he was suffering made Jamie want to cry. She reached out to him, but he moved back. “I had hoped to spare you this.”
She frowned. “It’s my decision. It was right that you shared this with me.”

His smile was sad. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. After a moment he turned away, moving towards the door.

“You don’t have to go,” she said when he opened the membrane. 

“I do.” He didn’t turn back around. Jamie wondered if he couldn’t. It was already torture for him to depart. 

“Drake, I—“

“Don’t,” he said, his voice ravaged by emotion. He stepped through the door and was gone. 

Jamie was hit by a wave of emotion. She felt his loss keenly, considered going after him. Instead she slid to her knees, confused tears falling from her eyes. 

His suffering was so visceral, she felt an answering pang in her guts. Could she let him go on suffering, knowing the eventual result?

“No,” she said to herself. “I can’t.” There was no way she could let him die. Even the thought shook her to her core. 

She loved him. It was true, and she didn’t want to deny it. But, although he’d admitted his desire for her, his undeniable attraction to her, he hadn’t told her he loved her. 

Could she live with him forever, not knowing if he could love her? He’d be by her side, but that did not ensure happiness. And being locked in misery for the rest of her life was a frightening thought. 

Jamie wasn’t sure how long she’d sat there in thought before she heard the knock. She pulled herself up, going to the membrane. 

“Hello?” she asked, unsure about conventions on this planet. 

“It’s me,” her sister’s voice said from the other side. “I’m coming in.” 

One look at Sylvie’s face and the tears started all over again. 

“Oh, honey,” her older sister said, pulling her into an embrace. “What’s wrong? Talk to me.”

“I love him,” she said simply, unable to stop herself. “I love him and I don’t know if he loves me.” 

“Shh…” Sylvie stroked her hair gently. “I know what you’re going through. After all, I have a Zantharian mate.” 

“Are you happy?” she asked her sister. She saw the answer written large in her eyes. 

“Ecstatic. I’ve never been happier in my life.” 

“But, is it true? Is your mate overbearing, overprotective, never giving you a moment’s peace?”

Sylvie laughed. “Yes, that’s all true.” Jamie frowned, and her sister put an arm around her. “But I love it. I want to be with him as much as he wants to be with me.”

“Did he tell you he loved you? Before?” It was the single thing that kept Jamie from seeking out Drake and begging him to claim her. 

Sylvie gave her a look that said more than words could. “It was complicated. We’d been set up by shape-shifters, had barely escaped death. To be truthful, I’d made up my mind before he said the words.” 

She patted Jamie’s hand. “I believe that a male does not undergo the frenzy if his heart hasn’t been tamed by his chosen female.”

“He loves me?” Jamie whispered anxiously.

Sylvie nodded. “I’d stake my life on it.” 

“But it’s his life at stake, not yours,” Jamie said. And she couldn’t let him waste it, couldn’t let him die of rejection. Still…

“What if…what if I get pregnant?”

Sylvie opened her mouth to speak, but before the words could come out, the membrane to the outside opened. In stepped Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar and Drake’s brother.

And in his arms was nestled a small child, its skin a light green. There were tendrils on his head like its father’s, but they were lighter than his. And when she moved closer, she realized the baby’s eyes were blue.

The same color as her sister’s eyes. 

“I’m sorry, sweetheart,” the Regent said, bending to press a kiss to Sylvie’s forehead. “I stayed away for as long as I could.” 

Sylvie left. “I’m surprised you made it this long.” She carefully took the child from his arms, nestling it close. Jamie approached, a sense of wonder filling her. I’m an aunt. 

Although she’d never given more than a fleeting thought to children, seeing the half-Zantharian, half-human child opened her mind to the possibility. A child that was part her, part Drake. It would be the most wonderful child in the world. 

“I have to go to him,” she whispered out loud, and her sister nodded. “Please,” Jamie said, “can you show me to his quarters?”

“Of course,” Sylvie said. 

“It wouldn’t matter,” the Regent said. “He’s not in his quarters.” 

Both women turned to him with twin expressions of confusion. “Where is he?” Jamie asked. 

“He’s taken a ship and didn’t log a destination.” 

Jamie was crestfallen. He’d left, having lied about going to rest. Still, she wasn’t willing to give up without a fight. “Do you know where he went?”

“I have an idea,” the Regent replied. “And I can take you there.” 

“Let’s go,” she said without hesitation.


Chapter 26

 

Drake walked out onto the rocks, watching the waves crash around him. They were green, the exact color as his mate’s eyes.

She isn’t your mate, he reminded himself. And she never will be. 

In the distance, the gnarsharks circled. He wondered how long it would take them to finish him off. 

Zantharian males who didn’t mate would die, but some refused to wait for the inevitable. They found other means of ending the suffering. Gnarsharks were the option he found most palatable. 

He knew he still had a couple of days left, but he couldn’t stand seeing what he could never have. Jamie was so beautiful, and he knew he wouldn’t have the strength to refuse her if she submitted to him. 

Drake couldn’t risk her accepting him out of pity. He would not be a burden to her for the entirety of her life. When she tired of him, as she eventually would, he’d be stuck to her like a lodestone. 

Noruma forbid if she ever preferred another male. He would not be able to allow him to live, and she would never forgive him. 

This way was easier. A short swim, and then eternal darkness. 

Drake was surprised when he felt the wind of an approaching vessel. He turned his eyes to the craft as it landed next to his own. 

The hatch opened and a figure stepped out. The sunlight lit her from behind, setting her hair ablaze. Jamie. 

The hatch closed behind her and once she was a few steps away, it took off. Drake caught sight of his brother at the controls before the ship whipped away. Fuck.

“What are you doing here?” she asked when she got close enough to him.

He didn’t respond. She came to stand beside him, catching sight of the circling fins in the distance. “What are those?” she asked, shading her eyes with her hand.

“Gnarsharks,” he said at last.

“Sharks? You came out here to look at sharks?”

He watched her in silence and saw realization hit her. 

Then he felt her fist hit him. Hard. In the arm.

“You asshole! You lied to me. You said you were going to rest. Instead, you come out here, ready to feed yourself to sharks rather than mate with me!”

Drake wanted to laugh. As if he would choose a painful death over the bliss of her embrace. “You know it’s not like that. But I refuse to force myself on you, and I knew you were too kind to refuse me once you knew the consequence was my death.”

“But you didn’t even bother to ask me how I felt about you.”

He stared into the distance, feeling that life was absurd. “It doesn’t matter.”

“The hell it doesn’t!” She grabbed his arms, pulling him low enough for her to grab his face. “I love you!”
His eyes grew big, his heart thumping in his chest. He wanted to grab her, to crush her to him. But doubt clouded the issue.

“You’re just saying that.” His voice was little more than a whisper. “You are sacrificing yourself to save me. I won’t allow it.” 

The crack of her hand on his cheek rang out. “You bastard. How dare you say that!”

Drake pulled away, his eyes stormy, but before he could speak, she gripped his shoulders and pulled herself up until he was forced to hold her. 

“I love you, Drake, regardless of whether or not you’ll die without me. I love your bravery, your wit. I love the way you protect me, but you still respect my opinions and accept my wishes even if they run contrary to yours. I love your spirit, your strength. And I love being in your arms.” 

He looked deep into her beautiful green eyes, seeing the truth in their depths. Still, he had to be certain. 

“You don’t know what you’re saying. If we do this, you’ll be with me until you die. I won’t leave your side willingly. And there is a good chance that we’ll have a child.” 

She smiled. “A beautiful child with your skin and my eyes. A cousin for Sylvie’s precious bundle of joy. I know.” She pressed her lips against his. “I want that.” 

The words unlocked something inside him, allowing joy to pour in. “I love you,” he said simply, seizing her lips in a blazing kiss. “I love you, Jamilla Cohen, since the moment I first saw you.” 

She smiled, then pulled his head down to reunite their mouths in holy union. His emotions crashed over him like the waves against the rocks. 

Looking around him, he could find no safe place upon which to claim her, so he carried her to his ship, not setting her down until he reached the bunk. He laid her down gently and she wasted no time divesting herself of her clothing. 

He stared down at her at a loss for words. She was sheer perfection, made for only him, and he wanted to remember this moment forever.

Jamie held out her arms to him and he smiled. Ripping off his sarong, he joined her on the small bunk. 

Drake put his mouth on Jamie’s. Taking her tongue into his mouth, reclaiming it again. He kissed her until she began writhing underneath him. He knew she was ready to take him. 

Drake moved himself and began sucking on her neck, moving down to her breasts and taking each nipple into his mouth. Jamie let out a small gasp as he did so. 

“That feels so fucking good.” She said.

Drake smiled and slid his hand down to her pussy and rubbed her clit. “You’re so wet.” He said.

“Only for you.” She said and moved her hips in the same motion as his hand. They were always in sync when it came to love-making and it made the experience so much more intense.

“I want you inside of me.” She whispered.

His cock was throbbing. He took it in his hand and moved it slowly along the shaft while staring at Jamie. She moaned at the sight of him.

He moved so he was in between her legs once again and began to slowly enter her. He slowly pulled himself out and moved himself back in. He could tell it was driving her wild and continued to repeat the motion.

Drake put his thumb on her clit and massaged it gently as he thrust deep inside of her, picking up his pace. His body was getting tense, he was on the edge of losing it.

“Are you sure?” He asked, pausing. He wanted to be certain before he changed their lives forever.

“I’ve never wanted anything more,” she said, her eyes meeting his. “I love you, Drake.” 

That was all he needed to hear. He thrust deep inside of her and watched her eyes glaze over with pleasure. He thrust himself inside of her harder and deeper another time, and then another. Her back was arched and she threw her head to the side as she began to come around his cock.

He knew he was not going to last much longer. He could feel how tight she was. Her walls clinging to his cock from her orgasm. 

“I love you,” he moaned as he pushed deeper. “I will never love anyone the way I love you. You were made for me, created for me. You are my mate and I am yours. And I never want this to end.” 

“Claim me.” She shouted as she arched her back up and moved her hips in the same motion as him. “Make me yours.” 

Everything she was saying drove him to thrust harder. 

“Fill me with your seed,” she whispered, and those were the words he needed to hear. The words that sent him over the edge and into the most intense orgasm of his life. 

The pleasure exploded inside of him and for the first time, he released inside of her. Her eyes widened as she felt him, then she clutched him close, succumbing to another powerful climax.

When he’d come down from the peak of pleasure he covered her face in tiny kisses. “I love you! I love you so much! I’ll never leave you!”

Jamie giggled. “I love you too, you big idiot. It’s a good thing I came after you, or you’d be sleeping with the sharks right now.”

He laughed. “Thank you for coming after me. And thank you for making me the happiest man in the universe.”

“You’re welcome,” she said with a smile. “And now, you owe me.”

“Owe me? How could I ever repay such a gift?”

“Only by loving me until the end of time.”

Drake stroked her hair back from her forehead, kissing it gently. “Deal.”


Epilogue

 

Jamie was playing with her little nephew when the membrane to her quarters opened. Dr. Lakewood stepped inside, his hands full.

“Herman!” she squealed, rushing to his side and patting the little ball on the head. “You’re okay!”

The robot let out a series of delighted beeps. “Dr. Lakewood has repaired me. I am now fully operational.”

Drake rushed into the room from the bedroom, his fists raised. “What’s going on? I heard you shouting.”
“Herman’s here!” Jamie giggled. “He’s fully operational.”

Her mate laughed. “Herman, you’re a sight for sore eyes.” 

“Drake, I am pleased to see that your vital signs have returned to normal. Does this mean Jamie has accepted you as her mate?”

Jamie blushed. Drake shook his head. “Herman, you old dog, don’t you know that’s an impolite question?”

The robot gave a whistle. “I apologize if I was rude.”

“You’re fine,” Jamie said, giving him a smile. “And to answer your question, yes. I’ve accepted him as my mate, even though he’s a bit of a goon.” 

Dr. Lakewood laughed, a rare sound from the man. Jamie remembered her manners, asking the scientist to sit. 

He demurred. “I’m sorry, I can’t. I’m only stopping by to let Herman visit for a moment. I’ve got things cooking in the lab that I can’t abandon.” 

Drake drew closer. “I’ve heard that you’ve figured out a way for our Zantharian bioenergy to work on the Hareema again.”

“That’s right,” Lakewood replied. “It’s still in the testing phase, but the results are promising.”

“That’s good to hear. I think we’ll have a chance to push the Hareema off the worlds they’ve inhabited with your technology.”

Lakewood nodded. “I heard that the rebel alliance has also agreed to meet with you.” 

“Yes. I’m excited to report that we’re close to signing a treaty of cooperation. With their forces on our side, we have the opportunity to make inroads on the Hareema home world.” 

The men made small talk while Jamie bounced the baby on her hip. Finally, Lakewood made to leave. “I promise to bring Herman back for a visit when we have more time.”

“You better,” Jamie said. “Farewell, Dr. Lakewood. And goodbye, Herman.”

The little robot beeped in a friendly manner. “Goodbye, Drake. Goodbye, Jamie. And farewell to the baby as well.” 

“You mean my little nephew?” Drake said with a smile. “Isn’t he handsome?”

“Actually I was referring to the child growing inside Jamie,” Herman corrected. 

Jamie’s and Drake’s jaws dropped in unison. “Are you saying…?” Jamie couldn’t finish the words.

“Oh, I have committed another faux pas it seems. Were you not aware that you are pregnant?”

Jamie’s head shook back and forth slowly. Drake stared at her with wide eyes, watching for her reaction. When she gave him a small smile, he let out a whoop, took the child from her arms and set it down gently, and then picked her up to spin her around the room.

“Careful,” she warned, laughing the entire time. When he finally put her down, he rained kisses down on her. 

“I love you! And I’m going to cherish the child inside you,” he said, putting a shaking hand on her belly. 

“I love you too! And I know your child will be well provided for and protected.” 

“Damn right,” he replied. “We’re going to build a better world for our child, one where he can be safe, without the threat of the enemy hanging over his head.”

She nodded. “I know you can do it.”

“No,” he argued. “We can do it. Together.”

 

THE END

 

 

AUTHOR NOTE: I hope you enjoyed the final standalone book in my Lords of Zanthar world. It was a blast to write! I’m creating another world in the background, and my first book in that series will be coming in October 2017. It’s an 8 book standalone series, so hopefully lots of fun for all of us! 

For a limited time, I’ve included the other books in my Zanthar Series just as a “thank you” for picking up my book. It means the world to me, and without readers like you, I wouldn’t get to tell my stories like I do. So thank you from the bottom of my heart. 

Check out The Supreme Regent of Zanthar and Dr. Slyvia Cohen’s story below in The Regent’s Rapture. Enjoy!! 


The Regent’s Rapture

[image: ]

 

It was supposed to be an exploratory mission, and it was... Just not the kind she expected.

Dr. Sylvia Cohen, MIT's premiere astrobiologist has been chosen for a follow-up mission to Zanthar, a planet showing the promise of Life. Leaving little behind on earth, she sustains a crash landing on the large seaweed planet and encounters far more than the micro-organisms discovered years earlier. 

The Supreme Regent of Zanthar has a natural affinity for human females and finds himself quite taken with the lovely doctor, but war stands at their door. His determination of her innocence or guilt will change the future for both of them. He will test her in many ways, finding himself wanting her to succeed more and more each time. 

Sylvia determines that science can explain most anything, but matters of the heart are forever a mystery. 


Chapter 1

 

 

 

Dr. Sylvia Cohen hoped the cameras couldn't see her hand shake as she held the "thumbs up" pose for the crowd of photographers and journalists. She was to be the first woman ever to set foot on an inhabited planet. The thought filled her with such excitement and anxiety that she had been averaging three hours of sleep a night for the past week. Now the big day was here, the shuttle was about to blast off, and she wondered for the thousandth time if she was making a huge mistake.

Her sister, Jamie, hadn't been shy in listing the myriad reasons why Sylvie shouldn't be heading off to explore a new world all alone. Most of them seemed to boil down to, "you could be eaten by some alien monster with acid blood and three rows of razor-sharp teeth."

Jamie watched too much Holo-TV. 

She scouted the crowd again for a glimpse of her sister, but didn’t see her. It seemed Jamie had better things to do than see Sylvie off on the greatest adventure of her life. Jamie usually had better things to do. Better things named Steven. Or Douglas. Or Jimmy. 

One more reason to risk a horrible death by an alien monster. 

No one would miss her much back on Earth.

Soon she was inside the small craft, going through her pre-launch checklist, breathing deep and reminding herself that she'd been training for a mission like this for years. As soon as faster-than-light travel had been achieved, it was only a matter of time before they found a planet capable of sustaining life, but that time had finally arrived.

JL-398 was a planet comprised mostly of water. It had an atmosphere similar to Earth, and NASA's probe had discovered evidence of microorganisms on the planet's surface. Life! 

As MIT's premiere astrobiologist, she had been consulted about the next phase of exploration. NASA had been planning on sending their robotic scavengers to the surface first, but Sylvie had convinced her colleagues to support her proposal of sending a team of scientists to investigate.

Sylvie had testified in front of the committee charged with planning the mission. "The scavengers are not far enough advanced to perform the type of critical thinking that would be required. We need someone who can troubleshoot, someone who can respond on the fly."

The issue was safety. It always was. While there had been plenty of landings on uninhabited planets, this mission had the potential to be more dangerous. NASA wasn't ready to risk the lives of an entire team. 

Then an idea popped into her head and flew out of her mouth before she could stop it. It had the power to turn her life upside down, but that was a problem for later. Surely they would choose someone far more qualified than her. 

"What about a single human volunteer?"

It made sense. A scientist would be much more efficient at scouting the best areas for potential life, and at making the split-second decisions that might be necessary in the survey of a new and unknown world. In the end, the committee had agreed with her. 

She was the chosen volunteer.

Now it was lift-off, and before she realized it, she was out of Earth's atmosphere and into the darkness of space. 

"Wow." It was awe-inspiring. The void burned with countless points of light. In the distance, the moon was looming larger by the second. "Just... wow."

"Please repeat your query." 

Sylvie laughed. She'd forgotten about Magnis. Multi-Access Generative Networked Information System. The ship's computer. 

"Nothing, Magnis. Just taking in the sights." She punched in the command for the view screen to shift, pulling up the image of Earth shrinking behind them. It was beautiful, a swirl of white, blue, and brown. 

A pang of homesickness hit her in the chest but it didn't last long. The ship was shooting through space at such a speed that before she knew it, Earth was just another point of light.


Chapter 2

 

 

 

On the third day of the journey, her target appeared on the view screen for the first time. Sylvie had seen pictures of the planet, but they hardly did it justice. Captivating clouds of soft lavender whirled around seas that shifted from deep indigo to aquamarine and every color in between. There were darker ridges of maroon that became more apparent the closer the ship came. They were few in number, with great distances between them. Land.

Sylvie stood and walked to the view screen, which took up a large portion of the ship's hull, the game of Go she'd been playing with Magnis forgotten. Magnis always beat her anyway. Like he beat her at holo-checkers. And he'd cleaned her out at tarot poker. It had been a long three days. 

But the journey was worth it, just for the chance to see a new world with her own eyes. The first human eyes ever to take in the beauty of JL-398. 

That name's got to go. 

She would be on the surface for ten days, more than enough time to come up with something fitting, and hopefully enough time to find definitive signs of life. 

To be the first to prove that humans were not alone in the universe would surely cement her scholarly legacy for all time. The most important scientific discovery of the twenty-second century. It would justify all the long, lonely hours spent in the library, in the lab, alone in her room reading and writing and running experiments. It would be the pinnacle of her young career. Of her life. 

"Sixty seconds until we enter the atmosphere," Magnis informed her. 

Sylvie scrambled to her seat and struggled to strap down her protective harness. 

"Atmosphere in five seconds." Magnis's calm tone was a strange counterpoint to her own frantic feelings. 

This is it. She closed her eyes and breathed in deeply as the seconds ticked by.

Suddenly the ship shook with a powerful impact. An alarm began sounding. 

"Main power is down. Auxiliary power spent sealing multiple hull breaches and sustaining life support. No residual power for navigation." 

"What?" Entering the atmosphere couldn't be responsible for such damage, could it? 

Magnis's voice was as tranquil as ever. "We have lost navigation. The ship is about to crash."

The view screen showed their descent. The seas of this unknown planet were getting closer by the second. Then the screen crackled and cut out. 

"Impact in ten seconds." 

The alarms blared. Lights flickered. 

Magnis began to count down. "Impact in five seconds. Four. Three. Two. One."

"Impact."

Sylvie's entire world exploded around her, then she knew nothing but darkness. 

 


Chapter 3

 

 

 

She was wet. And lying on something hard and warm. 

Sylvie opened her eyes and blinked into the light of a blue sun. She sat up and groaned, taking in the scene around her, but not understanding it immediately.

Sun winked off the silver of her ship's hull as it bounced on the waves of an endless purple sea. As she watched, the silver slipped under the surface. Her ship. Her equipment. Her way home. 

Gone. 

She looked around. She was sitting on a lone outcropping of red rock in an ocean of deep purple. The rock was painted with oranges and yellows where the waterline hit. Tiny living creatures, perhaps, that lived on the border between land and sea? 

A low squeaking drew her attention to her left, where Fido was busy untangling some exotic form of seaweed out of its tracks. Fido, or Firstwave Intelligent Defense Operative, must have kicked into action immediately upon impact. She owed her life to the robot NASA had insisted she bring with her. 

"Thank you, Fido," Sylvie said as she moved herself closer to the machine. She helped it untangle itself, then examined the seaweed. 

"Life," she whispered.

In her hand she held definitive proof that life could exist on another planet. 

She glanced up as her jaw fell open. A transparent craft of some sort dropped from the sky to land above the spot where her ship had sunk. A door opened, and two figures with skin light green in color jumped into the waves, disappearing beneath them. Two more moved to a round platform, which detached itself from the craft to zoom across the waves. 

Straight toward her.

Sylvie couldn't believe her eyes. The probe’s data had led them to believe the planet had the beginnings of life, mainly small, single-celled organisms. Nothing in her wildest imagination could have led her to believe that there might be advanced intelligent life. But figures, with what appeared to be two arms and two legs, were currently approaching her at lightning speed. 

"Proximity alert." 

She jumped at Fido’s voice. A panel of warning lights blinked on along the lines of the robot's two extender arms. The electronic display that comprised the unit's face turned from placid blue to angry red. A small hatch popped open on Fido's shoulder, and a weapon appeared from the hatch.

"Wait," she said, patting her robotic watchman on the arm. "We're not sure if they mean us any harm. Let me try and communicate with them first."

The outcropping of rock was only a dozen feet across, and Sylvie imagined that at high tide only a few scant inches might be uncovered. They had to get off this stone island if they had the chance, and the beings headed toward them obviously had a means of transport. Best to see if they could be reasoned with.

Her mind spit out calm suggestions while her heart acted like it was going to punch its way out of her chest. 

"Hostile life forms approaching. Defense initiative Alpha-01 activated." A red light began to blink from the weapon on Fido's shoulder. 

"No!" she shouted, but Fido did not obey. A laser beamed from the robot straight at the approaching figures. 

Sylvie wanted to avert her eyes but forced herself to watch, unable to comprehend that NASA's fool robot was about to destroy the first sentient beings humankind had ever made contact with.  

Before the laser could obliterate the aliens, it hit some sort of force field around them. The field entirely absorbed the beam. 

Sylvie bit her thumbnail, nervousness causing her stomach to turn. The beings, who a moment ago had seemed to have skin the color of mint, suddenly flashed to bright yellow. 

That can't be good.

The laser was useless against them. 

The round disk slid to a stop a few inches from the outcropping, and Sylvie got her first good look at its occupants. They were taller than average humans, both figures easily over six and a half feet tall. Their skin was indeed yellow, and as she watched, their surfaces seemed to pulse in gentle waves of light. Two arms that ended in digits, similar to humans except for the webbing, and two legs that ended in feet, again webbed. 

Their heads were similar to humans, although covered in something much finer and more articulated than hair. Two glowing eyes sat in faces that were more angular than human features. Their noses appeared to have nostrils covered in a thin film. And their mouths held rather plump lips. The overall look was not at all unappealing. 

Let's hope they don't have three rows of razor sharp teeth. Sylvie shook her head to clear it. This was not the time for hysterical inner monologues. 

The pair was wearing clothing woven of a substance that didn't seem too different from the seaweed she was still holding in her hand. The soft fronds fell from their waist into an intricate sarong, then were braided into two straps that crept up muscular chests to tie around their necks. The material appeared both sturdy and comfortable. 

One of the beings took a step off the disk and onto the rock outcropping. An alarm sounded from Fido. 

“Defense initiative Delta-17 activated." One of the robot's extender arms shot out toward the figure, grabbing it around the bicep. 

The light waves that before had been a gentle hypnotic pulsing now engulfed the whole of the being's arm in a bright burst. The crackle of electricity sounded, and Fido fell backward, his arm charred and smoking. 

The creature's skin started glowing, charging up the electric shock weapon to finish off Fido. Her hero was about to be reduced to a pile of smoldering parts. 

Although the dumb machine didn't know when to try diplomacy, it didn't deserve to be blasted to bits. 

"Stop!" she yelled. Surprising herself, she burst forward, shoving the creature that was about to blow Fido to bits. Her hands touched the being's skin and the energy that was about to take out the robot shot into her. The world exploded in white, and Sylvie and consciousness went their separate ways. 


Chapter 4

 

 

 

The transparent walls surrounding her were unnerving. Sylvie knew she was being watched, could even see the faint outline of figures on the other side, but the most she could see was a faint impression. Otherwise she was encased in an opaque world of four walls with only a large cushion in the center of the chamber. The cushion was made of the same seaweed material as the uniforms on the beings who'd imprisoned her. 

There was no sign of Fido. No sign of anything, except faint twin burns on the palms of her hands. There was no pain, which she would have expected from such an intense shock. Just the faded outline of raised flesh. 

Sylvie's stomach growled. She wasn't sure how long she'd been unconscious, but enough time had passed for hunger to become a serious issue. That and the need to find a bathroom.

Without warning, a tear appeared in the side of one of the walls. Sylvie blinked as light streamed into the room, threatening to blind her. A shadow materialized as one of the beings entering the chamber. 

The being was similar to the others who'd confronted her on the rock island. Its skin was light green, its eyes black, and its head was covered with tendrils that were a very deep blue. It wore a different uniform from the others, although made of the same material. It featured several braids that climbed up the figure's chest and back to join in a collar that circled the figure’s neck. 

"Accompany me." 

Sylvie stared. "You... you speak English?" 

The being stared back but did not answer. A sly smirk crept across its face, and damn if she didn’t giggle. She wasn’t the type of woman to giggle – ever. Shock was starting to take hold of her sense of reason. Too much, too fast. 

Grabbing her arm, it spun her around. He spun her around. Although she hadn't done a thorough scientific investigation, her instincts were telling her that the brute was male.  He pulled both arms behind her back, then bound them. 

She started to sputter in indignation as he clasped a collar around her neck. He connected it to bindings around her wrists so that when she tried to pull her arms apart, it tightened on her throat, cutting off her airway.

Sylvie had always considered herself to be completely rational, not prone to flights of fancy, and never hysterical. Yet as she considered the ridiculousness of her current situation, hysteria seemed right around the corner.

Trapped on a distant planet, her only way home at the bottom of an alien sea. Taken prisoner by beings with electrical current running through their skin, who at any moment could send a million volts through her. Beings that somehow spoke English. 

Sylvie was pulled through hallways, struggling to keep up with the wide strides of her warden. She tried to take in her surroundings, but they blurred past so quickly she could make out very little besides long, curved hallways that reminded her of the inside of a seashell. 

There were too many turns to count, and when her limited strength gave out, her captor dragged her along the smooth floors. He yanked her outside of an opaque door that resembled the walls of her cell. 

The being put a fingertip to the surface of the door and it let out a tiny spark. The opaque surface trembled, flashing blue then returning to a smoky white. 

"Enter."

A thin line appeared and her captor used his hand to widen the opening. He stepped through, pulling Sylvie after him. 

The chamber was similar to the hallways; sleek, with a finish that was like cream swirled with caramel. Like her customary morning latte. 

Her stomach growled again, and she couldn't help but let out another giggle. 

What the hell is wrong with me? 

The being pulled her in front of him, then forced her to her knees with one large hand pressed against her shoulder. He pulled on the binding behind her back, forcing her head up. 

The figure before her was taller and more muscular than the one who'd dragged her in. His skin was a deep maroon color, and his dark hair had a slight wave. It fell just beneath his well-developed shoulders. He was staring at a display that rose out of what looked like a natural formation of coral to the height of his chest. Sylvie watched as he batted the display away and it disappeared, the coral going dark. 

"This is the creature?" he asked.

"Yes, Minister. This is the organic one. The inorganic one is already being dissembled in our labs." 

Inorganic one? Fido! 

"Hey!" Sylvie yelled, trying to turn around to confront the alien behind her. "Don't take him apart. He saved my life!"

Her captor pulled hard on her bindings and she slipped, her chest hitting the floor and knocking the air from her lungs. 

"It certainly has spirit," the one referred to as 'Minister' said. He knelt before her, lifting her face to peer at her. "Explain what you did to our defense shield."

"Defense shield?" The air was suddenly so hard to breathe. It was as if she were a mile into the sky where the air is thin and dry. Maybe the atmosphere of this planet was--

"Answer me!" The Minister pulled hard on her collar, yanking her back to her knees. "What did you do to our defense shield? Who sent you?"

"I don't know what you're talking about. I don't even know how you're speaking my language!"

The Minister growled and let go of her collar. "How stupid does this creature think we are?"

The being behind her spoke up. "It's from Earth. They're the stupid ones." 

Sylvie bit back the urge to protest. 

"Their species barely developed faster-than-light travel two cycles ago. Even the most basic translation matrix is beyond them."

"Then how did that tiny craft it came in take down our entire planetary defense shield?"

"Unknown, Minister. It may have been accidental."

The Minister bent to her level again, grabbed her chin, and turned Sylvie's face to and fro. "It's an intriguing creature. But if it doesn't know what happened, then I have no use for it." 

He released his hold and stood up, once again activating the display. "Get it out of here."

Her captor grabbed hold of the bindings and lifted Sylvie to her feet. "Permission to perform tests to determine if something in its composition could have affected the shielding?"

The Minister gave a curt nod. "Granted."

"Tests? Wait--" But it was too late. She was already being dragged out through the opaque doorway and back into the hall. 

"Let's be reasonable. You can ask me anything. You don't need to do any tests on me."

Her captor ignored her, but she noticed his color shift, going from mint green to something lighter, with a faintly pinkish cast.

Two aliens moved toward them as they stopped, her captor holding up his hand, palm open, in salute. The others returned the gesture just the same. 

"What have you got there?" one of them asked. 

"An Earthling."

"Is that thing responsible for the shield failure?"

"Yes, and the Minister's gone maroon over it."

The trio talked for a minute more, her captor releasing her binding in order to mimic the Minister's demeanor as part of the conversation. She didn't waste a second before bolting.

"Stop!" her captor shouted, but she ignored him completely. 

It was difficult to keep her footing on the slick floors, and as she rounded a corner she slid, losing her balance. Just before she hit the floor, a pair of strong arms grabbed her.

Sylvie's head shot up, eyes wide. The arms lifted her until her face was level with the being who'd caught her.

His eyes were black as midnight, a golden rim encircling them that glowed. A strong nose led to plump lips that verged on feminine. His lips seemed to be the only soft thing about him. She shivered in response to his closeness, awareness of his masculinity causing her to shrink back. 

"What have we got here?" he asked, his voice like steel-covered silk.

"Please, let me go." Sylvie started to flail, her dangling feet kicking at the creature's shins. He made a noise that sounded like laughter.

"I'm sorry, Supreme One!" her captor yelled as he jogged up. The other two beings followed closely behind him. "It slipped away. Won't happen again."

"An Earthling," the Supreme One said, his lips twisting up into a half smile. "A female. In the flesh."

"Yes, Sire. I was just taking her back to the labs."

A dark eyebrow quirked over his fathomless black eyes. "On whose orders?"

"The Minister of Defense."

Sylvie watched as his face tightened. "So this is what my brother has been keeping from me." 

He set her down, releasing his hold. Chill bumps broke out along her arms, his touch having caused her to react in the oddest of ways. 

Her warden grabbed her bindings and started pulling her down the hallway. "Apologies again, Sire."

Panic rose in her stomach as the distance between them grew. There was something about this one, something that said he might take pity on her. 

"Wait! Please!" But the alien turned his back and strode off down the hallway in the opposite direction. 


Chapter 5

 

 

 

Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar, didn't bother to signal politely at his brother's door. Instead he raked his finger down the opaque surface and it opened immediately for him. His brother was staring at a display of the inner workings of their planet's defense shielding, a scowl painting his features. 

"You've gone maroon, brother. The underlings will see it."

"There are bigger problems than that," his brother responded. "You'd be maroon too if you knew what we were potentially facing." 

"Then tell me," Xivthar said, joining him in front of the display. "Stop trying to hide things from me like some mimicfish and tell me what in Noruma's name is going on."

Drak'Karren Rasveen, his brother and appointed Minister of Defense, gave a loud sigh. "The defense shield is down."

Xivthar frowned. "I'd gathered as much from the talk in the halls. And an Earthling has something to do with it."

"You know of the Earthling?" Drake scowled. "Accursed gossip."

"It wasn't gossip. She ran into me while trying to escape." 

Drake slammed a fist into the coral desk, making the display flicker. "She's the reason I've kept quiet. I know your fascination with Earth culture. Especially Earthling females. I didn't think you could be even-minded about the issue."

"Even-minded?" His skin began to flush yellow as he didn't bother to hide his anger from his brother. "I'm your Regent, your Supreme One. How dare you presume to hide something like this from me?"

His brother didn't back down. "Because we can't afford you being distracted right now."

"I don't understand. The Earthling's craft hit the shield and disabled it somehow, but she's not a threat. Earth doesn't have a space armada. This is one of only a half dozen faster-than-light ships they have. What's got you so afraid?"

"We can't discount the Earthlings as a threat. They could be working with our enemies."

Xivthar frowned. "That makes no sense. I doubt the Hareema even know about Earth."

The Hareema were much too self-sufficient to bring Earth into their plans. They were a planet of leeches, sucking the life out of each and every galaxy that they moved through. Zanthar had pushed back against them for as long as Xivthar could remember, but the Hareema were resilient if nothing else. 

Drake shook his head. "Not so. The latest intelligence reports I received indicated that their agents may have infiltrated that backwards planet. They could be working together with the Earthlings, knowing that we'd never see Earth as a threat before it was too late."

Xivthar now realized the source of his brother's maroon color. If the Hareema had infiltrated Earth, there was a real chance that the loss of their shield was deliberate. Even now, a Hareema attack force could be on their way.

"I want all our forces watching for any sign of invasion. And I want that shield repaired immediately."

His brother nodded. "The entire military is on standby and the Ministry of Science is working on the Earthling ship." Drake gave his brother a charged look. "And the female."

Xivthar reined in his temper and his skin bled back to green. "I will question the female myself, determine if she knows anything."

"That isn't a good idea."

Once again he didn't bother to keep his anger from showing. His arms and chest glowed yellow as small flashes of electricity raced up and down his skin. "Keep your opinions to yourself. I'm the Supreme Regent. I think I can handle a puny Earthling female."

His brother shrugged. "Suit yourself, oh Supreme One, but if your urge to mate gets in the way of our survival, I'll be the first one calling for your blood."

Xivthar nodded. "I'd expect nothing less."


Chapter 6

 

 

 

Sylvie sat in her cell, watching the shadows walking past the walls. Thankfully the bindings on her wrists and neck had been removed. She attempted to chew her thumbnails, but both were already down to the quick. She started chewing the nail on her left index finger instead, a nervous habit of sorts. 

What kind of tests are they going to do?

As an astrobiologist, she'd done her fair share of tests on so-called "lower" life forms. Although she hadn't been able to experiment on any extraterrestrial organisms, she'd done plenty of work on terrestrial ones to hone her skills. At the moment she regretted every nick, cut, and slice in the name of science. 

Especially if she was about to experience the same. 

Don't think about it, she told herself, and rummaged through her thoughts for a distraction. 

An image of the being who'd cut off her escape popped into her head and she allowed it to linger. He might be considered handsome by some, even though he was an alien. He'd been wearing a sarong of woven seaweed that left his muscular chest exposed. He had no nipples, but for some reason, it almost seemed fitting not to disrupt the swell of his pectoris. 

Perhaps the dominant species on this planet hadn't evolved from mammals as had happened on Earth. Her scientific mind tried to conjure the reasoning behind his anatomy, but she couldn’t seem to access it. A buzzing sound had started in her ears, and she felt increasingly lightheaded. Something about the atmosphere might be affecting her system.

Or she was going into shock. Maybe she'd hit her head during the crash.  

She breathed deeply, hoping to clear her mind of anxious thoughts. 

Don't worry about that now. Concentrate on the hot alien. 

"Supreme One," her captor had called him. He must be in charge of something. The way he had looked at her had been different from the others. She thought she'd seen compassion in his expression. Maybe she could convince him to help her?

She had to do something. She couldn't take the suspense of just sitting there anymore. 

"Hey!" she started to yell, standing up and walking to the wall of her cell. "Let me out of here!" 

She tried to bang her fist against the walls but couldn't quite hit them because they weren't exactly solid. No one responded, which was less than surprising. 

"Go get your Supreme One! I want to talk to him!"

Still nothing.

Sylvie continued to shout, even as her head grew fuzzier. Panic climbed high in her chest, wrapping around her like a cloak as she continued to vie for attention. At any second the wall could split open and her captor could come back, ready to complete his tests. 

The irony of her situation caused her to giggle again. The sound was silly and far more feminine than she was comfortable with. 

"Take me to your leader!" she shouted, then collapsed back on the cushion, surrendering to a fit of laughter. She laughed until tears blurred her eyes. She laughed even as a seam appeared in her cell wall. It's time, she thought, and laughed harder.

Her eyes were filled with tears by the time she lifted her head to see who had come for her. All she could make out was a tall form with light green skin through the blurriness of her vision.

"Little green men," she muttered to herself, then laughed even harder. 

"Little?" 

She recognized the voice immediately. "Supreme Ruler! Please, Your Majesty, or was it Majestic One? Whatever it is, don't let them experiment on me." 

"You're shaking," he said, reaching down to lift her face up to meet his gaze as she sat up as best she could. The room was growing darker as her eyes drooped. The glow of his eyes brought her back to reality as a jolt of awareness went through her. Was it fear that made her heart beat faster, or simply him?

Sylvie couldn't puzzle out her own reaction. She was a respected academic, an accomplished woman, and here she was, laughing like a schoolgirl and willing to get on her knees to save her life if she had to. How undignified.

The thought made her laugh again, and once she started, she couldn't stop. She laughed until her face was red, until tears soaked the top of her flight suit. 

"Something's wrong with you." The alien cupped her face with one huge hand. His thumb brushed over her cheek as his black eyes bore into her. "The laughing sickness." 

He turned to face the wall and spoke hurriedly, “Bring a tincture of four parts marine grass and three parts serpens bacteria. Now!" 

"Laughing sickness?" More giggles. "What an appropriate name."

He smiled and shook his head. It was a nice smile with even white teeth. At least they didn't look razor-sharp from what she could tell. Another alien entered the cell and handed the Supreme Leader a small device with two prongs on the end, and then left. 

The handsome alien looked stern. "Now hold still."

Sylvie's eyes widened as the hand cupping her face tightened. Panic shot through her like wildfire. 

"Let me go!" she shouted, attempting to shake loose from his grip. 

"Stop!" His voice was commanding, and for a second she froze. It was all the time he needed to place the device into her nostrils and activate it.

A cold mist shot up her nose and into her sinuses. She reeled backward, but he grabbed her before she could hit the cushion. 

"Calm yourself," he said, pulling her into his arms. "You have the laughing sickness. Too much nitrous oxide in the atmosphere for you. It's becoming toxic."

Too much nitrous oxide. Laughing gas. No wonder.

"Th... thank you," she muttered, her head beginning to clear for the first time since she'd crashed on this crazy planet. "I wasn't myself for a moment."

"Indeed." The Supreme Ruler gave a subtle grin. 

Before she could stop herself, she smiled back. Glancing down, she realized that he was still holding her. It felt good and almost comforting. Heat rushed up her throat and covered her cheeks as she glanced away from him, hoping like hell that he wouldn’t understand her reaction. 

"I'm feeling better. You can let me go now."

Now it was his turn to laugh. It was a pleasant sound. He set her on her feet, and Sylvie craned her neck to meet his gaze. His dark pupils were surrounded by a bright glow, giving his eyes a certain hunger. Her eyes flicked away as if scalded, landing on his muscular chest. His skin had taken on a faint hint of mauve. Interesting. 

She was distracted by the subtle hills and valleys of his musculature. He was lean but still extremely toned. Her gaze traveled from his defined pectorals, down the ripped abdomen and the little trail of dark tendrils thin as human hair but seeming somehow softer. And lower...

His body was truly magnificent. Maybe it was safer to focus on his face again. 

Sylvie moved her gaze upward and focused at a point between his eyebrows, one of them lifted as if questioning her intent. She cleared her throat and tried hard to respond with her most studious tone. 

"How did you know I had the laughing sickness? What exactly did you give me as a remedy?" The questions tumbled out. Her rational mind had been restored. "How did you know it would help? My physiology could be vastly different from yours. It could have killed me. And how are you even able to understand me? And--"

The Supreme Being held up a hand. "Silence. I'm the one who's going to ask the questions and you're going to answer them."

"But... Your Holiness... if you could just tell me how--"

He covered her mouth with his gigantic hand. Without thinking about it, she bit his palm.

He yanked his hand back and studied it, the corner of his mouth turning up. 

"Apologies, Exalted One, but--" she started to apologize, but he cut her off. 

"Enough with the names. I am Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar. You are an Earthling female. Your ship somehow disabled the shield that protects our planet. You're going to tell me what you know." 

Sylvie frowned. "Okay, Ximbar Ratsleen, Supreme Leader of Zindar, listen here--"

He put his hand around her neck, pressing his thumb against her lips to hold them together. "Xivthar Rasveen. And the planet is called Zanthar. We've had faster-than-light travel for centuries, and we've run across primitive civilizations like the one on Earth many times. While I admit you Earthlings may have a few rustic charms," his eyes slid down the front of her and back up again, "you pose no threat to us. Unless you've joined forces with our enemies." 

Sylvie's cheeks grew red. "Primitive civilizations? Rustic charms? I expected better from a supreme leader."

"Regent," he growled, pressing a little harder into her neck. "I'm beginning to believe my scientists when they say you're not intelligent enough to converse meaningfully with."

Sylvie scowled. "Are these the same scientists who refused to act diplomatically when making first contact? The scientists who shot at my companion and gave me these burns?"

Sylvie held up her palms. 

The regent let go of his grip on her neck to grab them and pull them up to his face. "What burns?"

"These burns," she said, turning her palms back to look at them. "Well, there were burns here. They must have healed already." 

"The way I heard it," the regent said, hands on hips, "was that your companion shot first, then refused to back down. Then you attacked one of my scientists while he was attempting to disable your out-of-control automaton."

"I tried to reason with them!"

The regent glared down at her. "You were acting like a threat, so they treated you like one."

"Me? A threat? I'm almost half your size, and apparently a member of a 'primitive civilization,' remember?"

"Oh, I remember," he grumbled. "You're not letting me forget."

"This is ridiculous. My ship is at the bottom of your ocean, your loyal subjects are scrapping my companion as we speak, and I've got no weapons. How could I hurt you?"

Her stomach picked that second to growl. 

"What was that?" he asked, cocking an eyebrow. "No weapons, huh? What have you got hidden on you?"

Sylvie inhaled in confusion. "What?" 

His hands were on her all of a sudden, pulling at her flight suit before she could blink. 

"Hey! What do you think you're doing?" 

The regent had discovered the zipper and was pulling it down, exposing her bra.

"Stop that!" she said, slapping at his hands. He managed to unzip the front of the suit and had begun thrusting his hands inside of it.

"What have you got?" His hands slid over her stomach and around her back, then went lower to cup her bottom. The sensation sent chills racing over her.

"Nothing!"

His hands raced up her back, sliding over her shoulders, then down to cup her breasts. "I heard it. You've got something in here."

"It was my stomach!" she shouted. "I'm hungry! Get your damn hands off me!"

"Your stomach?" His look was disbelief mixed with amusement. 

Sylvie turned away from him, embarrassment suffocating her. "Yes! When we humans get hungry, our stomachs growl. I swear to you that I have no weapons on me. Besides, wouldn't your lackeys have detected them long before they allowed their Supreme Reject to get close to me?"

His color was building to a vibrant yellow. What did it signify? Sylvie had worked out that their skin changed in response to something, but not yet what stimulus set it off. 

Emotion, perhaps? 

"I've studied Earth. It's a particular hobby of mine. And I have learned to appreciate Earthling females. They have an exotic composition that pleases me." He stared down his nose at her. "I didn't, however, expect them to have such barbaric tongues, or growling stomachs."

His arrogant manner only made her angrier. 

"Insults aren't going to get you anywhere, Mister." She poked a finger into his solid chest, jamming the joint painfully. "I'm not going to answer any questions unless you start answering some of mine." 

The yellow of his skin was becoming darker, shades of purple beginning to dominate. The regent gave a short nod. "Deal."


Chapter 7

 

 

 

Xivthar watched her study her surroundings. She took in everything, her shrewd eyes seemingly cataloguing every detail. The Earthling female kept surprising him. Although he'd made a study of her home planet, especially the females of her species, who had always intrigued him, he'd never had a conversation with an Earthling. It was proving to be more difficult, and more revealing, than he'd expected.

When he touched her skin, tingles ignited in his fingertips. His species were able to sync their electrical impulses together during mating, and it generally started with a tingling in the fingertips. To experience something similar with a human female was astonishing. Exciting. 

As the most powerful official on the planet, Xivthar could have had the female drugged and her knowledge extracted. He could even have resorted to torture. Instead, he was going to feed her dinner. 

He'd brought her to his quarters and instructed her to seat herself at the table in his sitting room. It was smaller than his ornate receiving room, more intimate. 

Xivthar stepped up to his food console and dialed up a meal comprised of several Zantharian delicacies. Soured urchin, sea cucumber salad, savory whelks in seagrass, and a sweet pearl inside a clamshell. He carried the plate to the table and set it before her.

"Eat," he instructed, pulling up a chair and sitting beside her. 

Her green eyes narrowed. "How do I know you won't try to drug me? Or poison me?"

Xivthar sighed. "Why would I bother bringing you here if I wanted to harm you? I could have left you in your cell and instructed my loyal subjects to abuse you." 

"Perhaps you're trying to butter me up."

"Butter you up?" The translation matrix was efficient, but it didn't always work on colloquial language. 

"Trick me into liking you so you can take advantage of me."

"Take advantage?" The thought of what was under the flight suit made that a particularly enticing thought.

Something must have shown in his expression because the female frowned. "Take advantage of my knowledge." 

She shook her head, tossing around the golden curls that had come undone from the contraption at the back of her head. Poking at the food on her plate, he caught her mumbling to herself. "I traveled 10,000 light years away to be molested by an alien pervert."

Xivthar reached over and picked up an urchin. He popped it into his mouth and chewed, enjoying the fresh, salty flavor. 

"Not drugged," he said. "Not poisoned. Now eat. I have many questions."

"So do I." She picked up one of the urchins and took a tiny bite. She must not have found it repulsive because she continued eating. 

"Me first, female." Her features tightened. Perhaps human females didn't like that designation. What should he call her then? "What's your name?" 

She swallowed and picked up a cucumber. "Dr. Sylvia Cohen, professor of astrobiology at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. My turn."

"That wasn't a question," he argued.

"It wasn't?" She smirked. "It sounded like one to me, and I answered it. My turn." 

Xivthar shrugged. To say Dr. Cohen was challenging was an understatement. 

"How do you speak my language?"

"Translation matrix on a planet-wide frequency. It instantly translates any language that has been inputted into it and beams it into your mind. We've input the languages of any off-world species we're keeping tabs on."

"Including Earth?"

"Including Earth," he replied. "Now you owe me two answers."

"I do not--Damn!" He could be as challenging as she could. 

Xivthar watched as she proceeded to clear her plate. She made dainty little movements, as if she sought to understand each bite before she put it in her mouth. It was almost a shame to interrupt her. "How did your ship disable our shielding?"

She swallowed, using her napkin to pat at either side of her mouth. "I don't know." 

He was expecting that answer. Without knowing her better, he was unable to determine if she was lying. It was time to start asking questions he knew the answers to as well, to gauge her truthfulness. 

"When did your species develop faster-than-light travel?"

"2099. The first FTL flight circled Jupiter and returned to Earth in three minutes." There was no hesitation. Her answer fit the information from his own sources perfectly. 

"My turn." The professor finished the last bite of pearl, a smile spreading across her face. The expression caused warmth to spread from his chest to his stomach and tugged at his sex, bringing it to life, as if it had some glorious chance of being used.  

"How did you know what was wrong with me earlier? None of your subjects had any clue but you diagnosed it immediately." She tilted her head to the side, a long strand of golden hair dancing just beside her pretty face. 

"You were hysterical, your pupils were dilated, and your pulse was racing. Not all of my scientists are as familiar with your planet as I am. I know that the Earth's atmosphere is similar to ours on Zanthar, but parts of our planet have higher concentrations of nitrous oxide due to our seaweed cultivation. This colony is surrounded by seaweed farms, making the amount of nitrous oxide in the area much greater than you're used to on Earth. I determined the cause of your behavior and treated you."

"Seaweed farms," she murmured, reaching over to finger one of the braids of his sarong. "The same seaweed you use to make your clothing." 

His pulse picked up as he watched her delicate hand on his sarong. It was so close to touching his skin. He wanted to see if she could make him tingle in other places besides his fingertips, but the chances of mating with the pretty Earthling were slim. "Yes, and that's two questions."

Her eyes shot up and she dropped the braid. "No, it’s just one. I made a statement about the seaweed and you agreed. It technically wasn't a question."

Xivthar laughed. The female was clever, and far more beautiful than he imagined them to be. 

His brother had worried that he might be distracted by this creature. How right he was to worry. She could have stepped out of his fantasies. An exotic female, small but shapely, with pale skin and fair hair, and eyes the color of the giant jellies his people revered. Her hips were curved and breasts heavy and beautiful shaped. 

He'd always been attracted to the idea of mating with a human female, but had always considered it a dream that had little chance of coming true. Their planet's policy was never to interfere with less advanced races, and that rule applied to even the Supreme Regent. They could watch from afar, but never touch.

Oh, but to touch this female again, to feel her smooth skin. To see if those tingles traveled from his fingertips to his cock. Something told him that they very much would. 

"Well?" she asked, her cheeks blushing red, and he realized he'd been staring at her. It seemed her species' skin was also sensitive to mood changes. Interesting. 

"Why did your people send a ship to Zanthar?" It was a leading question, and one he hoped would help him determine her level of honesty.

"We'd sent out probes to this system years ago, hoping to find signs of life. Inhabited planets. One of the probes entered your atmosphere and took samples. It returned with evidence of certain microorganisms. Evidence of the life we'd been waiting for." She fixed her green gaze on him. "Looks like we got much more than we bargained for."

Indeed. She appeared genuine, and her answer was plausible. He had received reports of an Earthling probe entering the upper atmosphere a couple years ago, but he'd instructed his forces to keep the probe above their defense shield in the thermosphere where nothing lived. Someone must have made a mistake and never come forth with the information, or the pretty woman was lying. 

"My turn. What have you done with my ship?"

Xivthar leaned back in his seat. His proximity to the Earthling was unsettling. He could smell her. It was warm and musky, and like nothing he'd ever experienced. She smelled of sky and sun, of the soil. He reined himself in as his skin color darkened to deep purple. 

"Your ship has been pulled up from the depths and is currently locked away in one of our laboratories. The staff at the Ministry of Science are attempting to determine what could have caused the shield malfunction."

Her small ship should have been deflected by the shield. It should have been spotted long before it ever made it to the shield. Instead, it had crashed through the shield, disabling it, but how? 

"And I suppose that means they're tearing it apart?"

"Not yet. Right now they're attempting to restore power so they can question the main computer." 

"Poor Magnis. You won't be able to woo him with a warm meal. He doesn't eat."

Magnis? He opened his mouth to ask what she meant, but snapped it shut before speaking. There were more important questions that needed asking, and he couldn't afford to waste one. Time to shake things up and watch her reaction. "Are you working with the Hareema?" 

The professor looked momentarily disappointed. Was she upset that he hadn't taken the Magnis bait? "I don't know who, or what, the Hareema is." 

Could he believe her? She didn't seem to be lying. 

"So you expect me to believe that you just happened to sneak up without my advanced defense net picking you up, then you blasted through the shields, managing to completely disable them by accident?" 

"You can believe whatever you want, but the events happened exactly as you just described them." Her expression was placid, her eyes bright. Her words seemed genuine. Could he trust her? 

He wanted to, wanted to believe that she was the plucky young scientist out on her first adventure, who had fumbled her way into a situation outside her skillset. Not only would it mean that there was no Hareema invasion force parked behind one of Zanthar's thirteen moons, but it would also leave him free to explore his connection to this female. 

Chimes sounded from the console on his desk. What a time for an interruption. 

He pulled up the display and frowned when he saw his brother's face. "What do you want?"

"Our security team orbiting Cnidaria has stopped a Luthurican freighter."

The Luthuricans had rocklike skin that could withstand extreme temperatures and harsh conditions. They hailed from a binary system several light years away from Zanthar, but their trading routes ran through this system. 

"A scan revealed that it was carrying traces of Hareema DNA. Major Ontarii questioned the captain and crew, and according to his report, they found one of their crewmen dead and shoved into a storage crate. The body had been decaying for weeks, but the problem was that the captain had seen the same man that very day."

"A Hareema infiltrator."

"Exactly. The captain thought the stowaway had to have come on board during their last shore leave on a gas giant in the same solar system as Earth."

"Did Ontarii capture the infiltrator?"

"No. He'd disappeared two days before the security force stopped the freighter."

"Or he'd started posing as another crew member. Maybe even the captain himself."

His brother scowled. "Ontarii initiated strict confinement protocols, and ordered his men to remain in pairs at all times, per standard protocol."

"No DNA tests?"

Drake's coloring was a mixture of yellow and orange. Anger and fear fought for control of his brother's demeanor. "The Luthuricans' exoskeletons are too tough to penetrate. They're working on a way to take a sample, but until they figure it out, no DNA testing is possible." 

"Dammit," Xivthar growled softly, his complexion turning yellow. "Institute standard protocols planet-wide. No one is to be alone, and hourly electrical exchanges are required."

"Understood." The Minister of Defense hesitated.

Xivthar lost his patience with his brother. "What?"

"Has the Earthling female given you any information?" 

So his brother knew he was with her, and he obviously didn't approve. 

"I was questioning her when you called."

"Has her DNA been tested?"

"Yes, the scientists confirmed her species when they first took her into custody." 

"That was nearly six hours ago. If the Hareema have infiltrated us, she could have been replaced by now." 

Xivthar frowned. "You're right. I'll have her tested again."

"We need to know how she took out our defenses. If she doesn't talk soon, we'll have to resort to other means. And if she's Hareema..."

"I'll deal with it." 

Xivthar waved the display away and focused his gaze on the female. The display had been set to his ears only, so she wouldn't have heard the exchange. There was no time left for back-and-forth. Perhaps her tactic had been to delay him all along so the Hareema forces could gather.

They couldn't have sent a more suitable agent, he thought. She was made for me. 

An exotic Earthling female. It appeared his fetish for human females was the worst kept secret on Zanthar. And maybe the whole system. If Sylvia was really Hareema, it would be easy to find out. All he had to do was shock her. 

She'd held up her palms earlier to show him her burns, which had disappeared. Maybe they had healed quickly, or maybe she'd been replaced by one of the Hareema who hadn't replicated the burns. 

The Hareema were insidious. They hailed from a planet on the outskirts of the system, a planet that wasn't too different from Zanthar. In its real form, a Hareema was a seven-foot tall rectangular jelly. Not very threatening. 

However, it was rare to see a Hareema in its real form. The jellies had the power to replicate any living creature for short periods of time, usually between six and eight hours. The Hareema then had to return to gelatinous form for several minutes before it was able to transform again. 

This special skill made the Hareema especially adept at defeating a civilization from the inside out. Many planets had fallen to the Hareema Empire, but not Zanthar.

The Zantharians' ability to emit powerful shocks of electricity worked against Hareema physiology. It forced them to return to their original form. This ability, and a strong planetary defense plan, had kept the Hareema at bay for centuries. 

But now it seemed the Hareema had discovered Earth. They planned to use its people as a means of penetrating Zantharian defenses. And Xivthar planned to stop them. By any means at his disposal. 


Chapter 8

 

 

 

The tall alien stalked toward her, causing her to reflexively swallow. This regent guy makes me so damn nervous. Nervous and... curious.

She hadn't expected to be taken to his quarters and fed. Nor had he seemed the type to answer questions, and yet that is exactly what he had done. 

The Supreme Regent was a handsome creature, she had to admit that now. His eyes were striking, his body in peak form. His smile caused her stomach to flutter. 

Snap out of it, Doc, she told herself. You're mixed up in something big here. You've got to keep your wits about you.

He moved back toward her, his skin yellow as a canary.  

"Your time’s up," he said, bending to lift her up by her shoulders. 

"Put me down!" Her legs dangled, but this time she didn't bother trying to kick him.

"Are you working with the Hareema? Yes or no?"

"For the last time, I don't know any Hareema!" 

His features tightened, and his hands gripped her harder. "This is going to hurt."

"What?"

A wave of light started at his chest and flashed down his arms. Before she could blink it was flowing through her. A burst of electricity.

Sylvie screamed, her body twitching as the shock burned through her. She went limp, her head lolling on her shoulder as her mind rebooted. Pain lanced her, running along her nerve endings and burning the tips of her fingers and toes.  

"I'm sorry," she heard when she was able to focus again. 

"Bastard," she managed to whisper. She felt herself being lifted into his arms. She watched the ceiling as he carried her through an opening into another room. The chamber was a series of purple stripes that again reminded her of a seashell. 

He placed her on a soft surface that moved ever so gently, like the smallest of ocean waves. His hand pushed back the hair that had fallen into her face, his action gentle and almost loving. It was too much. 

"Go away," she muttered, having only the strength to bat at his arm ineffectually. 

"I had to be sure," he said. "Now I know you're not Hareema."

"Of course not. I told you my name was Sylvie."

She caught his smile and wanted to curse him for being so handsome and so cruel. He was no longer yellow, but a dark green, almost blue – like the ocean or the sky. 

"The Hareema are able to impersonate any living creature, including humans. I had to make sure you hadn't been replaced."

"You could have just asked me."

The bastard laughed. "This was the quickest way. I don't have much time, so expediency was required." 

He continued to stroke her hair, his eyes moving along her face as if memorizing her features. 

"Now that you know I'm not a replica, will you let me go?" 

The muscles in his face grew tense. "Not yet. Just because you aren't Hareema doesn't mean you and your species aren't working with them."

"I swear to you, I know nothing about these shape-shifting aliens. My flight was perfect until we hit the atmosphere of your planet. Something happened, and my ship crashed. Your men picked me up and put me in a cell, and that's all." 

"I wish I could believe you," he said, leaning closer. His voice was smooth but firm, like polished stone. 

"Then believe me." The words were whispered because of his closeness. It was so damn hard to catch her breath with him staring into her eyes. 

"How can I risk it? The fate of my planet depends on my actions here. If you're lying to me..." He sounded conflicted, an emotion at odds with his normal demeanor. It showed in his skin, which was swirling with greens, blues, and purples. 

"Trust me. Please." That's all she could think to say. His nearness made her weak. 

"You tempt me so. I just have to--" He leaned in the rest of the way, pressing his lips against hers. 

His kiss was soft, so soft. He teased hers lips, coaxing her to open her mouth just before his tongue slid across hers, setting off little sparks that made her moan. Without realizing it, she'd reached up a hand on the side of his thick neck, his skin smooth like a human male. Her fingers tangled in the tendrils that flowed down his back past his shoulders, which was softer than she could have ever dreamed. 

The regent deepened the kiss, his tongue probing farther. She closed her eyes and sucked on it softly, not sure if her willingness to let him kiss her was in hopes of surviving or to fill her own sensual curiosity. He pulled back and nibbled softly on her lip, a groan leaving him that sent desire straight into her core. She'd never experienced a kiss so right, so good. It was over much too soon, the effects of it leaving her panting like a silly schoolgirl. 

Opening her eyes, she watched as the regent's color shifted. Deep purple flashed into yellow before she could blink. He pulled her hands from around his neck and flung them to her sides, then pulled her up once again by her shoulders.

"They sent you to do a job, and by Marivagia, you're gonna do it."

"Mary who?" Her brain wasn't working after the kiss. 

"Marivagia, goddess of wandering women." The regent scowled at her. "Never mind. You're going back to your cell." 

The seductive timbre of his voice had become cold steel. She'd upset him, and she didn't know how. Had he hated the kiss? 

"Look, Your Majesty, I'm sorry."

"Stop calling me that. My name is Xivthar." 

"Ok, Ziffer, I'm sorry."

"Xivthar. X-I-V-T-H-A-R."

"Right. How about I just call you X?"

He ignored her, pulling her behind him, out of his chambers and into the rounded hallways. Once again she was being dragged along to the lab. She wasn't eager to return to staring at the opaque walls.

"Look, X, I think I've upset you. I'm sorry if you didn't like what we did back there."

He snorted. "It wasn't that I didn't like it, Sylvia. It's that I liked it too much."

Liked it too much? "Then why are you doing this? And it’s Sylvie. Stop using my full name!"

He stopped suddenly, spinning around to grab her face with his overly large hands. "Fine, Sylvie. If I were the Hareema and I got word that the leader of my enemies has an attraction to Earthling females, don't you think I'd use that information to my advantage?"

"But you can't mean me? I volunteered for this mission. No one recruited me." 

His eyes narrowed. "A human female, the object of my wildest fantasies, is dropped into my lap and I'm supposed to believe she doesn't have an ulterior motive? That she's so willing to seduce me right after I just shot five milliamps through her?"

Sylvie's jaw dropped. "You kissed me!"

"And you responded. You can't deny that."

This conversation couldn't be more surreal. Sylvie pushed past the regent and stalked down the hallway.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Back to my cell. Four blank walls are better company than you." 

She heard his footsteps behind her but didn't slow down. It didn't take long for him to overtake her. 

"I wouldn't be so eager to return if I were you," he muttered, his black eyes glowing against yellow skin. 

"Why is that? Are you gonna lock yourself in there with me and keep pestering me with your amazing Taser trick?"  

"I didn't expect human females to be so sarcastic. It isn't an attractive trait." 

Sylvie almost stopped, but decided not to engage. She wouldn't give the Supreme Shithead the satisfaction. Soon the membrane comprising the laboratory door came into view. 

"Home sweet home," she said as the regent pulled her into her cell. 

"You still have questions to answer," he said, his lips pulled back in a scowl. 

"I suddenly don't feel like talking," she said and walked to the cushion, sitting down and picking at her nails as if he didn’t matter in the slightest.

"That's too bad, female, because--"

"Xivthar, I need to talk to you." Another alien had entered her cell. A familiar alien. The Minister from earlier.

With the Supreme Regent and the Minister of Defense crammed into her space, the cell felt exceedingly tight. 

"What is it, brother?" 

The Minister eyed her with distrust. "Not in front of the Earthling." 

He jerked his head toward the cell opening then proceeded to exit. The regent looked her over, his skin producing another swirl of colors before settling on a lime green. 

He's still upset.  

Sylvie was learning to read Zanthar mood cues, and yellow definitely meant "bad mood." 

His mouth opened to say something, but before he spoke, he closed it again, giving his head a shake. He turned away from her and walked out of the cell as she let out a big exhale. Being in the Supreme One's presence was stressful. Yet, now that he wasn't here, the cell felt very empty. 

It didn't stay that way for long. 

The scientist that had first taken her captive entered the cell. His coloring was the lightest purple, like a lilac that almost verged on pink. When last she'd seen him, after her thwarted escape attempt, he'd been aquamarine. 

Sylvie's heart rate increased at the sight of him. He'd been the one who'd gotten permission to do his tests on her. Did that have anything to do with why he was in her cell now? Best to find out. Not knowing was worse.

"Here to run your experiments on me?" she asked, hoping her voice came out as flippant as she wanted it to.

"Afraid not," the scientist replied. 

"Why not? Lost interest in me?"

"Hardly." 

Sylvie didn't like the sound of that. But what she heard next she liked even less.

"No time for experiments. You've been scheduled for dissection."


Chapter 9

 

 

 

When Sylvia left Earth to explore an unknown planet, she'd considered the possibility of a hundred things going wrong. A navigation problem that left her stranded in space. The inability to find any traces of life on the planet. Deadly storms. The endless oceans swallowing her up. Malfunctions. Natural disasters. Failure. 

She'd never once thought she might end up strapped to a lab table, about to be dissected.

"I'll tell you anything you want to know," she promised for the thousandth time. 

No response.

A light flashed on above her, blinding her. Sylvie struggled against the restraints, trying desperately to escape. The restraints held, and soon she exhausted herself. 

She couldn't help comparing her current situation with that of all the life forms she'd poked, prodded, and dissected in her time as a biologist. Had they felt this way? Like they couldn't breathe? Like panic was pressing down on their chest like a boulder? 

"I'll never harm another living being again, I swear it," she murmured to herself. "I'll do anything. Just get me out of here!"

Her pleas went ignored. 

One of the aliens approached her left side and she stiffened, her heart working hard to push its way out of her chest. It was the lead scientist, the one who'd informed her that she was scheduled for dissection with the same nonchalant tone her mother had used each morning to tell her breakfast was ready. 

The alien's skin flushed pink with little purple striations as accents. She hadn't seen one of them turn pink yet. 

What the hell does that mean?

Yellow was anger. Maroon seemed to signal anxiety. Purple was...

The regent had turned purple when he'd kissed her. So maybe purple was stimulation of some sort. But pink?

She jumped at the alien's voice. "This is Jark'Khal of the Ministry of Science. It is the fourth turn of the eighteenth rotation in the thirty-third cycle of the new age. Today's subject is an Earthling female, unknown age."

"I'm twenty-seven," Sylvie said. "Graduate of UCLA's astrobiology doctorate program, and the youngest faculty member to ever achieve senior research professor status at MIT."

The alien frowned down at her. Apparently her assistance wasn't required. 

"The Earthling female has been scheduled for dissection to determine if there are any technological implants inside her that might have caused the planetary defense shielding to fail. Barring that, we are to look for possible biological factors that may have caused the failure."

Sylvie tried to tell him that she had no implants, and there was nothing biological that she knew of which could have caused the shield to malfunction. 

The alien ignored her, rummaging around in a drawer out of her line of sight.

"Laser activated," the alien scientist said, clicking on a machine that hung over her shoulder. "First stage will be to slice through the epidermis layer, systematically peeling back the skin. Then we'll move on to organ removal."

This was it. She was a captive on an alien world, and she was about to be dissected.

Sylvie closed her eyes and tried to focus on better things. The beauty of Earth seen from her spaceship. The first sight of Zanthar, all swirling clouds and deep oceans. The striking gaze of the regent when he stared at her with hunger in his dark, glowing eyes. 

Tears squeezed their way out beneath her eyelids as Sylvie resigned herself to finality. 


Chapter 10

 

 

 

Xivthar hoped his brother had a good reason for pulling him away from the human female. 

"What bad news have you uncovered now?"

His brother Drake's color remained a deep maroon, indicating anxiety bordering on fear. Fear was never a good thing to put on display in front of their people, especially not for the Minister of Defense.

"I've received word from Major Ontarii. He has reason to believe a Hareema operative is already on Zanthar."

The regent exhaled heavily. Since the Hareema had the power to mimic any living organism, the operative could be anything around them. Or anyone. 

"Could the Earthling be the operative?"

Xivthar shook his head. "She took a shock big enough to jolt a Hareema into gelatinous form. She's human."

Drake frowned. "It has to be impersonating someone in one of the Ministries. It only makes sense that they'd go after someone powerful, someone with access to our defense systems."

The regent eyed the two guards stationed at the door suspiciously. Protocol required that no Zantharian be alone when a Hareema infiltrator was suspected. Because the Hareema had to change back into their original form, seven-foot tall rectangles of jelly, every six to eight hours, a single operative would have to find somewhere to hide while in its gelatinous state. Working in pairs was hoped to prevent this.

If it didn't, at least the Hareema could be determined by process of elimination. 

It was the member of the pair that was still alive.

"If it isn't someone in charge, it would be someone who works closely with someone in charge." 

"Like a guard?" Drake approached the pair. "Initiate electrical exchange." 

The guards clasped hands, waves of light appearing on their skin, building up the charge. A powerful burst of light flashed between their hands, but their shapes remained the same. 

"Where do we go from here?" Drake asked. "Even hourly electrical exchanges and the pair protocol doesn't ensure our safety. There could be multiple Hareema agents, or they could take the shape of another life form, something no one would notice, a plant, or a pet."

His brother was not exaggerating the Hareema threat, but panicking wouldn't help keep his people safe. 

"I want a planet-wide curfew established and increased patrols. Anything that appears at all suspicious is to be reported." 

Drake nodded, rushing to pull up his display and start sending orders.

"And I want that defense shield back up." Without the shield, they were vulnerable to the Hareema armada. 

"We're working on it, but so far we've got nothing. Our scientists haven't figured out how to activate the damn computer, and all of the samples we've taken from the hull and essential systems haven't shown any incompatibility with our shields." 

Drake stopped working the console to look at his brother. "We hope to uncover something during the dissection."

"Dissection?" The word made him shudder. He hoped it wasn't what he thought it might be.

"The Earthling. She's to be searched for technological implants or biological weapons."

Xivthar rounded on his brother. "On whose authority?"

"Mine. I am the Minister of Defense. And she is a threat."

Xivthar grabbed his brother by the neck. "She's not a threat. She's just a human female."

"You've lost perspective, brother. I was afraid this might happen." 

The regent flashed yellow and slammed his brother into the wall. "I told you I'd take care of that threat. I don't appreciate your meddling."

"Is this what you call even-minded, Supreme One?" The words came out rough, as he was squeezing Drake's neck hard enough to impair his speech. 

With a growl, Xivthar released his brother. "A dissection is ridiculous. None of the scans turned up anything on her, and it’s unlikely cutting her to pieces will either. But if we keep her alive, we can question her, or at the very least use her as bait to lure out the Hareema operative."

He gave his brother a withering stare. "I think the Minister of Defense has lost perspective if he thinks it wiser to dissect the only source of direct information we have rather than make use of it." 

Drake stood, straightened his clothing, and returned to his console. "You're the regent. Do with her whatever you please."

Xivthar headed toward the door, hating the red stripes that appeared like deep grooves in the yellow of his skin. 

"Remember, brother," Drake said from behind him as he departed, "one way or another, that female is a threat. When it comes to pass, I hope she only takes you down, and not our entire planet."


Chapter 11

 

 

 

Sylvie's eyes fly open as the saw buzzed far too close to her. When the scientist had activated the laser, she'd assumed he'd use it to open her up. Not so. He stood above her holding a circular bone saw with a smile on his lavender face that didn’t quite look wholesome.

"Hold still," he muttered, his eyes dragging down the length of her body. 

She shivered in terror and disgust as the saw inched closer. The room started to sway though she lay still on the cold metal, the air suddenly so damn hard to breathe.

The edge of the blade made contact with her flight suit, the saw cutting through the thick fabric with ease. 

The scientist giggled. Sylvie stared up at him, wide-eyed. He was enjoying this. 

The saw moved down her body, cutting a long slit in her flight suit. She held as still as possible until the horrible grinding of the saw cut off. Crying seemed appropriate, but some part of her was numb to what was happening. 

The alien was breathing heavily and began to tug her flight suit off of her. 

"You could have used the zipper," she snapped, gaining bravado at the dumbest of times. 

His face tightened for a moment, then the smug smile returned. He walked down the length of her, dragging his fingers down her flesh, chuckling again. 

Closing her eyes, she tried hard to not let herself fall apart. She should beg and plead, but something was quite off with this one. Dying with dignity wasn’t going to be part of the deal. That, nor clothes. 

He lifted the saw once again and flipped it on.

The bravado that had led to the zipper comment deserted her as the saw moved closer, the sound of it promising horrific pain. It seemed hungry for a victim, for her. 

"Please." Her voice sounded small to her own ears, the desperation stinging the staunch academic inside of her. "Please don't hurt me."

The alien licked his lips as the saw crept closer to her chest. 

Sylvie closed her eyes, desperately seeking serenity but finding nothing but panic.

She could feel the wind of the blade against her skin as it cut through the center of her bra. 

"Please!"

“Stop. Now.” The sound of a familiar voice yelling above the buzz of the saw caught her attention and dragged her from the depths of her terror. 

Sylvie's eyes flashed open to see that a hand had grabbed the saw, a hand that was currently disabling the device and pulling it away. A hand that had gone bright yellow.

The saw discarded, the hand flew upward, becoming a fist that smashed into the scientist's nose. 

"You sick bastard," a voice said, and Sylvie's heart thrilled in her chest. X.

"You were getting off on this." X reached down and grabbed the scientist by the neck, pulling him back to his feet. "Dissecting the helpless Earthling female. I'll have you bound to the Outer Reef and let the gnarsharks have their way with you."

"Wait! Supreme One! I can explain!" The scientist was blubbering, dark green blood leaking out of both nostrils. "The dissection was authorized. I was just doing my job!"

"So you usually become sexually aroused when performing your scientific duties?" 

X was in a deep rage. His skin was so bright a yellow it was almost neon. And yet, within the yellow, she thought she saw faint hints of red, small traces scattered here and there. Odd. 

"I'm... I'm not aroused!" 

X laughed in the scientist's face, then threw him to the ground. "You lie to your Supreme Regent? I saw what color you were when I walked in the door. You disgust me."

So purple is arousal.  

The alien scientist had been turned on, anticipating slicing her open. Her mouth filled with bile and she turned her head as far as she could, wanting to throw up but not choke on her own vomit. 

Not far enough. Sylvie started to struggle, unable to swallow, unable to spit. 

X came to her aid, ripping open the restraints and helping to tilt her away from the table. 

Sylvie rolled over, hanging her head off the table and letting loose. She heaved and heaved, emptying her stomach of the earlier meal. Her muscles refusing to relax, her body convulsing hard again and again. She'd been through too much, was too exhausted, too emotionally drained. 

A strong hand brushed back her hair, before rubbing her gently on the neck. 

"Dr. Cohen, are you all right?" His voice was soft, warm. 

The muscles of her abdomen relaxed as her heart contracted painfully in her chest. How close had she come to dying? She needed to get the hell out of there. 

"No," she said when she was able to speak again. "I'm definitely not all right." 

More footsteps. More people to take in her nudity and the remains of her lunch. 

"Put him in a cell, under guard’s watch," X ordered, his voice commanding. 

The sick bastard of a scientist, whose skin had now flushed crimson, was taken away by the guards. She wiped at her mouth with a shaking hand, her body still in fight or flight mode, adrenalin riding her hard. 

A blanket was thrown over her shoulders, and then she was in X's arms, being carried out of the examination room. She glanced toward the three aliens who'd been stationed outside of the room, working on consoles when she'd entered, confused looks on their faces. 

One stepped forward, his skin flushing maroon. "Supreme One, I'm unsure why you stopped the dissection. It was sanctioned by the Minister of Defense."

X stopped and turned slowly on his heel. "And what did you think to find that wouldn't have been revealed on our scans?"

"We had to be sure," the maroon one, probably the senior scientist, said.

"I agree. And we will be. But not like this." With those words, X carried her out of the laboratory. 

Sylvie watched the hallway slide by until they came to a stop under a cream and boysenberry-swirled ceiling. A familiar ceiling. 

X set her down gently on the same piece of furniture as before. A waterbed of sorts. Soft padding that gently waved beneath her, soothing her. 

She closed her eyes and let out a long, shaky breath. Strong fingers grazed her chin and she reached out, wrapping her hand around his wrist, holding him in place. She couldn’t help but open her eyes, wanting to feel nearness to someone who was able and willing to protect her.

His dark eyes bore into her, the glowing ring that surrounded the black pupils seemingly expanded. "Are you hurt?"

"Yes," she said after a moment. 

He scowled, his skin shifting from yellow to blue and back again. The quickness of the change made her lightheaded. 

"Not physically," she said, releasing him and clasping her fingers over her stomach. "He didn't harm my body. But emotionally... I'm not sure I'll ever be the same after that." 

X opened his mouth to speak, then closed it without a word. He stroked her hair back and took hold of her hand. 

"You're still shaking." He moved away from the bed, returning with a small vial in his hand, kindness on his handsome face. "Open your mouth." 

Sylvie was too weak to argue, so she simply beckoned to his request. 

"This will help calm you down." A couple of drops hit her tongue, and he pushed gently on her chin to close her mouth. "You should rest now."

Sylvie let the heaviness overtake her as the trembling began to lessen. The darkness beckoned her come and she obeyed. 


Chapter 12

 

 

 

Xivthar watched as the Earthling female slipped into sleep, her pretty face relaxing from its earlier grimace. Her shaking had ceased and she seemed to sense the truth – she was safe in his bed. 

For now.

When he'd learned of the dissection from his brother, he'd hurried to the lab, unsure what he would find. If he'd been too late...

Finding Jark'Khal purple and menacing, and he'd lost his calm. Killing the fucker had seemed the better option, but he had to remain in control of himself lest Drake call him out again. He had been physically violent with an underling, which wasn’t at all the way a Supreme Regent was meant to behave. His subjects would soon take notice, no doubt. 

Still, how could he control himself when he'd seen how excited the little shit had become? Cutting off her clothes, teasing her with the saw. The son of a shark had deserved that punch. Like he deserved several more. 

And the scientists who had sat calmly observing, they should be punished too. Asking him why he'd stopped the dissection. He was the lone sane man in a world full of crazies.

Unless he was the crazy one.

The female moaned in her sleep, and the regent stroked a finger across her cheek, unconsciously soothing her. The lead scientist had been anxious about confronting him but had nonetheless spoken up. He'd always seemed a reasonable man before, and he'd clearly thought the dissection was the right course of action.

But it couldn't be. Even if the rest of the planet thought it was. 

Xivthar ran a hand through his tendrils, closing his eyes and trying to get a handle on his wayward thoughts. He couldn't be worried about what everyone thought or he'd second-guess his every move and there wasn't time for that. The threat from the Hareema was too serious.

He had to trust his instincts.

But was it instinct, or merely his desire for the Earthling, that was driving his actions? Ever since he'd seen his first image of a human female, he'd been fascinated by them. Their even skin, their soft hair, their sensual twists and turns. 

Zantharian women did not have well-developed breasts or hips. They stored their embryos outside of their bodies for most of their pregnancies, and once the eggs hatched, their young were raised in special seawater ponds, feeding off the nutrients in the pools. Therefore female Zantharians had bodies similar to their males. 

But human females, they were delightfully different. Smaller. More delicate. Curvier. Something about their shapes turned him purple quicker than any Zantharian female ever had. 

And this female, her creamy skin and golden hair excited him like nothing else. The curve of her hip and the roundness of her bottom had his heart beating against his ribcage with the force of a fist. And the exquisite swell of her breasts made him hard, painfully so. 

He glanced up to take in the beautiful features of her face, the moments of them being in heated conversation rolling over him and making him groan. Her green eyes had shone with intelligence, her little nose cute and slightly rounded at the end. She was beautifully put together, but it had to be her pink lips that caught his attention most. They were softer than seadown. He brushed his fingers along her thick bottom lip, another moan leaving her as he did. Just the thought of her mouth on him had his cock aching under his sarong. He pressed his hand to the front of his need and let out a shaky breath.  

Despite the fact that her body lit him on fire, it was her spunkiness, her cleverness that had him hooked and willing to make a few bad choices. 

Addicted already. No wonder his brother was worried. 

And he probably wasn't the only one anxious about the Earthling. If he allowed himself to be seen as favoring this female in the midst of this crisis, a vote of no confidence would be in his near future. He wouldn't be able to blame his subjects one bit. 

There had to be some way to get the information he needed without resorting to torture or dissection. Some means of discovering whether Sylvia could be trusted. And if he found out she was lying, he would do what needed to be done, for the safety of his people.

Xivthar watched over the Earthling female's troubled sleep and began to plan. 


Chapter 13

 

 

 

Someone was shaking her shoulder. "You can't sleep all day. We've got too much to do." 

"Five more minutes," she mumbled, turning over on her stomach. Then she realized the bed was moving as she moved. Why was her bed moving? 

There was a low laugh from nearby. Something else out of place. No men laughed in her bedroom. She couldn't remember if she'd ever even had a man in her bedroom. 

"Come on, sleepy seal, out of bed." 

Sleepy seal? That was definitely a man's voice.

Sylvie cracked one eye open. 

Black eyes with glowing rims watched her. Black eyes in a green face. 

This wasn't her bedroom. 

Sylvie groaned, her situation rushing back to her. She was stranded on an alien planet, held captive by its inhabitants. She'd been electrocuted, stripped nearly naked, and almost dissected. Now the supreme ruler of this blasted place was shaking her awake like an indulgent father. 

She threw an arm over her head. She was so over it. "Go away."

"Sylvia, you will get up this instant."

So much for indulgence. 

"Stop calling me by my full name." Why did it bother her all of a sudden? "I mean, 'Dr. Cohen' is respectful enough."

"Dr. Cohen, I can't spend all day waiting on you to get up. We have serious business to attend to. I want you out of bed and sitting at the breakfast table in two minutes." 

His footsteps grew distant and she finally sat up. 

Sylvie vaguely remembered her surroundings from the last time she'd been carried into this room, but she now had a moment to check things out in more detail. 

The bed was impressive. Large, ornate scrolling, carved out of what must be driftwood. It had to be an extravagance, as it seemed few plants grew on the small amount of dry land the planet had to offer. What passed for a mattress was some form of miniature wave pool covered by a membrane similar to those that comprised the doors. Even now it shifted subtly below her.

Sylvie hopped up, wrapping the blanket around her and strolling over to investigate an outcropping of coral. She wondered if it contained one of those displays she'd seen elsewhere. She ran a hand over it, and a holographic image was projected in front of her face. 

Incomprehensible images and curly scripts she couldn't read flashed by. I guess the translation matrix doesn't extend to written language. She waved a hand at the display and it vanished. 

There was a low stone table and several small items sat on its polished surface. Sylvie picked up a carving of two figures in what resembled jade. The figures looked like the inhabitants of this planet and could have been twins, except for the clothing. The figure on the right wore a sarong similar to those worn by X and his colleagues. The one on the left had tight woven shorts and two thick braids that formed a cross over the chest. 

"Time's up." 

Sylvie looked over her shoulder at her host. She'd forgotten how large he was, how muscular. How attractive. 

"You're supposed to be eating breakfast. Not pawing through my things." 

Sylvie smiled. For regent of an entire planet, he sure was an incessant nag. 

"I can't come out to breakfast like this," she said, indicating the thin blanket wrapped around her torso. "And your lackey ruined my flight suit. I have nothing to wear." 

X leaned back, crossing his elbows and planting one webbed foot against the wall. "Lose the blanket then."

Sylvie's jaw dropped. "And run around in my underwear?"

"It covers you adequately. Why not?"

"Look," she said, walking over to him and wagging a finger at him. "You may be perfectly comfortable running around your colony dressed in a braided skirt and nothing else, but that doesn't mean I want everyone seeing me in my unmentionables."

"Unmentionables? Is that what you humans call them? I seem to remember plenty of your species mentioning their undergarments."

Sylvie shook her head, ignoring him. Silly man. Who cares what they’re called?

"Wait," he said, comprehension dawning on his face. "Unmentionable. Does that have something to do with that woman Victoria and her secret?"

She popped him in the chest. “I’m not wearing my underclothes in front of you or your people. Period. Just find me some clothes, okay?"

The regent stared at her for a moment, as if he was debating. He moved toward her, and for a split second she thought he might grab her and haul her out of the room as he'd done before. Instead, he passed her and entered an alcove carved out of the wall that she hadn't noticed.

When he reappeared, he had a bundle in his hands. He passed it to her but didn't release it to her right away. "I've been tolerant of your antics because you've had a rough couple of days."

Rough couple of days. He made it sound like she'd gone on vacation and had to stay at a two-star motel instead of the five-star resort she was used to. 

She'd crashed, been molested and tortured. 

And he'd been tolerant.

She opened her mouth to give him a piece of her mind but he silenced her with a finger over her lips. 

"I need you to behave yourself now and do what I tell you. I don't have time to babysit an ill-mannered guest."

"Guest? I thought I was a prisoner."

"Guest," he said again. "But the kind you keep an eye on, so that they don't steal the cutlery." 

"Nice." She tugged the bundle away from him. "Now get out of here and let me get dressed. Then I'll start following orders, Supreme Pain in My Ass." 

His eyes narrowed, but he left the room without another word. She was pushing it, but something in her was ready to fight back. Too bad it was her rescuer who was getting the brunt of her attitude. 

She let out a short puff of air and unfolded the bundle to see what she'd be saddled with.

It was woven from the same material as all the other clothing she'd seen. She had expected it to be coarse, but the seaweed was actually quite supple. She slid into the shorts and was glad to find the material stretched. It hugged her hips and was tight on her behind, but beggars couldn't be fashionistas. 

The top was a little trickier. After struggling into different combinations that didn't seem to fit right, Sylvie discovered it was supposed to form a cross shape, like the one the little jade figure was wearing. When it had settled correctly, she still wasn't sure if she had it right. 

The material was so tight across her chest, it seemed to outline her breasts and throw her nipples into stark relief. The way the top fit her was virtually pornographic.

Sylvie poked her head around the doorway of the sitting room. 

"I can't wear this," she said.

"Nonsense."

"It's obscene."

His face hardened. "It belonged to my mother." 

Sylvie blanched, then took a deep breath. She stepped out from around the door. "I doubt it fit the same way on her." 

In mere seconds, X had turned purple. Knowing that she had the power to cause a reaction in him caused her stomach to tighten. 

"It's... fine," the regent said, then coughed and turned away. She thought he was adjusting the front of his sarong. "No one will notice."

"I will!" 

X turned back, fixing his heavy gaze on her. "Sit down and eat your breakfast. We're already behind schedule." 

Sylvie stuck out her bottom lip. She remembered she was an adult and sucked it up, walked over to her chair, and took a seat. No reason to pout. It wouldn’t get her anywhere. Perhaps stripping would be the better action – at least more effective.  

"What exactly are we behind schedule for?" She took a few bites of the warm mush in front of her. It was faintly sweet, with the consistency of mousse. 

He moved over to his console and fiddled with the display, not responding to her question at all. Sylvie shrugged, took a few more bites, and watched him closely. She couldn’t help but wonder what his body looked like without the sarong. Was he structured like a human male in terms of his reproductive organs?

Heat rose from her chest to coat her neck and face, the stark realization that she wanted to know for more personal reasons causing her to choke on her breakfast. 

He glanced up as she waved him off. She turned her attention back to her bowl and tried to play as if everything were fine. She waited until he appeared to be immersed back in the data streaming before his face to glance up at him again. 

His color lightened until it was almost back to mint, a calm settling over the room somehow. What was he reading? 

Did it have anything to do with her spaceship? Had they gotten it to work, or had they decided to dissect it, like they almost had her? 

Sylvie finished her breakfast and had to restrain herself from licking the bowl. So far the food on Zanthar had been excellent, even if the company left something to be desired.

Or someone to be desired.

A wry smile lifted on her lips. The Supreme Regent was sexy. He was far too bossy for her tastes, but so incredibly hot. 

She had run her own life for years, and she didn't appreciate some alien on a power trip trying to do it for her now. Even if his closeness gave her tingles, his demeanor made her frustrated. 'Annoyed and aroused' about summed things up. 

"All done, Your Majesty," she said with false sweetness. Might as well go along with what he's got planned and figure out the lay of the land.

It couldn't be worse than getting dissected. 


Chapter 14

 

 

 

The door chime sounded, surprising Xivthar. He wasn't expecting anyone. 

The two guards standing outside his chambers glanced at one another and then toward him as he pulled the door open. They were the same ones he'd seen in the Minister of Defense's chambers earlier. 

"We have orders to stay by your side," the taller one stated. 

"Whose orders?"

"The Minister of Defense, Sire."

Of course. His meddling brother. 

Xivthar turned and headed to the nearest console to give Drake a piece of his mind. The guards trooped in behind him like a twin set of shadows. 

"I was expecting your call," his brother said, his maroon face displaying a frown that was becoming permanent. 

"What's with the guards?" he asked, Drake's appearance putting him on edge. Didn't he understand that his subordinates looked to him for confidence? And still his brother was walking around in public, letting his anxiety show. 

"Just following your own protocol, brother. No one goes around alone."

"I'm hardly alone," Xivthar replied, throwing his thumb over his shoulder to indicate the professor sitting at the table behind him, dipping a finger into her bowl and gathering the remains of her porridge to surreptitiously lick it off. 

The sight of her little pink tongue sent a rush of blood to his lower regions. The regent blocked the thoughts of what he wanted to do with that tongue from his mind and tried to concentrate on the conversation at hand. His brother wouldn’t let him live it down if his color morphed, giving his arousal away. 

"She hardly qualifies as part of your pair. She's a possible Hareema collaborator."

Although he could feel his skin wanting to flush yellow, he held in his anger. His brother wasn't exactly wrong. Still, having two guards following him around meant he wouldn't be alone with the female. 

He glanced back over his shoulder. She was taking a long lick on her index finger. 

On second thought, maybe it was better if he wasn't alone with her. 

"You're right. I shouldn't have sought to reprimand you."

Drake nodded. "Keep an eye on her, brother. She can't be trusted."

Xivthar waved the display away and ran a hand through the tendrils on his head. His brother's words were echoing in his mind. She can't be trusted.

Not yet. But after today, he hoped that would change. 

He glanced over at her, hating how badly he wanted to spend time touching every part of the innocent little thing. 

"Let's go," he barked, turning on his heel and walking away before he did something he might regret.


Chapter 15

 

 

 

Sylvie followed behind the regent while the guards followed behind her. The thick muscles of his back rippled as he walked, her eyes inadvertently drawn to the swell of his rear. It was well-shaped, not flat but not too round. Just right.

Who are you? Goldilocks? 

She forced herself to focus on her surroundings. They were hurrying down hallways she hadn't seen before, although they resembled the others in the colony. 

Until she turned a corner and saw something new, and fascinating.

One wall of the hallway held a large window, the first she'd seen. Outside the window was an underwater wonderland. 

Creatures floated past in the purple sea, some unlike anything found on Earth. Sylvie ran to the window and pressed her face against it, marveling at the myriad forms of life on display. Something that resembled a gigantic manta ray swam past, its orange underbelly taking up almost the entire eight-foot-long window. 

In the distance she could see what appeared to be a structure built out of coral. It was massive, and all around it figures swam, entering and exiting its many doors. 

A hand settled on her shoulder and she glanced back to look up at her captor. 

"What is that place?" she asked without taking her face away from the window.

"The temple of Noruma."

"What's Noruma?"

The regent used his hold on her shoulder to turn her away from the window. 

"He's one of our gods." He gave her a stern look. "We don't have time to dawdle here." 

"Are those your people, swimming around the temple?"

X nodded. His hand slid down her arm to grasp her hand, the movement causing goose bumps to arise on her skin. The regent gently tugged her away from the window. 

"Wait! What's that creature right there, the one with the lighted lure hanging over its mouth?" 

"We can discuss Zantharian zoology later," he said, leading her away from the window and farther down the winding hallway. 

"We better! I'm an astrobiologist, you know. The whole point of coming to this accursed planet was to search for signs of life. Now that I've found it, you won't even let me--"

Her protests were cut off by their arrival at a busy entrance. More Zantharians than she'd yet seen gathered in one place were shuttling in and out. 

"What is this place?" she asked as they moved through the entrance. Her eyes traveled up to the large dome in the ceiling, which was almost entirely transparent. Several sea creatures had attached themselves to the outside of the dome. One was so large it took up a swath of space that had to be at least twenty feet wide. 

"It's the colony's central hub. Our main transport station." X tightened his hold on her hand as the crowd thickened. His hand was warm and thick, the feeling of it wrapped around hers leaving her with the sense of protection she so desired. 

Sylvie scanned the swarm of people, the Zantharians filling up almost every space in front of her. Their skins in varying shades, but most green. Some wore sarongs with chest braids, while others had shorts and cross-tops like hers. They were all around equal height and had similar appearances, the only noticeable difference being their clothing. 

Were those dressed like her Zantharian females? 

Suddenly Sylvie realized the people they passed were giving them a wide berth. She caught the expressions on several faces. They ranged from curiosity to disgust to outright contempt. I guess I'm not very popular among the locals. 

A woman was walking past with a child in a cloth pouch on her chest. It peered out at her with big black eyes. Sylvie drew closer, noticing that the child's limbs were underdeveloped, and where fingers were on an adult Zantharian there were thin tentacles.

As soon as Sylvie approached, the child let out a loud cry. The mother covered its face and turned away, scowling at Sylvie. 

"I'm sorry." Sadness rolled over her. She would never hurt any living creatures, especially not after her brush with death. The name of science be damned.

X tugged on her arm and she followed, her spirits falling farther as she received glare after glare. 

Everyone on this planet thought she was an enemy spy, a plant. A threat. All because her ship accidently took down their fancy defense grid. Not her fault. Some first contact.

The regent led her to a small craft that resembled a dolphin. It was curved to a point in the front, with fins on both sides, and a longer one at the back. 

"In you go," he said, propelling her through the hatch and into the craft. The two guards followed, taking seats at the back.

X stationed himself in one of the two front seats, then pointed to the seat beside him. He pushed a few buttons on the console, then grabbed the stick and glanced over at her.

"Ready for take-off?"

Sylvie nodded, bracing herself. The lift-off was so gentle that she wouldn't have noticed they were moving if not for the front viewport. The small craft joined a line of similar ships before an aperture that seemed to separate the inside from the ocean outside. 

"Why isn't this chamber filling with water?" she asked as they approached the aperture. 

"Force fields hold the water back but let the ships through."

"Force fields like the planetary defense shield?"

"The same technology, yes."

Her ship had somehow taken down their defense shield, and although she was certain she hadn't done anything intentional to cause the malfunction, there could be something about her biologically that interacted with the field. They'd almost dissected her to find out.

"Wait!" she yelled as their ship moved forward to next in line.

"There's nothing to be afraid of, Dr. Cohen. See, all the other ships have made it out fine. You won't even notice when we pass through." X steered the ship toward the aperture. 

Sylvie wrapped her arms around herself as fear stung her senses. "But what if it's true? What if there is something about me that disables your shields? This whole hub could be flooded. People could die!"

"My people can take in limited oxygen through their skin. It allows them to be under water for an hour or so at a time before surfacing. Besides, we have safety protocols in place in case of shield failure."

She couldn’t watch. She slipped her hands over her eyes and held her breath, preparing for the worst. 

A soft chuckle resounded beside her. "You can open your eyes now. We're through." 

Sylvie removed her hands to see that they were coasting through an underwater world. "How did you know I wouldn't cause the shield to fail?"

"I didn't." X was steering the craft through pillars of coral. "But I knew that no one would be injured with the safety protocols we had in place if the shield did fail. What I wasn't sure about was you."

Sylvie stared at him. "What do you mean?"

"If there was something in your biology that you'd engineered to disable our shields, you may have intended to use your special skill here and flood the chamber, thinking you were risking Zantharian lives and wreaking havoc."

He turned to her and she was entranced by the golden glow around his pupils. "Instead, you warned me, and you seemed genuinely concerned about harming my people. The same people who just treated you like a pariah." 

X gave her a small smile, then turned his attention back to navigating the craft. 

"You were testing me."

He nodded. "And you passed the first test."

First test? So that's what he had planned for the day. 

Sylvie wanted to be angry but she couldn't blame him. Seen from his perspective, she wouldn't trust herself either in this situation. Still, it stung a little. She'd trusted him from the first, had known he was someone who would help her, who wouldn't harm her or let her be harmed if he could prevent it.

There was something about him that projected integrity. No wonder his people followed him as Supreme Regent. She thought she might follow him, too.

Or maybe she was just naïve. 

Around them the water grew dark. They were entering some sort of underwater cave. Suddenly they surfaced, the lights of the craft illuminating an ancient grotto. 

X turned to her, his dark eyes unfathomable. "We're here.”

Where was here?


Chapter 16

 

 

 

The final resting place of the regents was a tranquil and sacred space. Here, all regents since the close of the age of Endless Schism were entombed after taking their last breaths. Xivthar experienced a flutter of anxiety at being there, but reined it in before it could reveal itself through his skin color. 

As he steered the craft to the shore, he extinguished the running lights. The cavern was lit by eternal flames, tended over a millennia by the monks who lived here. He docked the craft, then helped Dr. Cohen onto land. 

She seemed to be taking in her surroundings, her eyes wide and drawing him in. The caves had been old when his world was still new, and their age was reflected in the formations encircling them. Towering stalagmites sprouted around them, as did stalactites that almost reached the cave floor, formed over eons by tiny drops of water. 

The firelight reflected off their smooth surfaces, creating the illusion that the entire cave was aflame. The glow reached her eyes, which were wide with wonder. 

"This is amazing. What is this place?" she asked, her voice a near whisper. 

"The resting place of the regents." His tone was also quiet. Something about the place demanded reverence. "It's the tomb of all the past regents, and one day I'll join them here."

The thought caused a chill to dance down his spine. It was strange to wander around the place he'd spend his eternity while he was still among the living. It always made him nervous to visit here. Still he did, at least once a turn. 

"Why did you bring me here? It's creepy."

At that moment a loud moan echoed through the cavern. 

"What was that?" she asked, moving closer to him. 

Her unconscious motion filled his chest with a strange heat. The need to protect his little Earthling female rose up within him. She seemed to trust him enough to protect her, which was a good feeling. He realized how much he wanted to be something to her – protector would work for now. 

"Wind. There are thousands of small holes that run through the cave system. Some of them reach the surface." He stroked her hair gently. "There's nothing to be afraid of."

She peered up at him, her eyes frightened. "I wish I could believe you, but this place is spooky." 

He led them to the Hall of Spirits, the moan getting louder as they approached. Sylvie buried her face in his arm, so he put his arm around her, letting off a small chuckle. She had reason to be a bit timid. He was half scared of the place, too.  

Her nearness was exciting, her touch sending tingles running through his body. Still, it was a dangerous time to give in to his desire. Otherwise he'd pull her into his arms and—

"Welcome, Supreme One." The voice echoed through the entranceway to the Hall. 

The professor started at his side, and he tightened his hold on her.

Pushing away his own budding anxiety, he concentrated on stilling his heart. He glanced back at his guards, noting that each of them were still light green. Serene. Placid. 

Apparently this place was only eerie to him. Him and the dainty female, who was trembling at his side. 

They entered the shadowy Hall of Spirits and approached the single fire that illuminated the chamber.

"Who... who spoke when we came in?" Her voice was shaky, her eyes darting back and forth into the gloom. 

"The Spirits." 

The professor cocked an eyebrow at him. "I'm a scientist. I don't believe in spirits."

X laughed. It echoed around the chamber and back at him, sounding more and more sinister. 

Right, no laughing. 

"As each regent is passing on to the other side, a small portion of the leader's brain pattern is stored in our database here. It is our means of preserving a little bit of their wisdom for future generations. Anyone may come here and ask a question of the regents."

She furrowed her brow. 

"Only part of the pattern is stored? How are they capable of higher brain functions if they only have a portion of their minds? And the storage capacity required must be immeasurable."

"It's measurable, but very great." The professor missed very little. "Unfortunately, the patterns start to minimally degrade after a few centuries of being stored, a process that continues over time. So some of the regents are losing their grip on reality, I'm afraid."

"So why would anyone bother to ask them anything?" 

"Because sometimes they're right. The spirits seem to have an uncanny knack for judging character. They almost always know when someone is lying."

"And that's why you've brought me here? To ask insane dead people if I can be trusted?"

When she put it like that... "Yes."


Chapter 17

 

 

 

Sylvie blinked up at X, a bit taken aback by his reasoning for bringing her into the darkness of a creepy-ass cave. Asking ghosts if she was an enemy operative. Could things get any more ridiculous?

She'd been on edge since they'd driven through the aperture, afraid her own body would somehow betray her and cause the shield to fail and everyone in the crowded hub to drown. 

If all the safeties had failed and the hub had flooded with water, she would have been the only one to die, scary enough. Now she was in an underwater cave that was intentionally haunted by the ghosts of dead regents. 

For such a technologically advanced race, they seemed a bit prone to flights of fancy. 

Still, the place creeped her out. So did the two guards who stood silently, looking off into the distance. 

They don't like me. No one here does. If it weren't for X, I'd be so much medical waste right now. 

Still, the crowds in the hub had been more reactive, drawing back, making faces. These two just stood there. Watching as if waiting for something to happen.

"What do we do next?" Best to get this test over with. 

"We invoke the spirits and ask them for advice."

Invoke the spirits. Right. 

"So do we ask for one particular regent? Like Supreme Regent Reginald the Righteous? Or Wendell the Very Wise?"

His expression said he didn't think she was funny.

"The regents will decide whether they speak. Requesting a specific one doesn't mean that regent will want to talk to you." 

"With my luck, no one will want to talk to me."

"They'll talk to me."

Sylvie almost rolled her eyes at his arrogance, but something stopped her. They probably would want to talk to him. Was it still arrogance if he was right? 

"So how do we invoke the spirits?"

X thrust his hand into the flames. 

Sylvie screamed and turned her head as he spoke softly beside her. 

"It's holographic. See?" 

As she watched, the fire transformed, becoming a ring encircling a dark metallic surface. The surface split open, and a column of rock rose out of it. In the center of the column was half a cloudy sphere. The column stopped a few inches above X's palm.

Waves of light rippled over the surface of his skin, then expelled themselves from his hand, straight into the half sphere. Tiny lightning bolts struck out from the sphere, hitting the energy being put out by X. The energies entwined, then vanished. 

Around her the cavern began to glow with lights of different colors. Light blue. Mauve pink. One would shine for a few moments and fade, only to be replaced by another somewhere else in the chamber. 

"What's happening?" While the display was lovely, it had done little to lessen Sylvie's trepidation. 

"The spirits are convening to decide who should speak for them." 

Sylvie shivered, glancing over at him. X's face was expressionless, but his skin did have a faint reddish tint. 

He's nervous too. 

Sylvie moved closer to the regent. Just then a voice boomed, a pink light bursting over the chamber. 

"Xiv! Look how you've grown!"

Sylvie's eyes shot to X. He had the strangest look on his face. A cross between annoyance and acceptance. He looked extremely tense. 

"Hello, Mother." 

Her jaw dropped. 

"Mother?" she whispered. The woman whose clothing she was currently disgracing with her inelegant human form? 

"Such a good boy, coming to visit your mother!"

"Yes, Mother," X said, exhaling heavily. "Unfortunately I don't have much time to visit. Zanthar is under a bit of a crisis."

"A crisis? I leave you to do one thing, and now there's a crisis?" The chamber dripped with his mother's disapproval.

"It's the Hareema, Mother. We believe they may have infiltrated Earth, and even now they could have an agent on our planet." 

His mother's gasp echoed through the chamber. 

"A Hareema agent on Zanthar?" She paused, her voice becoming stern. "If there's one, there's bound to be more." 

"I'm keeping things under control but I need your advice. I need to know if you believe the Hareema are working with the Earthlings."

"And whether that Earthling female is an enemy spy?"

The severe tone of his mother's voice made Sylvie uneasy. Apparently, X's mom was a force to be reckoned with. 

"Well, young lady, are you an enemy spy?"

Sylvie looked at X, bemused. "No, Your Honor."

"Good." 

X sputtered. "That's all you're going to ask her?"

"That's all I need to know. Now stop wasting your time and get back to protecting the planet." 

Sylvie noticed that X was smiling. "Understood, Regent."

His mother's happy laughter reverberated through the chamber. 

Their relationship must have been special. 

He misses her. And whatever remains of her misses him. 

The pink light began to fade. The former regent, who just happened to be the current regent's mother, was departing. 

Before the chamber went dark, a voice arose. "The alien can be trusted. Not all those close to you can." 

Sylvie grabbed hold of X's arm. "That wasn't your mother."

"No, it wasn't." He frowned and eyed the two guards standing nearby. "You two, initiate an electrical exchange. Now."

The two guards said nothing but moved to comply. Light waves built in both, which were released in a bright flash when they clasped hands. X nodded, then motioned them all forward. 

No one spoke as they left the cave. Perhaps the warning whispered by the ghostly voice had left them unsettled. They entered the craft and X submerged them. 

Finally Sylvie couldn't take the silence any longer. "I guess I've passed both tests so far. What else have you got up your sleeve for me?"

"Up my sleeve?"

Sylvie rolled her eyes. "Never mind." 

X was guiding them through a region of the sea that was darker than the rest. Only one lone light blinked in the distance. Another transport ship, far ahead of them?  

"I can't believe you took me to meet your mother." 

"Is it so odd?" he asked in a tone indicating that he knew it was odd. 

"I don't see the point is all. How would a portion of your dead mother's preserved brain pattern know whether I was working for the enemy or not?"

"My mother's always been skilled at sizing people up. During her term as Supreme Regent, she became known as Kath'Thar the Observant." His eyes flashed over to hers. "I trust her opinion more than any others, living or dead."

"I don't mean to be rude, but your resting place of regents smacks of primitive spiritualism. You asking your dead mother about me, it's too much like Odysseus finding his own mother in the Underworld."

"Who's this Odysseus? A lover of yours?" His expression was neutral, but she saw spots of yellow appearing in his green skin.

"My point is, if your race is so advanced, why consult the equivalent of ancient oracles instead of basing all your decisions in scientific fact."

X took a breath. "My people have found one inescapable fact that serves to guide us: science can't explain everything."

Sylvie turned in her seat to face him, firing up her rebuttal, when out of the corner of her eye she noticed one of the guards rising from his seat. He held a braided portion, which had to have come from his uniform, taut in his hands. 

"X, look out!" she yelled, but before the regent could defend himself, the guard had gotten the makeshift rope around his neck. The other guard stepped up beside his partner and worked on wrestling the regent's hands away from the rope around his throat.

Sylvie watched in horror as the guards dragged him out of his seat and onto the transport floor. Right now X was the only person on the planet who trusted her. She had to do something.

"Leave him alone!" she yelled, shoving against the guard who was trying to bind his hands with another length of braided seaweed. 

The guard kicked her in the stomach and she tumbled backwards, her breath leaving her violently. X saw her fall and seemed to struggle harder, managing to get a couple fingers under the length of rope. 

"Signal for help. On the console." 

One of the guards punched him in the face hard. It jarred his hand loose, and his opponent went back to tightening the rope around his neck. 

With both guards focused on the regent, she began crawling away from them toward the front console. 

What sense did it make for the guards to turn on him now?

Sylvie stared at the many different buttons on the console, most of them in a language she had never encountered. A few of the buttons flickered as if trying to grab her attention.

How am I supposed to figure out how to send a message? 

She turned back to ask for help, but as she watched, X's eyes drooped closed. He was losing consciousness. 

Once they finish him, they'll come for you. 

She was never going to figure out how to call for help in time. She would have to fight, but without a weapon she lacked any chance of winning against the large guards. Sylvie scanned the craft, looking for anything she might use. Nothing.

Dropping to her knees, she noticed a recessed panel under the console display. She stuck her hand in and pried the panel open. Sadly it wasn't a cache of powerful weapons. Wires and conduits ran back and forth, powering this and connecting that. 

One of these wires might knock out the lights. Maybe I can find some means of hiding, or I can get the hatch open and swim out... or... or...

She had little faith in any of her options, but doing something was better than letting herself be taken. Maybe she would get lucky and just electrocute herself. She pulled on various wires, using all her weight to rip one out of the maze. 

The first one she pulled out made red lights blaze along the hull. Nope. Let's try Door #2. Sylvie grabbed hold of the thickest cord she could find and yanked. 

Nothing.

She pulled with everything she had and at last it burst loose. The red lights that had come on with the last wire started blinking. Nothing seemed affected. 

The guards had succeeded in binding the unconscious regent and were now headed toward her. Panic rose in her stomach and threatened to shut down her ability to move fast. She lifted up a small prayer to anyone who might be listening and grabbed another random wire. 

She tugged, and without a struggle it came loose, sending up a shower of sparks. A hand clutched her shoulder, and without thinking, she turned and stabbed the live wire into the guard who'd grabbed her.

The circuit closed and electricity rushed into the guard. There was a loud pop, then a long whine. Incredibly enough, the guard began to melt. 

He flailed outward, grasping the corner of his companion's sarong. The second guard let out a low moan, and then he too was disintegrating before her eyes. 

Sylvie held on tight to the wire as it pumped electricity into the pair. Suddenly they couldn't hold their shapes anymore, and within moments of one another, each transformed from Zantharian military guard to a block of cherry jelly. 

Then the jelly turned brown, began to sizzle, and melted into a puddle on the floor. She couldn’t let go of the wire, fear forcing her to ensure that neither of the bastards were going to get up again. The ooze turned to ash and blew across the floor before her. 

"Hareema," she whispered and dropped the wire, the lights blinking once before plunging her into darkness. 


Chapter 18

 

 

 

Xivthar woke up with a sour taste in his mouth. Was it blood? His own? 

It was pitch black and silent, except for a consistent scratching sound. He realized the sound was coming from his wrists. 

As he regained control of his faculties, the regent concentrated on activating his bioluminescence. Before long a soft glow suffused his skin, giving him enough light to see. 

Delicate white hands were busy scratching at the seaweed bindings around his wrist. He gently pulled his wrists away and brought them up to his mouth. Biting on the seaweed, he sent a small pulse of energy through the bindings. It was enough to loosen them.

"You're awake." 

The Earthling female was in front of him, her face anxious. 

He unwrapped the cords from his wrists, then pulled off the binding around his neck. His throat was sore, and he bet there would be a hell of a ring of bruises there soon. "What happened?"

"We're adrift with no power. Your guards tried to kidnap us. I think I figured out who the Hareema operatives are, er, were."

"What are you talking about?" He got up and headed to the console, his legs weaker than he had ever remembered them being. He glanced down as a cloud of black dust lifted in the air around him.

Sylvie spoke up, her voice soft and timid. "The Hareema operatives. You're stepping in them, or what's left of them." 

He glanced at the console, noticed the open panel and the wires strewn around the cabin. "What did you do?" 

She blinked up at him, perhaps confused by his brusque manner. "The guards were tying you up. I started looking for weapons. I pulled open this panel, figured I might be able to turn off the power or something--"

He remembered the struggle now. One guard had kicked her hard enough to knock her to the floor. "I told you to call for help!"

"And how was I supposed to know which of the hundred buttons was for communications?" Her expression was angry, her lips tightening as she crossed her arms over her chest, the movement accentuating her breasts. 

Xivthar ignored the desire that raced through him and instead grabbed her roughly by the shoulders. "You could have been electrocuted!" 

"Would it have been any worse than what your people would have done to me anyway? Or the Hareema?"

She had a point. 

"So one of these wires knocked out the power?" 

"Yes, but only after I used it to fry the Hareema." 

He bent before the console and spent a few minutes reattaching the conduits she'd pulled apart. The lights flashed back on, and he let out a heavy breath.

Sylvie was dusted with black powder. So was the floor. And his legs. 

"My guards?" He indicated the largest concentration of black dust left on the transport floor. 

"Yes. When I found a live wire, by reflex I stabbed it into the guards. I didn't figure it would have an effect, since you guys generate electricity anyway, but they started to melt. Then they turned into jelly and just... burned to a crisp."

She was shaking. He was far too used to understanding the emotions of others due to the shifting of their skin color. He would have to use other means with her. 

Xivthar took her into his arms, pulling her close and angling her head up to watch her expression. “It’s okay. We’re okay.” 

"I guess the oracle was right. There were people close to you that you shouldn’t trust." She glanced down, her lip trembling subtly. 

"I hope those two were the ones it meant." He couldn't get his mother's words out of his mind. If there's one, there's bound to be more.

He didn't want to think about it now, not when the female was so warm and soft in his arms. If only he could give in to distraction. 

His lips inched closer to hers, seemingly of their own accord. He paused just before pressing a soft kiss to her lips and let his eyes move around her face. He needed to memorize every inch of her – wanted to explore her. She had saved his life. Something about the very fact left him needy for her. 

She turned her head away, burying it in the crook of his arm and letting out a soft sound of exhaustion. 

He loosened his hold on her and placed her in her chair before taking his own seat. Grabbing the gear stick, he pointed them toward home and glanced over at her, not quite sure how to thank her for her willingness to put her life at risk for him. Perhaps it was best to say nothing at all. 

They were quiet on the ride back, each seemingly lost to their own thoughts. Xivthar couldn't believe that the little Earthling female had managed to destroy two Hareema agents, kept him from getting kidnapped, and saved his life.

Dr. Sylvia Cohen of Earth might have just saved his entire planet.


Chapter 19

 

 

 

If their presence had been unwelcome when they departed the hub, their reception now was downright hostile. X held her hand tightly as they pushed through the crowds. 

Zantharians were shouting, "Lock the Earthling up!"

"Feed her to the gnarsharks!" 

"Zanthar for Zantharians!"

Sylvie kept her head down and tried to ignore the insults, but they hurt nevertheless. 

The regent grabbed the arm of a passing military officer. "I want an escort to my chambers. Now!”

The officer scowled, but motioned to his partner and the pair began clearing a path. By the time they made it to X's quarters, Sylvie was exhausted. 

The regent held up his hand, pointing his finger at the officer. "You two stay here. No one gets in without an energy exchange with both of you. Understood?" 

The guards took up their stations on either side of the door as X led her into his chambers. Without sparing a glance for her, he headed to the console and pulled up the display. "I want to see you in twenty minutes. My chambers." 

Whoever was on the other end of the call must have raised a fuss because X's face tightened. "Get over here. I was almost replaced by a Hareema mimic less than an hour ago."

The regent waved away the display and finally turned his attention to her. 

"You must be tired." His gaze ran up and down her body. “Let me draw you a bath.” 

Being filthy and emotionally spent, she was in no mood to argue. He led her into an extravagant bathroom with a tub that looked like it could fit five grown Zantharian men, or women, seeing that they were just as large. 

She leaned against the doorframe and closed her eyes, X’s voice bringing her from her restful state. 

“Come get in and relax, Sylvie.” 

"I need to disrobe." She moved toward him, half expecting him to leave the room.  

"Okay," he replied. "Do so."

Sylvie frowned. "Not in front of you."

X snorted. "You're not leaving my sight for a second, and I'm not leaving yours. You see now how easy it would be to replace one of us with an enemy agent."

"Not that easy," she said, indicating the black soot covering her body. 

He laughed. It was a pleasant sound. "Your prowess notwithstanding, I'm not leaving."

"Then turn your back at least. I don't think an agent can replace me before you can turn around."

A corner of his mouth lifted. The regent turned around and Sylvie wasted no time. She ripped off her clothing and got into the tub, letting out a long sigh as the hot water lapped at her legs. 

X turned back around a bit too quickly. 

Sylvie let out a soft yelp and pulled her knees up to her chest to keep her dignity intact. "How am I supposed to wash myself if you're watching my every move?" 

The regent shrugged. "Your washing doesn't bother me." 

Sylvie exhaled, lifting a curl of hair that had fallen over her face. "Your watching bothers me." 

X once again turned his back, and Sylvie scouted around the tub for something resembling soap. She came upon what resembled a plush sea anemone. When she pressed into it, it excreted a sweet-smelling substance. Satisfied that it would do the job, she began rubbing it into her skin. 

It was time to have a frank discussion with the regent. Time to explain that she couldn't stay here, especially in such close proximity to him. 

"You know, my being here is dangerous. Not just to me, but to your approval ratings." She'd seen the crowds, had seen how his own military officers had lost respect for him. "Maybe it would be better for everyone if you sent me home."

She saw the regent stiffen, but she pressed her case anyway. "You must have crafts capable of taking me home. Now that your mom has signed off on me being innocent, surely you can't justify keeping me captive anymore. So send me home."

He didn't respond. 

"Please." 

X turned around suddenly and Sylvie yanked her knees back to her chest. 

"You're not wrong, you know," he said, approaching the tub and taking a seat on its wide lip. 

"So you'll send me home?" Her tone was hopeful, but inside she felt a strange stab of... disappointment? 

"You're a distraction I can't afford," he said, lifting the errant hair off her face and tucking it behind her ear. "So I will send you home."

"You will?" She hadn't expected him to give in so easily.

"Yes, on one condition."

So he wasn't giving in easily. She should have never expected him to. She didn’t want him to. 

"Name it." She reached up and took his hand, pressing it to the side of her face.

"I will send you home to Earth if you spend one night with me. In my bed. As my mate." 

Sylvie stared up at him, her mouth open and heart suddenly picking up speed. 

Leaving now would ensure she felt only a twinge of regret, but sharing her body meant giving him access to her heart. Could she afford that? Would she want to leave?

“Sylvie. What do you say to my request? Let me make love to you tonight.”

She looked down at her legs tucked against her and realized how badly she wanted the passion he offered. She glanced up and pursed her lips. 


Chapter 20

 

 

 

Sylvia, the first woman to prove that life existed on other planets, currently regretted that discovery. X’s demands had her speechless, but she didn’t get the ability to respond because his brother called, pulling the handsome thing from the bathroom. 

What kind of a man tells you that he'll give you a ticket home if you sleep with him? Then he rushes you out of the bath because his brother is on his way over? His brother, the Minister of Defense, who thinks you took down the planetary defense grid because you're secretly working for seven-foot-tall blocks of Jell-O. 

"Dr. Cohen, you either drag yourself out here now, or I'm coming in to get you, clothed or not."

That kind of man. A demanding, egotistical, and annoyingly sexy man who was also the Supreme Regent of the planet. A planet full of people who also thought she was working for the enemy. 

Sylvie sighed. Look at the bright side. At least he stopped his scientists from dissecting you. 

She shivered at the thought and got up, tugging the towel from a nearby rack and stepping onto the cold floor. 

"Dr. Cohen!" His voice was right outside the doorway.

"I'm coming!" she grumbled, wiggling this way and that, trying to squeeze into the strangulation device that Zantharian women considered clothing. She'd just managed to work the pants over her hips, considering all the while if it would be better to lose her panties to gain a spare centimeter. Sylvie turned around, then slapped her arms across her naked breasts.

The Supreme Regent was leaning against the alien doorframe, a strained look on his face. 

"Get out!" she yelled, looking around for something to throw at the regent. 

"You're taking forever. My brother will be here any minute and I meant what I said about not letting you out of my sight." 

"But you just let me out of your sight so that I could get dressed. You stood out in the hall." 

His expression didn't change. She almost had expected his skin to shift to yellow, but instead a faint orange hue had appeared. What did orange mean?

"You didn't wait in the hall, did you?"

"I did," he said. The orange coloring remained.

"But I wasn't out of your sight?"

X's eyes wandered down her body and she shivered, turned away from him for a momentary pause on the rising desire to give in to his demands. Her nipples hardened painfully and she glanced down before steeling herself. She was a grown woman. Pretending that she wasn’t was not going to help her current situation. She spun on her heel and took a step toward him. 

"Stop ogling me and answer the question!"

The regent's eyes returned to hers, then skittered away. "I observed you from my console. It's the only way I could be certain that you haven't been infiltrated."

"So you watched me get dressed. After I asked you not to?" 

"You didn't ask me not to watch you. You asked me to leave the room, which I did. You still owe me an answer to my request."

Sylvie rolled her eyes. If she wouldn't have had to bare a breast by removing her hand, she would have slapped him in the chest.

Go ahead. Put your hand down. He's already seen it all anyway.

"Unbelievable," she hurled at him, then turned her back to him and fastened her top as quickly as possible. Modesty had been too much a part of her past to squelch it in the moment. "Watching me while I change. Making lascivious propositions instead of politely sending me home." 

Sylvie embraced her anger. He'd earned it and it felt so much better than the desire to slut herself for a ride home. She hadn’t slept with a man in far too long and not really knowing what was beneath his sarong left her feeling almost dirty in wanting to find out. She was raised a prude and there was no way she was getting past being one because a sexy alien requested that she did. 

She pushed past him into the hallway and headed toward the sitting room. 

"If this were Earth, you'd be kicked out of the office for sexual harassment. Maybe they'd even throw you in jail." She stomped into the sitting room, giving full rein to her frustration. "In fact--"

Sylvie froze. Another alien was already in the room. A maroon alien with familiar features. 

X was standing in front of her with his back to her before she could blink. He was protecting her. His actions caused her angst to die down… fast. 

"How did you get in here, brother? My chambers are sealed."

The minister shrugged his wide shoulders. "I'm in charge of planetary defense. You think I don't know the code to open your door?"

"You could have signaled like everyone else." 

There was annoyance in the regent's voice as his skin began to shift, lightening from orange, moving toward yellow. He was getting pissed and rightly so. She could have still been half dressed. He was the Supreme Ruler, right? The Minister couldn’t pull a trump card, could he?"

“You summoned me, brother," the Minister of Defense stated. 

The regent took a deep breath, held it for a moment, and then released it. "I did, but you took so damn long that I forgot. Forgive me, but don’t walk into my chambers without knocking again.”

The other male simply nodded, as if saying nothing was better than offering a retort of sorts. 

X continued, “Dr. Cohen and I were attacked this afternoon by Hareema infiltrators masquerading as your guards."

The Minister of Defense's reaction was minimal. "Where were you attacked?"

"In a transport vessel, returning from the resting place of the regents."

A dark eyebrow lifted on the maroon alien. "You took her to meet Mother?" 

X scowled at his brother. "Drake, that's irrelevant. Maybe you didn't hear me. Two guards, the same two guards who were in your chambers, tried to take me prisoner. If it wasn't for the Earthling female, they would have succeeded in replacing me."

"The female stopped them?" 

Sylvie bristled at the surprise she heard in the Minister's voice. "Yes, I stopped them. I fried them to a crisp. What you should be worrying about is how they could have gotten so close to your brother. So close to you."

The Minister eyed her, almost as if seeing her for the first time. His voice was far too monotone. Either he was numbed to the situation or he was hiding something. The latter of the two seemed more possible. 

"I underestimated you.” Drake’s eyes moved across Sylvie as if assessing her worth. "I won't make that mistake a second time."

"I'm not sure I believe you, brother." X stared him down. "You've been making mistakes left and right."

"If you think I'm responsible for those two guards--"

"Of course not, Drake." X crossed his arms over his muscular chest. "Even I didn't realize anything was off about them, but you haven't been able to bring up the defense grid. The Earthling ship is still inactive as well, and worst of all, throughout this whole crisis, you've been running around, showing your maroon to everyone you meet. It's bad for morale."

The Zantharians had skin that changed color with strong emotion. Maroon indicated some form of fear or anxiety. It's the only color she'd seen on the Minister of Defense since she'd met him. The threat of an enemy invasion seemed to have him thoroughly scared.

The minister frowned. "There are more important things to worry about besides my skin color. For instance, how do we know this female isn't part of the plot? They could have set up your kidnapping to gain your trust." 

X rounded on his brother, grabbing the braid that ran across his chest and tugging him closer so that the Minister's face was only inches from the regent's. "Dr. Cohen is not the enemy. She's proven herself to me multiple times, and Mother agrees." 

X took a step back but didn't release the braid. "And, just to make myself absolutely clear, I want you to get a hold on your emotions. No more maroon in front of the men. That's an order."

Drake scowled, pulling his braid out of his brother's grip. 

"Like I said, there are more important issues than my color. You'll see for yourself the moment you try to walk out that door." The Minister of Defense moved toward the exit. "Even if you think you can trust her, she could still be your downfall."

A snarl took up residence on the regent's face, his skin bright yellow. He didn't say anything as his brother walked out languidly, the membrane-esque wall resealing itself. X’s breathing was far heavier than she had heard it before and it seemed to take a few minutes for him to gather his wits about him. His skin darkened back to green before too long and he glanced up at her.

"It's strange," he said after his color returned to neutral. "My brother has never been one to parade his fear around for everyone to see. I would have expected him to focus more on the guards than on--." His eyes lit on her and his mouth closed.

"On me?" Sylvie nodded. "I don't know the guy, but I think maybe he's finding the stress of his position a bit overwhelming at the moment." Then she remembered that she was trying to get a ticket off this planet. "Still, he's got a point."

"What do you mean?" 

"I'm a threat."

X laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You're wrong."

"No, you said it yourself. I'm a distraction you can't afford. Since you know I'm not working for the enemy, the safest solution would be to send me back to Earth."

The regent's eyes narrowed. "You know my terms."

Sylvie rolled her eyes and pressed her hand to her hip, giving him a look that her grandmother would be proud of. Men and their hormones.

This time his laugh was genuine. "You Earthlings. Your irreverence is refreshing."

"Fine. Great. Whatever." Sylvie crossed her arms over her chest. "I'm a barrel of laughs. This isn't getting us any closer to figuring out where, or in whom, the enemy is hiding."

X's expression grew serious. "You're right. Something's been bothering me about the guards. I mean, they were able to exchange energies. Passing a jolt like that between the two of them should have forced them back into gelatinous form."

Sylvie ran a hand through her hair. "Not if they only pretended to exchange energies. They're natural mimics, right? So maybe they just imitated the flash."

"Of course!" The regent smoothed his hands over his face. His features were tight, his eyes lackluster at best. He was tired. This crisis had been hard on him and almost being kidnapped had to be a wake-up call. 

No sympathy! He's trying to convince you to sleep with him for a ticket home. Besides, no one tried to dissect him. 

X headed to the food console as Sylvie sunk down in a nearby chair. His strong shoulders were tight, the muscles flexed as if tight with tension. Something deep inside of her wanted to offer him relief, but she just couldn’t seem to get past herself. 

He dialed up a plate of edibles and two cups of clear, sweet water before moving to set them on the table before her.  

"That's why there were two guards." He sat and popped a few morsels into his mouth, talking around a mouthful of food. "They knew our protocol and made sure the two guards stayed together so that, when an energy exchange was needed, they could imitate one.” 

Sylvie made a small frown. "It's impolite to talk with your mouth full." 

She picked up a small, round piece of... something. It was vaguely sweet, and delicious. She glanced up at him as he frowned.  

"Impolite? Maybe on Earth but not here." 

X was tucking the food away, and she couldn’t help but wonder how long it had been since he'd eaten. The food was delicious no doubt, but the strong movement of his jaw as he chewed and the concentrated look in his eye almost melted her. 

“X. Can I ask something personal?” She sat back, forcing herself to be brave. 

“Of course.” He glanced up, lifting his finger to his mouth and licking in long strokes. 

Her stomach tightened painfully. Taking a shaky breath, she forced herself to ask. “What’s Zantharian anatomy like? Can you compare it to a human’s for example?”

“I’m not quite sure what you’re asking, Dr. Cohen. Be straightforward and ask your questions. I don’t have time to figure out what you’re hinting at. Nor do I have the energy.” He sucked the last bit off his finger as his eyes lit up again. 

He knew exactly what she was talking about. Ass. 

“Your reproductive organs. Are they similar to a human male’s?”

Much to her horror, he stood and smiled, sliding his hand over his sarong and pulling it up as she turned her head away. 

“X. Damn. I didn’t say I wanted to see it.”

“I want you to. Stop being shy and look over here. I’m not going to bite you and you’re a grown woman. Start acting like it.” He reached out and pressed his fingers under her chin, forcing her to turn to him. 

His cock was thick and twice the size of any human male she had seen. The physiology of it was exactly the same, but the veins just under his skin seemed to pulse with electrical currents. Sylvie swallowed hard and glanced up at him. 

“It gets hard?”

“Mostly when you’re around, but yes… it gets very hard.” He released the covering that hugged his waist and sat back down, picking something from her plate and sitting back. 

The man acted as if they were talking about the weather. 

Zantharians must not have a lick of modesty. How refreshing. To live free. 

Taking a long breath, she picked up the final pastry on her plate and ate it, hoping like hell that her skin would cool. The room felt blistering hot all of a sudden. Why didn’t she touch him? To see how soft his skin was or if the pulsing was a current of sorts? 

She licked the last drops of the sweet morsel off her fingers and glanced up, X’s eyes locked on to her. The glowing ring around his pupils seemed larger than ever and his skin began darkening, taking on a recognizable purple tint.

Fear rushed through her. She wanted him, too… bad. Time to change the subject as sleeping with men never did anything but break her heart in the long run. Why she couldn’t just be open to casual sex for the pleasure of it was beyond her, but she couldn’t.

"Where to next?" she asked. 

X reached over and took her hand, tugging it toward his lips until her wet, sugary fingers slipped into his mouth. He sucked softly at them, his tongue rolling around each digit in the warmth of his mouth. 

“Oh, God,” she muttered, her eyes closing as she tried to get ahold of herself. It felt so good to have his attention, his affection. 

He released her and smiled, licking at his lips. “Delicious. I want more of you, Earthling. Come to bed with me and I’ll make sure you feel more pleasure than you ever have.” 

“I can’t. What’s next on the agenda?” She wiped at her fingers, pulling herself together as best she could. The light fluttering in her stomach was nothing compared to the beating of her heart. She glanced down to ensure her skin wasn’t lifting and falling in rhythm to it.  

"Right. Where to next?" He stood and rolled his shoulders. The thick press of his arousal was more than obvious at the front of his sarong, but he didn’t seem to mind her noticing. 

"That's what I just asked." She averted her gaze and put her plate on top of his. 

"I know. I was just thinking out loud." He became silent, his gaze floating to the ceiling as if trying to discern their next steps. 

Sylvie fought to keep her eyes off of him, but it was a battle she lost. He was just so fucking hot. His intriguing eyes. His prominent nose and lush lips that were soft yet firm. Lips that had sent pleasurable little shivers of electricity through her body. 

Her breath caught as she let herself enjoy the vision of him in front of her. Long, solid muscles that were lean and not bulky with a thick chest and arms that she couldn’t stop staring at. 

She imagined him taking her into his arms, lifting her so that her legs slid around his hips. Would she be so bold to grind herself against him? Her body flooded with desire and she reached for a small towel and pressed it to her lips before standing. 

“You smell so good. Did you know that Earthling females put out a scent when they are primed and ready to be taken by their mates?” He moved toward her as she took a tentative step back.

“Um, no. Maybe animals on Earth, but females don’t do that.” She was lying, but it was far too embarrassing to admit that she was putting off that odor. She couldn’t smell it, but by the look on his face, he could. 

“You are putting off that enticing smell. You enjoy what you see when you look at me. I can tell. Come to my bed for the afternoon. Let me touch you.” He took another step toward her and she steeled herself, not willing to back down, but unsure of how to move forward. 

Why am I even considering it? If I won't do it for a ticket home, why would I do it otherwise?

Why indeed? Maybe because he was the most attractive male she'd ever met. He aroused her like no human male ever had, which was dangerous. Her body ached in all the right places, but sadly enough, by her calculations as a scientist, they would never fit together. He was far too large for her. Perhaps if she had been more promiscuous in her younger days, but she hadn’t. Sex seemed to cloud the water and her career was far more important than a romp in the sheets. 

Besides, she was there on a scientific mission. Even though things had not turned out as planned, the mission had not changed. The best strategy now was to return home with the information she'd amassed. Earth had to be told about the Zantharians, and the Hareema. 

Especially the Hareema. 

X's expression grew hungry as he reached out and slid his hands down her arms. “Stop fighting yourself on this. You want it as bad as I do.”

“X, I can’t. My body is tied to my heart and to give my body to you and leave would be…” She turned and picked up their plates, walking them to the console and ignoring the desire that blasted through her as he growled in frustration. "Did you figure out our next move?"

"I did." He was right behind her, his voice low and blisteringly sexy. He pressed his fingers into her hips and tugged her back, sliding his erection along the soft curves of her rear as he leaned over and pressed his lips to the side of her neck. “I understand your concern. No sex just yet, but let me taste you. Don’t deny me that.”

A tremor went through her as she turned and looked up at him. “I don’t know. I’m not sure if…”

He pressed a finger to her lips and smiled. “Hush. You analyze everything and talk far too much.”

She started to respond as he wrapped his arms around her and lifted, setting her down on the counter in front of him. His thick fingers pressed into her thighs, pushing the material of her shorts up. Was she ready for this? No.

“X. I really think—” 

He brushed his hand up the soft skin between her breasts and pushed her back. “Lay back and be quiet unless you’re moaning. You can tell me how I’m doing by the soft, sweet sounds you make. I like them. They tug at my desire to mark your tight little body with my scent.”

She swallowed hard and lay back, her heart beating so damn hard it was certainly working to get out of her chest. She pressed her hands over his and held him to her as tears burned her eyes. There was nothing more sensual than feeling the soft press of a man’s lips on a woman’s most intimate parts, but she had never let anyone take her there. 

He used one hand to pull at the soft material of her shorts, tugging them off as she let out a soft sigh. He pulled his other hand from her chest and licked at his lips. “Beautiful. So damn beautiful.”

Sylvie wrapped her arms around herself and tried to think about anything but the moment. She wasn’t a sex-goddess who could turn on the moves any time she wanted. She had slept with two men, both nerdy scientists, and both experiences had been horrid and disappointing. Was she really doing this now?

“Let me know if you don’t like something.” His hot breath washed over her thighs and down the swollen flesh of her sex. 

“I don’t like it,” she groaned as he pressed a long kiss to her, his hand pushing her legs open farther. 

She didn’t like it. She loved it. 

He chuckled and brushed his tongue over her skin, sucking and playing with all the right parts. His finger brushed by her opening and she stiffened again, wondering how they had gone from breakfast to sex so fast. Oh yeah… him. It was all him. 

“Relax and let me in. I’m taking you to my bed later tonight. I need to know if your body can handle mine.” He pressed another kiss to her center, lapping at her a few more times as he slid a thick digit into her heat. 

“By my calculations, you’re far too big…” Her words turned into a groan as he began pumping his finger in farther and farther. 

“Then we’ll stretch you a little now. Watch me and enjoy the sensation of what I’m doing.” He glanced up as she allowed herself a peek down the length of her body. 

The expression on her face threw him over the cliff with expedience. “Oh, fuck. I’m going to come, X. Harder?”

“Anything you want.” He leaned over and flicked his thick tongue over her clit as he opened her farther, another digit joining the first. 

Her hips came off the table, and for a moment she didn’t care who was watching or what act of depravity she was lost in. She wasn’t a scientist in the midst of an experiment, but a woman in desperate need of the man between her thighs. 

“That’s it, Dr. Cohen. Fuck me and let me taste you.” He lapped at her as she rode the wave, her mind splintering by the extreme pleasure. 

She collapsed on the counter below her, loud pants leaving her as he licked one more time and stood up. He pressed his fingers back inside of her and forced them apart as she groaned loudly. 

“You’re tight, but I have a few things that will loosen you up. Tonight, you’re mine.” He pulled his fingers from her and licked at them. 

“I might not survive.” She sat up and tugged her shorts over her hips as the regent helped her from the counter and pulled her close, leaning down and pressing a firm kiss to her lips. The salty flavor of her orgasm rushed across her tongue and she whimpered as he growled. 

There would be no tonight. She shouldn’t have let him have at her, but stopping him just seemed like a waste of energy. She could fight against the lust. She would. 

“I have our next move if you can walk, Earthling.” A hint of humor sat in his voice as he brushed her hair back. The dark purple color of his skin was incredible. She reached out and brushed her hand down his arm. 

“Where are we going? Do you need to turn back to green?”

"We're going to the Ministry of Science, and it will shortly." 

"We are? Why are we going back there?" The last time she'd been in the Ministry of Science, they had strapped her to a table and intended to cut her open. Then remove her organs. 

"To interrogate Jark'Khal."

"Jark'Khal?" Why did that name sound familiar?

"The lead sci--former lead scientist."

Sylvie shook her head in chagrin. Of course. Jark'Khal. The one who'd turned purple at the thought of dissecting her. 

X glanced down at her as his skin began to shift. “I’ve never tasted anything so good. I will have you beneath me soon. I’m not sure if it’s going to be possible to let you go, though. You might want to consider that before we seal our arrangement. Leaving isn’t the only possibility.”

Yes. It was. 


Chapter 21

 

 

 

The hallway outside his quarters was mayhem. The main structure of the capital colony was organic. Scientists assumed it was the remains of vast creatures who had lived below the waves when Zanthar had been completely covered by ocean. The halls and chambers had been carved over the centuries, the inhabitants discovering that they were strong, lasted for eons, and were relatively soundproof.

They walked out to be greeted by an angry mob that had gathered outside his quarters. 

"Exile the Earthling!"

"Give the Human the Heave-Ho!"

"Zanthar for Zantharians!"

His "loyal subjects”, as Dr. Cohen had once called them, were shouting, their fists shaking in the air. Men and women, and a few younglings even, were pressed together in the hallway, protesting his policy. 

Protesting his guest. Protesting the woman he wanted as his lover.

Although Zanthar was a large planet, similar in size to Earth, the planet's population was limited. His race had crawled out of the ocean onto dry land a millennia ago, and there had been little enough of that land to go around. Even once his people had moved into their current colonies under water, their reproduction was slow. 

Zantharians tended to live to 150 cycles, but each female could usually only have one child. His people were driven to mate at the prime of their lives, the males going into what was quaintly called a "mating frenzy" until they placed their seed inside a female. 

Each female had only one egg, which they carefully guarded inside a special organ until the right mate came along. Zantharian females could choose which male would inseminate their sole egg. A single child would be born, and cherished. Only once had a woman had two. Xivthar couldn’t help but think of his brother Drake. 

Because his planet had such a small population comparatively, each Zantharian was able to be hands-on in the political process. Meaning that if a Zantharian disagreed with an elected official's policies, he or she could tell that official to his face with very little effort. 

"You're making a mistake," a woman said, her color a bright yellow. "You're being blinded by the Earthling while our planet is defenseless!"

"Yeah, Supreme High and Mighty One!" a young male behind her shouted.

Xivthar held his face expressionless. He made sure his color remained light green to show that he was unaffected by the ruckus. 

"You two," he said, pointing to the guards flanking his chamber door. "You're with us. Make a hole."

The older guard, the one who likely agreed with every angry shout of the crowd, started shoving his way through the mob, clearing a space for them to walk.

"Traitor!" someone shouted. 

Xivthar wasn't sure if they were talking about him or Dr. Cohen. Neither made sense. But then, shouting, "Go mate a squid!" didn't make much sense either. 

"The Earthling whore is a plant!" a male behind him yelled. It took everything inside him not to flash yellow on the bastard. 

The high-pitched scream of terror tore him from his internal bantering, and he lost the ability to control his emotions.

"Let her go!" he yelled at the two Zantharian males who had taken hold of Dr. Cohen. They were dragging her backwards, one pulling on her arm, the other having taken hold of her hair. 

"We're taking care of the problem," the larger one said, yanking her back until she let out an angry yelp.

Xivthar went a yellow so bright, he was surprised his target wasn't blinded. "If you don't release her, you'll have a problem that I'll take care of." 

The big one laughed, elbowing his friend. "He's going to take care of us. You and what army, Supreme Shithead?"

"Just me," Xivthar said, sweeping out a leg to catch the bastard behind his knees. He fell, and his friend lost his grip on Dr. Cohen's arm. The regent threw a fist at the second man, too fast for the man to dodge. He went down, too.

The big one had taken the opportunity to put his arm around the Earthling's neck. He was squeezing, and the female’s face shaded red. 

"Let her go. This is your last warning."

The bastard was no longer laughing, but he still managed a smile. "Make me."

"Please," the female said, her face moving from red to purple. "I can't breathe."

Rage broke through his anger, the power of it all-consuming. Time was running out. There was only one thing to do, something this asshole had probably intended from the beginning. 

"I'm sorry," he whispered to the little professor, but her eyes had closed. 

The energy charged up quickly and he aimed it at the Zantharian and released. The bolt flew into the man, causing his entire body to shake, his head hitting the hallway floor. With the asshole’s hold on Sylvie, she got a large dose of lightning as well.

She screamed, and something contracted painfully in the regent's chest. 

Xivthar watched for the man's arm muscles to relax, then grabbed the Earthling from his grip. Without a pause he kicked the Zantharian in the face before he could stand. 

The crowd around them had fallen silent. Without hesitation, Xivthar lifted the female into his arms and carried her down the hallway, away from the mob before it could regain its vigor. 

She hadn’t opened her eyes yet and her breathing was labored at best. 

"Dr. Cohen," he said, wincing at the anxiety that coated his voice. The need to protect her rolled over him in large waves. He was frantic to keep her safe and worry rose up inside of him that she might hate him for having shocked her again. 

She didn't open her eyes, but her tiny voice said, "Sylvie." 

"What?" 

"Call me Sylvie," she said, a strange smile curving her lips. 

She's out of it, he thought, then pulled her tighter to his chest. The sound of her voice left him calming fast. She was alive and still talking to him. A warmth flooded his being, something he'd never felt before. Something constricted in his gut, a curious sensation. It only made him want to hold her tighter. 

"Are you hurt?" When she still didn't respond, he shook her gently. 

She stirred, a grimace painting her beautiful face. 

"I'm sorry," he said when she opened her eyes. "I had to get you out of there."

"So you shocked me again?"

Xivthar felt like a seahorse's ass. "It was the only thing I could think of."

Her gaze was full of fire. "Put me down."

"You could be injured," he said, knowing she wasn't but not wanting to put her down yet. She felt too good in his arms. 

She fixed him with a disbelieving glare. "I'm not. So put. Me. Down."

He set her down, letting out a soft sigh. He enjoyed it better when she was dizzy and full of friendly smiles. The sensation in his gut wound even tighter as he moved back from her. He'd never felt anything like that before. It was like nervousness, but a thousand times worse. A deep anxiety coupled with something else... something that didn't want to let Sylvie out of his arms. 

The regent took a deep breath, attempting to banish the feeling.  

"In fact, I think I'm starting to like the shocks." She shrugged and reached up, attempting to settle down her blond curls. They had become severely disarranged after being yanked on by the Zantharian. Not to mention the bolt of electricity, which had caused her hair to stand on end. "You could say they are electrifying."

"Are you sure you're feeling okay?" He lifted a brow at her. Her tone of voice was out of the ordinary. 

"Why wouldn't I be?" she asked. "I've been in a crash, on a dissection table, and mauled by shape-changing aliens. Not to mention everyone on your planet hates me. Oh, and the whole being nearly electrocuted. Twice. The only good thing that’s happened was… well… you."

"Not everyone hates you." He reached out and touched her cheek, the pretty pink coloring it due to her mentioning their sex perhaps. He licked his lips, unable to help himself. She was delicious and he would be lying if having more of her wasn’t on his mind, right behind the need to protect her.  

She stopped, staring at him. "Are you blind? Did you fail to see the 'Earthlings are the Enemy' signs being waved around by the crowd?"

"I don't hate you." 

Far from it. I want to work toward inter-species mating and keep you forever...

The pretty woman let out a long, frustrated breath, which caused the locks on her forehead to fly into the air and stay there. She opened her mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Her shoulders slumped as she trudged down the hallway again toward the Ministry of Science.

Xivthar turned to follow her, wishing like hell that she was back in his arms. He longed to provide some kind of comfort for her. Having an entire planet of aliens you hadn't known existed crying out for your blood could be a bit overwhelming, but she was strong. 

It didn't take long for her confidence to return, even as they approached the place where she'd been held prisoner and tormented. 

"You know," she said, not bothering to turn to face him as she walked, "I don't understand why you want to talk to this scientist again. What can he know that he didn't already blurt out when you were threatening to feed him to the... what did you call them again... gwarsharks?" 

"Gnarsharks." 

A memory of Sylvie strapped to the metal table, the scientist cutting off her clothing while giggling to himself, flashed through his mind and he fought to remain calm. If I'm going to get anything out of Jark'Khal, I'll have to be methodical. No going yellow, and no violence.

Even if not punching the man would be one of the hardest things he'd ever had to do. 

The tautness in his guts grew stronger. The thought of another man's hands on his female, it almost made his insides ache. He had to work extremely hard to push his ire away and answer her. 

"I expect to determine whether he had any involvement with the Hareema. He was awfully eager to cut you up. Maybe you were the distraction the Hareema used to sneak into our ranks, or maybe he was charged with getting you out of the way. Maybe the dissection would tie up the loose end."

"That's an awful lot of maybes." She glanced over her shoulder at him. 

He nodded, again making note of her intelligence. She didn't miss much and even saw things that he overlooked. It was stimulating, being in her presence. In many more ways than was appropriate.

Sylvie's expression tightened. "I think he had another reason to want to cut me up." 

She shivered, and Xivthar wanted to embrace her. Any reason to have his hands on her seemed like a good reason, though it was more than the physical attraction. His stomach fluttered with the beating of butterfly wings and he moved himself from the dastardly hope that something might become of them.  

Her remark brought up the memory of that bastard Jark'Khal going purple, and the regent struggled to keep his cool. Punching's too good for the eel-skinned pervert. 

He glanced at the female beside him. The look on her face was pensive, the memory obviously playing through her mind as well. Her green eyes were narrow, her features tough as if she had forced herself to be tougher for the upcoming encounter. 

Maybe I'll let her have him. She looks meaner than the gnarsharks. 


Chapter 22

 

 

 

They entered the Ministry of Science, and Sylvie suppressed her gag reflex. The place made her sick, but she wouldn't let it show. It was a weakness she couldn’t afford.  

Heads raised and eyes widened at their unexpected appearance. She followed X as he made his way to the scientist who had gone maroon on him yesterday. 

"I want to speak to Jark'Khal." 

"Yes, Supreme Regent." The scientist bowed slightly and started leading them to a familiar corridor. "He's still in a holding cell, per your orders." 

Sylvie forced air into her lungs as they walked past the cell where she'd been kept. Even though she herself was a scientist, she wasn't sure if she could get over the trauma of her imprisonment and near-death experience. Maybe this corridor would always give her the creeps. 

Doesn't matter. You won't be here for much longer. Odds are you'll never have to walk down this corridor again. Never have to see the inside of one of these cells again. 

As long as she could convince the regent to send her home.

You know what you have to do. 

Sylvie sighed inwardly. Only as a last resort. She'd try using her brains on him before surrendering her body, though their encounter earlier left her almost willing to push the issue. Never had a man taken her so passionately, her body warming at the remembrance of his mouth pressed to the center of her. She let out a soft groan as his hand grabbed hers. 

X’s eyes were boring into her, his expression tense. He must have thought the groan was from fear instead of lust. He's worried about me. 

She gave his hand a little squeeze, then tilted the corners of her lips into what she hoped was a reassuring smile, and politely pulled her hand out of his. 

No time to become infatuated. It's Earth or bust, remember? 

The scientist stopped in front of a cell and placed his hand against the membrane. A slit appeared and he held it open for X and her to pass through. The membrane sealed behind them, and Sylvie turned to confront her captor.

Jark'Khal's color was so deep a blue it reminded her of the ocean depths where little light penetrates. 

Despair. That's the color of despair. 

The scientist sat on the cushion that resided in the center of the cell. His head was between his hands, hanging almost into his lap. The short tendrils that almost resembled human hair were lying limp against his skull. Sylvie could almost smell the dejection in the thick air of the cell.

"Jark'Khal, I have a few questions." X's voice was filled with tension. 

The former lead scientist didn't bother to lift his head. He sat there, unmoving. 

"How long have you been working for the Hareema?"

This got his attention. His head whipped up, surprise written large over his dark features. "What?"

"How long? Did you go over to them of your own free will, or have you been replaced? Am I talking to a Hareema right now?"

"You can't be serious!" Jark'Khal's color was rapidly lightening, moving from blue to a red that was growing brighter as she watched. 

"You better answer me," X said, as energy waves started pulsating on his muscled arms. 

"I'm not an enemy agent!" the man screeched, shaking his head frantically. X still advanced on him, the energy charge he was building up growing brighter. Jark'Khal tucked his head in and huddled in the center of the cushion. 

Unexpectedly, Sylvie felt a twinge of sympathy for the guy. The regent was going at him hard, without mercy. 

"Wait. He's too shocked to answer you."

"I'll give him a shock." The regent's eyes were glowing, the ring around the pupil almost eclipsing the black. He had to be furious. 

"You can't electrocute him, not without proof." 

"This is how I get my proof." The waves of energy were increasing in speed. The light it gave off was so bright, Sylvie was fighting not to shield her eyes. 

"No. He might not be working for the enemy. I wasn't, remember?"

"So...?" X trailed off, a corner of his mouth turned up cruelly. 

"Initiate an energy exchange with him." She stood on tiptoe to grab his face and turn it toward hers. "Calm down." 

When she thought she had his full attention, she continued. "Initiate an energy exchange, a REGULAR energy exchange and not a killer dose of electricity. Then we can at least determine whether he's a Hareema agent."

His face tightened and Sylvie thought for a moment that she had failed to convince him. Then the light began to dim and the waves slowed their rapid pace. 

"Initiate energy exchange," he barked to the quivering ball on the cushion. 

Jark'Khal scrambled up, holding up his arm, which quickly put out a charge. Light flashed from between clasped hands.

Jark'Khal was a Zantharian. 

"He could still be working for them!" X growled. 

Sylvie grabbed him around the neck and dragged him into a corner. She wanted to offer him comfort, to press peace over him and help him get back to his solid-minded self. 

"What's gotten into you?" she hissed. "This isn't the way to perform an interrogation. You might as well threaten to dissect him!"

"If it would get him to talk, I would!" the regent all but snarled back.

Sylvie couldn't figure out what had gotten him so upset. He was a sickly yellow color, anger of some kind, but darkened by an emotion she didn't know. She had to take control of things, had to get him to calm down.

"X," she purred, running a hand down his cheek. "Why don't you let me try something?  An old Earth tactic. We call it 'Good Cop/Bad Cop’."

The purr seemed to have caught his attention. His eyes slid down from hers, lingering for a moment on her lips, and then affixing themselves firmly to her breasts as his breathing shifted. 

"I'm going to be the Good Cop. You just keep doing what you're doing, but rein it in a little. Got it?"

"I'll play along. For now." His expression turned stony again. 

"Jark'Khal," Sylvie said, approaching the Zantharian as he panted on the cushion, his color candy apple red. "The regent here is a little upset. Now, I want to trust you, but you realize that it doesn't look good for you, right?"

"I don't understand," he said. "I was following orders, and I simply got a little excited."

"A little excited?" X's voice rose to a roar. "You went purple!"

Sylvie held the big man back, although he wasn't struggling very hard. He's playing along. Clever guy.

"You were just following orders." Sylvie worked to use a soothing, peaceful tone. 

"Yes," the scientist said, his face eagerly repentant. "The Minister of Defense authorized the dissection. I was following his orders!"

"This is getting us nowhere," X grumbled. "If you're not an enemy agent, tell me why you were one of the first responders to the scene of the crash? You were there at the Earthling's capture. You've been working on the recovered ship. You were in charge of dissecting the captive. All signs point to you. You! YOU!"

Whoa, talk about melodrama. 

"Please!" the scientist wailed, "I was only doing my job. I've always wanted to dissect a human! To get a look at the skeleton, all those delicious vertebrae! That might make me sick, but it doesn't make me a traitor! She’s the greatest find ever."

Sylvie fought the urge to vomit. The guy wanted to check out her skeleton outside of her body. Why was she trying to save his life? 

Are you any better? You're a biologist who came to this planet all set to take back samples of its life and poke and prod them in your laboratory. 

Still, the thought hadn't aroused her. 

"Enough!" the regent shouted. "Why haven't you gotten the ship up and running yet? Sabotage our recovery of the ship, dissect the female, and everything is all tidy."

The scientist's face was a shifting mask of emotions. Frustration. Hope. Fear. "My team has been working day and night to get that damn ship back online. It's the main computer. Something called Magnis. It keeps thwarting all of our attempts to force its activation." 

"Magnis? He's still alive?" Sylvie was glad the ship's brains hadn't been totally destroyed in the crash. She knew he was only a computer, but people got very attached to their electronics. Even if he did beat her at every game stored in his memory banks. 

"Yes, he's alive all right," Jark'Khal said. "He keeps denying us access. As far advanced as we are compared to you, I was sure we'd have cracked it by now. Maybe if you talked to the computer," he said, addressing Sylvie. "It might activate if it heard a familiar voice."

"That's actually a good idea," Sylvie said. She'd assumed the computer was dead, but if he was standing in the way of figuring out how her ship had taken down the shields, then it couldn't hurt to try and talk Magnis into helping out. 

Once they'd figured out this mess, she and Magnis could fly on home. Without having surrendered herself completely to the regent. Heavy emotion rose sharply inside of her at the thought of leaving him. She glanced up at him as he continued to verbally pound the creep beside her. 

"Sure, a great idea. Get both you and your ship in the same place so Hareema agents can take you both out in one fell swoop. I don't think so." X's tone was adamant.

"Come on, X," she said. "We don't have any other leads. It's worth a shot."

The regent's eyes narrowed. His skin was darkening, but not taking on a particular color. "If it's a set up, I lose any hope of finding out what happened."

And you lose your hold over me. Once I have my ship back, I won't have to sleep with you for a ride home. As much as I was curious about making love to him, he was almost desperate to have a go at me. His obsession should have been disturbing, but it wasn’t. I couldn’t remember the last time I had a man in my bed, or simply on my mind.  

"I'm willing to argue the point." She straightened her shoulders before sneaking a peek at the prisoner. 

Jark'Khal was hanging on their every word, still terrified that he'd be accused of being an enemy collaborator. 

"But not here." She threw her thumb over her shoulder at the scientist. "Are we done with this guy?"

"He's told us nothing." X shook his head. "However, he doesn’t seem to have anything worth digging for anyway.”

"Then let's get out of here. These cells give me the creeps."


Chapter 23

 

 

 

Xivthar pushed the food around on his plate. He felt downright petulant. It wasn't like him, but he couldn't help himself.

The most beautiful creature he'd ever seen was sitting across from him, making little moans of delight with each bite of the seafoam concoction in front of her. "My God, X, this has to be the most delicious thing I've ever tasted. Better than dark chocolate even. I can't stop myself from eating it all."

And she did eat every last bite, moaning over each one as she gazed up at him. Then she licked the spoon.

His cock twitched painfully under his sarong. 

When she'd finally finished torturing him, she hopped up from the table in his sitting room and stood in front of him, her mood having brightened significantly. "Let's go see about my ship.”

X dropped his fork. It clattered against his plate, the discordant noise grating against his already frayed nerves. "As I told you in the Ministry of Science, it isn't safe."

"And as I've told you a hundred times since, we don't have any other options."

The regent ran a hand through his tendrils. They were more agitated than usual, waving against his head in disarray. "I'll think of something. I don't want you anywhere near your ship. It would be too easy to... to..." 

"Too easy to what?" She narrowed her vibrant eyes at him. "There's no reason to keep me from my ship. I'm in no more danger there than I am walking the hallways where your subjects keep calling for my exile. Or worse."

She was right, and the crowds were only getting thicker. Xivthar imagined it was only a matter of time before the council was convened and his leadership was questioned. A crisis required swift action and so far he'd done little to protect his people. The defense shield was still down and his planet could be flooded with Hareema agents at any moment, or worse, maybe they'd already arrived. 

The point that seemed to stick out the most to his constituency was the fact that he was being seen with the Earthling female. They knew she was in his quarters right now. If his predilections were as widely known as they seemed to be, he had a pretty good idea of what his subjects thought he was doing with her in here.

Which was exactly what he wanted to be doing. 

Except they weren't. They were arguing. Again. 

X had had enough of this verbal sparring. He'd rather engage in another type of sparring, one that involved his—

"Listen, X, I don't want to tell you how to do your job, but right now you don't seem too focused on the task at hand." 

She sat back down, placing her elbows on the table and her face in her hands. Her position afforded him an uninterrupted view of her magnificent chest. Those pale globes, how badly he wanted to taste them, to touch them and see them on full display. She had opened her legs for him earlier. She would do it again.  

"You aren't even paying attention to me now!" she yelled, bringing his gaze back to her face. "You're too distracted to be any help to your people!"

"I know!" he bellowed, standing up from his chair and stalking over to her. "You distract me like no other has before. I can't concentrate, all I can think about is possessing you." 

She leaned back in her chair to put some distance between them, but he pushed into her space, taking her chin in his hand and forcing her eyes to his. “X… what are you doing?”

"I only know of one way to dispel this hold you have over me. I must have you." He pressed his face against her neck and licked her salty skin. 

"Stop," she whispered, her voice lower than moments before. She pushed at his chest, but her actions were futile, the woman barely putting her strength into it. 

"My body is screaming for me to take you. I've never experienced anything as powerful as this need I have for you. Don’t deny me, Sylvie. I wouldn’t deny you." He brushed his lips by her ear as she shivered and snuggled into him. He wasn’t alone in his desires, but she seemed the only one willing to fight it. "I know you want me too."

"I do not." She moaned as he slipped the tip of her earlobe into his mouth, her fingers tightening on his back.

"You lie only to yourself, pretty girl. Spend one night with me. One night to get each other out of our systems, to satisfy our mutual curiosity."

"One night?" Her voice was soft, very unlike the woman he had seen only moments ago.

Was she wavering?

"One night."

"And then you'll send me home?"

His grip on her tightened, and so did the clenching in his gut that hadn't stopped since earlier. The clenching that demanded he claim her as his for all time. 

"Then I'll send you home," he said after a moment.

"I don't believe you." 

Sylvie pulled away from him, slipping out of her chair and walking around the table. "You're the Supreme Regent. I'm sure you promise women the world when you want their bodies. How is it that I trust you to keep your promises afterwards?"

X's skin bristled. Was she calling me a liar? 

"I make no other women promises. Any female I might be interested in tells me whether she wants to mate, not the other way around, and as for keeping my word," he moved around the table, his groin throbbing painfully as a light sweat broke out across his skin, "how dare you suggest that I wouldn't?"

"What guarantee do I have? Hypothetically, if I did agree to sleep with you, what guarantee can you give me that will assure me of a ride home, immediately?"

X growled, staring down at her, before walking to the console. He called up a standard order template, input the required information, and then signed it with a flourish. He reached into the image to pull out a hard copy.

"Here's your guarantee," he said, rolling it up and tossing it to her. Why she wanted to get away from him so fast he would never understand. He could offer her everything – anything…

The professor unrolled the parchment and read it carefully. "This says you are granting me immediate transport from Zanthar to Earth." 

"Indeed." 

She eyed him and he snatched the parchment back. 

"And you'll get it after we've spent the night together. As mates." He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, hanging tightly on the possibility that she would relent. He had already seen her sex up close. Surely it wasn’t about modesty anymore. 

Sylvie's eyes narrowed. "And how do I know your people will honor these orders? How do I make it through the mob to the transport?"

X let out a huff of air. Would this infernal female always harass him like this? He strode to the entrance to his chambers and stepped out the door. 

The guards standing outside straightened, and the crowd of protesters livened up, raising their signs and starting their chants. He ignored them all and turned to the older guard stationed there. 

"Major, if the Earthling female ever gives you this order," he said, showing him the order and his signature, "you are to take her immediately to the central hub. You will fly her on a transport back to Earth. When dropping her off, follow the standard protocol for dispatching undercover agents."

"Undercover agents?" she piped up from beside him, but he waved a hand at her to cut off any questions.

"Make sure you are escorted by two attack-class Teuthidas. I don't want her left defenseless."

The guard, apparently a major, nodded his head. "I'll make sure she gets home.” 

X turned on his heel and re-entered his chambers, dragging her with him. Once inside the doors he didn't let her go, but ran his hands up and down her arms as he hovered over the top of her curly blond locks.

Her skin was unlike anything he'd ever felt. His own skin was soft, but slightly more porous. Hers was firm and soft and so easy to caress. 

The tightness inside of him clenched down harder. The intense drive to take her slammed into him again. Damn mating. He wouldn’t be able to control himself for much longer. 

I must have her. Even if she plans to leave me afterwards. Nothing will stop me from possessing this female. Nothing.


Chapter 24

 

 

 

"Okay, you've got your ticket home. Tell me you’ll let me have you for the night."

"Wait," Sylvia said. 

He was gently stroking her arms, and though she should push him back, it felt too damn good to make him stop just yet. "I just wanted to have the option. I didn't say I'd decided--"

"Hush, woman." He grabbed her shoulders, and pulling her flush against him, the hardness of his chest pushed against her fingers as she lifted her hands. His heart beat against her fingers, the deep throb relaxing her and drawing her in.

X ran his hands down her sides and pressed his fingers into her hips as he rocked his hips forward. The thick swell of arousal pressed against her stomach and she had to bite back a deep groan at the promise of what he could do to her. His tongue had left her needy and acting quite out of character. What could his cock do? 

"I've upheld my end of our bargain," he said as his mouth dropped to her shoulder. He planted a row of kisses down her skin and led up to her throat. "Time for you to uphold your end." 

How can I think when he's licking my neck like this? So fucking hot. 

She'd had a few sexual experiences, but none had ever promised such intense passion. She'd come to think of sex as good-natured fumbling in the dark in which both parties left a little bit happy and a little bit sore. 

But this... this was like a house on fire. The burn in her stomach told her that if she let him inside of her, it might not be him who was clamoring for more than one night afterward. It might be her. 

Don't let him press his advantage. You'd almost convinced him to let you see the ship. Then he tried to get around you with this feeble, albeit effective, tactic. Fight back! You won’t survive this.  

"I consider this extortion." She used the firmest, most disinterested voice she could muster. That her fingers continued to pull at his sarong meant little to nothing. 

He licked the sensitive spot beneath her ear and her knees buckled, his breath hot on her flesh. "No one will force you, my little cuttlefish."

“Why does it feel like you already are?” she whispered, not quite able to find her footing again. How did he know exactly where to touch her to cause parts of her to melt?

X laughed. It was a warm sound that loosened her resolve even further. 

"I don't know why you're fighting so hard against this," he whispered, running his fingers through her messy hair and tugging back as she glanced up at him. "We both want this."

"I want a ride home."

The regent pulled away from her, staring down into her face with an expression she couldn't read. "We're both adults, Sylvie. Each has something the other wants, and you lie only to yourself if you deny it. I can almost taste you on my tongue again due to the invitation your smell is offering. Your mind might be fighting, but your body is far beyond willing."

“Stop seducing me. I can hardly think. There had to be a drug in my food.” She couldn’t pull together a cohesive thought. So this is what unbridled lust feels like. A groan left her and X tightened his hold. 

He tilted her head back gently, running a finger down her cheek, ignoring her murmurings. "I've never felt so attracted to another, never felt this urge to take someone and say damn the consequences."

"These consequences are not so easily damned." She tugged from his grasp on her hair and pressed her lips to the skin beside the thick strap that held his clothing in place. "You've seen the mobs in the corridors. They don't want you near me. What if they found out you and I had…?"

She was worried about him. About his reputation and his well-being. His association with her could ruin his career. He was a good leader, one who had his people's best interests at heart. And she was a distraction, one he really didn't need.

If I give in, if I surrender to a night of passion, then I can go with no hard feelings. 

She could let her curiosity run wild for one night, and then she could leave. He'd be satisfied, and she'd no longer be around to stir up bad sentiment against him. It was a win-win. 

As easy as it all sounded, she knew, without a doubt, that saying goodbye now would hurt, but after making love, it might kill her.

Just this once, just for one night. I'll give up my careful control and let feelings overwhelm me. Just to feel passion and pleasure before returning to my loneliness. 

Here, on this alien planet, in the arms of its leader, she would submit to desire. 

"Let me please you," he murmured. "Let me claim you."

He leaned in, his face a whisper away from hers. 

"Yes," she said, and it came out on a sigh. 

X groaned, then took her lips in a furious kiss. Her world narrowed to his mouth against hers, to the sensation of soft lips and a skilled tongue. He made love to her mouth, pulling and sucking as she clung to him, trying to find enough air to keep the dizziness at bay. 

He broke the kiss and Sylvie cried out at his absence, the loss of him against her almost frightening. Too fast. Things were happening too fast. Sex was one thing, but recognizing the deep burn in the core of her heart was another. This isn’t good. Run. Now. 

X put a hand to her cheek and she opened her eyes to stare into his, the dark orbs penetrating past her worry. 

"I can barely control myself. If you aren't sure, say something now. I'm not sure if I'll be able to stop." He brushed the soft pad of his thumb over her lip and licked at his. “Tell me, Earthling. Let me hear it.” 

Sylvie gave him a shy smile before moving farther into his embrace. "Promise not to stop. Even when I tell you to."

His lips crashed down upon hers and she opened her mouth, welcoming his tongue, savoring his taste. Of all the delicacies she'd tasted on this strange planet, his kiss was the most rewarding, his taste sweet and musky. He was huge and dominant… just the kind of man she had dreamt about making love to her for the entirety of her life. 

There was no way she would walk away from the night unscathed. 


Chapter 25

 

 

 

Xivthar swept the delicate female into his arms and carried her to his bedchamber. His urge to sink himself into her was close to overwhelming him, but he knew he had to savor every moment of their time. He might never have another chance to have her beneath him again. 

He settled her onto the bed and joined her, enfolding her in his arms as the gentle waves undulated against them. 

"Sylvie," he whispered, cupping her face and rubbing against her lips with this thumb. "You are exquisite. I’ve wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you."

She didn’t speak a word, but simply stared up at him wide-eyed. Was she nervous? The same woman who had fought off enemy agents was now trembling beneath him. 

"Don't worry," he said, pressing a kiss to the vulnerable spot beneath her jaw. "I will do everything in my power to make this the most pleasure you’ve ever experienced." 

Because Zantharian females made all the decisions surrounding mating, they were often the aggressors during the act. He knew that things would be different with the human female, which drew him in deeper. She had already aroused his aggressive tendencies, something that wouldn’t be allowed in mating with one of the females from his race.

He'd been with several Zantharian females in his time. Power was a strong aphrodisiac among his people so plenty of women had sought him out, but he'd never felt strongly enough about any of them to agree to mate one. 

Reproduction differed on Zanthar than Earth. Fertilization could only occur when the Zantharian female was atop the male, and only when she chose to allow him to release his seed into her. That seed was allowed to fertilize her single egg, and a child would result.

Therefore, mating on his planet was different from sexual dalliance, and much rarer. Both parties could get pleasure from the act, but it was nothing compared to a true joining. 

If a Zantharian male was lucky, he was chosen to mate a female once in his life. That one time, when his seed was released into the female’s egg chamber, was the pinnacle of his sexual journey. If a female told a male that she would accept his seed, it would cause him to enter into the mating frenzy, not allowing him to think rationally until she took his seed deep inside of her. It would make some of the weaker men of his race go mad… and a few had died due to the high levels of toxin the hormones produced. 

The frenzy was serious business. It forced repopulation to happen, as well as weeding out those mates who were considered unsuitable. 

He'd never experienced the frenzy himself, despite several Zantharian females hinting that they'd welcome his seed. At the time he'd told himself he was too busy running a planet, too wrapped up at untangling enemy plots. 

Maybe that hadn't been entirely true. He'd never felt a greater level of attraction to any Zantharian females beyond the surface. Never found himself driven to mate, to produce a child with any of them. 

Maybe he'd been saving himself for something special. 

Surely being with the Earthling female wouldn't induce the frenzy. 

She wasn't even the same species. He knew they were compatible in terms of anatomy, but he doubted the professor was able to create the mixture of arousal, neurochemicals, and pheromones necessary to bring on the frenzy in him. 

Even if it did, at this point could you stop? 

No, he couldn't. He wouldn't. 

Not even if the Hareema chose this second to invade, nothing could stop him from claiming this female. 

Xivthar sank his fingers into her thick mane of hair. Holding her still for his exploration, he leisurely kissed his way from her lips to her cheek. He kissed the tip of her nose and nuzzled against her neck as she continued to urge him on with her feminine sounds.

“So good,” she murmured against his lips as he brushed them by hers once more. 

He was holding tight to his control, trying desperately to make the experience one she wouldn't regret. She sighed, and he kept up his gentle kisses. On her earlobe. Her throat. Her forehead.

The female beneath him began to squirm, the delicious tang of her arousal intensifying. Her vivid green eyes opened, a look of chagrin appearing on her face. He smiled down at her, then licked a path from her shoulder to her ear.

"Goddammit," she whined. "Stop teasing me!"

"What do you mean?" he asked, confused.

Her hands came up to take hold of his face as she pulled him down for a scorching kiss. She wrapped her legs around his waist and rubbed her softness against his stomach. 

That was it. His tenuous hold on self-control snapped.


Chapter 26

 

 

 

If he wants me so bad, why isn't he fucking me? 

He had been dropping soft kisses on her face and neck for what seemed like forever. She wasn’t one to lose patience often, but his teasing pecks and licks were driving her insane. The strong thump pumping through her pressure points forced her to take matters into her own hands. Agreeing to sex was the hardest part. Doing it… that was easy.

She pulled from the kiss and ran her hands down his thick chest. "Please."

She wasn’t sure what she was asking for exactly, but more of him had to be part of the request. Lots more of him.  

"My beautiful little Earthling," he whispered, his fingers trailing down to her top. In a few quick motions he had it untied and the deep groan that left him caused her heart to skip a beat. He liked what he saw. 

"You're perfection," he crooned, his finger sliding between her breasts first, before his hand cupped one, then the other. "I've thought of nothing but bathing these with my tongue, grazing them with my teeth.”

He moved down and sucked one of her nipples deep into his mouth as she arched her back, the sensation brilliant. His tongue lavished attention on her nipples, sucking and kneading them for a little longer as she closed her eyes and rocked her hips against his. 

“I need to taste you again.” He moved back and slid down the bed as her stomach tightened painfully. 

“God, yes,” she groaned and reached up, sliding her fingers through the thick tendrils that covered his head. The docile academic was long gone. It was time to be the needy woman who craved the attention of a strong man. She worked hard to hide that part of her persona from everyone – especially herself. 

X tugged her shorts off and ran his hand back up to her breasts, squeezing one as he used his other to pet the wet skin of her sex. "Superb. You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on." 

She groaned softly and forced herself to calm down. She was going to have a fucking heart attack by the way her blood pumped through her veins. His tongue brushed across her and the sound that left him caused a full body tremor to run through her. 

"Fuck me, you smell so good.” He buried his nose against her, breathing in deep as he pulled her into his mouth. He followed the assault with a slow lick of his wide tongue, his actions causing her to force her legs open more. She twitched as he repeated his actions over and over again. It wasn’t until he sunk two of his thick fingers inside of her that she came up off the bed, the scream ripping from her one she could only imagine having leave her.

Sylvie reached the peak of pleasure, screaming again as she pushed at his head. He didn’t stop, despite her orgasm rocking the core of her loose. 

“More,” he whispered against her and pressed a kiss against her pulsating flesh. He continued licking and sucking, and before long she climaxed again, her legs shaking, her lip sore from biting it to hold back the violent screams that beat against her.

"Please, no more," she mumbled, the world having dissolved into something hazy and drugged around her. "It's too much."

He moved back up her body and pulled his sarong over his head before pressing himself against her. His kiss was soft and she could taste herself on his tongue. The flavor caused another rush of lust to move over her. She plunged her tongue into his mouth as he groaned, rubbing the thickness of his cock along her sex.

"I must have you, Sylvie. Spread your legs around me and tell me if it’s too much. I’ll try and take my time.” He stared deeply into her eyes, his whole pupils had been taken over by the glowing ring. 

“Yeah,” she whimpered, unable to get any other words to formulate. 

She spread her legs farther and he lifted up a little, his eyes moving down the length of their bodies as he took himself into his hand. He glanced up at her, his skin a beautiful violet that left her in awe of more than just the sex.

“You can’t even imagine how badly I want you.” He pressed against her, using his hand to guide himself into her. Lying down, he reached up and brushed his hand over her forehead, rubbing the wet hair from her face as he licked at her throat. 

She held her breath as he began to work himself inside of her. He was so much bigger than any man she had been with, but the pressure only added to the building explosion inside of her. 

“Oh, fuck,” she moaned. She lifted her chin to the ceiling as he nestled the last bit of himself inside of her. “Oh, God…” 

"Gods, baby. You’re so fucking tight," he growled. "You were made for me, Earthling. There is just no denying it, lover." 

He pulled almost all the way out, then slid home again, causing Sylvie to cry out each and every time he did it.

"So soft and wet, warm and delicious." He kissed her lips, and she held his head in place, their tongues brushing over each other while he thrust deeply into her. 

He pushed up and started to work her a little faster, the position giving her a chance to do something she had wanted to do since arriving. Lifting to her elbows, she glanced down the length of him and let out a deep groan. His cock was thick and shaped like the males of Earth, the silky tendrils of hair framing his sex dancing about. The sensation was foreign, and yet only added to her pleasure. As if a million feathers brushed across her as he took his time fucking her. 

He grunted low in his chest as energy waves began rippling down his skin. Concern swept through her and she looked up at him wide-eyed. Then she felt it. 

A yelp left her at the first small jolt of power. It was a tiny spark, but deep inside her. Then another one. She tried to relax, but the next one slammed into her G-spot and she came – hard. 

"Shhh... Enjoy it. I won’t hurt you, baby." He soothed her with his words and continued to make love to her, working orgasm after orgasm from her. 

The energy waves on his skin picked up their pace and suddenly his cock was pulsing inside her, the waves of energy vibrating it inside of her. Exhaustion rushed over her, but greed forced her to continue coaxing him forward. She wanted more… needed all that he would give her. 

“Harder, X. Fuck me harder,” she groaned and ran her nails down his back as he slammed into her over and over. 

He thrusted faster, burying his face in the crook of her neck as his fingers dug into the soft flesh of her ass. The vibrations continued, accompanied by the occasional shocks. Then another hit her bud and she went over, surrendering to the climax that felt like it would shake her apart.

“Please come,” she whispered against his neck, unsure of why he was taking so long. She had heard about men with insane stamina, but this was ridiculous. 

“You first,” he grumbled and pressed himself the final inch, rolling his hips and massaging every inch of her with a vibration that was so intense that she cried out, tears burning her gaze.

“Beautiful, lover.” He kissed her neck, her face and lastly her lips. “Sleep and I’ll wake you soon. You were magnificent." 

She started to reach for him, but sleep pulled her under. The question of his lack of orgasm plagued her, but she hadn’t anything left to combat it with. 


Chapter 27

 

 

 

When Sylvie awoke, she was sore, but it was a good sore. She turned on her side to look at the man who'd made love to her like no human man ever could. 

X was deeply asleep, a small smile on his face. He looked so innocent, so relaxed. She wanted to press a kiss into his mouth, to wake him and entice him to take her again. Being the object of desire and affection for a man with his power, his looks, his strength, was overwhelming and addictive. 

You have to go. Now, or you’ll never leave. 

Instead, she crept out of bed and began fastening her clothing as quietly as possible. She could ignore the burn of despair that rose from the pit of her stomach until she was headed home. Then she would lament over the death of something that was building to be beautiful and sustaining. 

She would take the orders he'd written and get to the central hub and off the planet before he woke up. 

He got what he wanted. We had a deal. I doubt he'll care too much when he wakes up and finds me gone.

A part of her didn't believe that, but now wasn’t the time for second-guessing herself. He had a planet to run and she had a lab to attend to. Simple. Really. 

Sylvie left the regent's chambers, surprised to see that the crowd was still outside. They began shouting as soon as they saw her, so she quickly pressed the orders into the major's hand. 

"Please hurry," she said, eyeing the protesters around her.

"Of course." He pulled up a mini console from a device around his wrist and ordered a new set of guards to take up their post at the regent's door. Two new guards arrived quickly. 

They must be close to keep an eye on this crowd and make sure it doesn't get out of hand.

The old guards made sure to exchange energies with the new ones, ascertaining that neither were Hareema operatives. Then she was being led down the hallway, through the shouting crowd, and toward the central hub.

She looked back at the regent's door and frowned as tears burned her gaze. It seemed a tragedy to end things that way, but how else could she be sure of an easy departure from Zanthar? The regent had promised to let her go, but she didn't think she wanted to wait for him to dismiss her in person. It was easier to just sneak out. 

No messy goodbyes.

The central hub rose in front of her, and the major used the orders to secure a small transport. He put in the order for two attack ships to meet them above the surface and started to power up the engine. 

As they waited in line to exit through one of the membranes, Sylvie began to cry. She wasn't sure where the tears were coming from, but they spilled over onto her cheeks as she angrily wiped them away. It was supposed to be a quick romp in the sheets. Just sex. 

Then why does my heart feel like it’s being shredded?

No matter what, goodbyes are messy, especially when love is involved.


Chapter 28

 

 

 

Sylvia dried her tears and moved on to chewing her thumbnail, her foot tapping as she watched the transports ahead of her exit the central hub one by one. 

Five more.

Four.

She was leaving Zanthar, the first planet to harbor proof of alien life. Not only was there life, but a civilization more advanced than Earth's own. She'd just snuck out of the leader of the planet's bedroom after spending a night of unequaled passion with him, which left her far less willing to leave him behind. 

Three more, and then I'm free.

Two more. Dammit.

Sylvie was surprised at the whirlwind of emotions that had currently taken up residence inside of her. 

This is the right decision. She had reminded herself of that a hundred times since leaving X's bed. It's better for him. Now he can concentrate on exposing the alien conspiracy and regaining his subjects' approval. 

The transport stood before the membrane that kept the Zantharian seas out of the central hub. A few more moments. She breathed in deeply and forced her tears back. 

The console in front of the major flashed on, accompanied by blinking red lights around the cabin. "Transport 7V, return to the pad. You are not cleared for departure."
The major moved back from the transport, heading toward the pad they'd left minutes ago.

"What's happening?" she asked him. "Why aren't we leaving?"

"We've been called back." 

Oh no. No, no, no. 

"Why? I have an official order, signed by your Supreme Regent."

"Looks like he's changed his orders." The major's face was neutral, but his skin color began to lighten, yellow streaks appearing in the green. 

The major wasn't the only one who disapproved of the regent's relationship with her. Earthlings weren't exactly welcome on Zanthar at the moment. Not since they'd been suspected of teaming up with the Zantharians' mortal enemies, the Hareema.

The transport landed, and the major and his companion opened the hatch and led her out. With a sigh, Sylvie bid goodbye to her best chance at escape. She stepped out of the transport and into the grip of Zanthar's Supreme Regent.

"Where do you think you're going?" he asked.

Sylvie's gaze moved over him and she gasped. The regent was covered from head to toe, his form swathed in an overlarge cloak. She'd never seen him in anything other than his braided sarong, his chest left bare. 

Maybe he's trying to keep a low profile. 

She couldn't blame him. Mobs of his dissatisfied constituents were following him around, protesting his interactions with the Earthling, with her. 

She pulled herself out of his grip, hating how badly she wanted to slide back into his arms and pretend like something could become of them. 

"I was going back to Earth. Remember this?" She held out the rolled-up parchment that contained the orders allowing her passage back to Earth.

"You can't be serious." 

Sylvie couldn't make out his expression in the deepness of his cloak. "Hell yes, I'm serious. I upheld my end of the bargain, remember?”

How easily he'd broken his promise. Why am I not more upset?

"Things have changed. Come with me." He grabbed her arm once again, and again she yanked away from him.

"No. You got what you wanted. Now be a gentleman and send me home."

"Major, take the Earthling prisoner."

"What?!?!" The older guard grabbed her arm, motioning for his partner to take his position on her other side. "This is ridiculous. You promised me--"

"Let's go," he said, turning on his heel and heading back through the throngs of people. 

"You can't take me prisoner! I haven't done anything!"

The crowd around her erupted into cheers. "Exterminate the Earthling!" 

"Shut up!" she yelled back. 

That was it. She'd done everything she could to help the people around her root out the shape shifters who may have infiltrated their planet, and in return she'd received only hatred. 

The crowd followed them down the passageways, the catcalls continuing. 

"Hareema whore," one Zantharian shouted. 

She turned her head away before she went ballistic on a random stranger. 

"She's disgusting," another one said as she was dragged by. It was a female, by the looks of her clothing, which was almost identical to Sylvie's own. "Look at her body. It's so... round and grotesque!" 

"I can't believe the regent's interested in the likes of her," another female added. "He has to be out of his mind to think that's attractive." 

She was thankful when they at last left the corridor and the voices behind her until she realized she was back in the regent's private quarters. 

"What the hell do you think you're doing?" she asked, immediately rounding on him. "How dare you bring me back here? I did what you asked. Now keep your promise!"

He didn't answer. Instead, he dropped the cloak, which had concealed him so thoroughly.

Sylvie's jaw fell open in response. 

X's entire skin was like carved ebony. It was as dark as midnight, as dark as the pupils of his eyes. 

She'd not yet seen a Zantharian whose body had gone black. 

“What the hell does this mean?” Fear rolled over her in sickening waves. Was he hurt?

"I told you, things have changed," he said, indicating his body. 

"So you turned a different color. So what? Zantharians are always shifting, from green to yellow, to red and purple…"

"And black?" he asked, the anger evident in his tone. "How many of us have you seen that have shifted to black?"

"None, but I don't see what this has to do with anything. Nothing's changed. Send me home. I can’t stay here, X." He needed her gone and his people were going to make sure she remained aware of that fact. 

"Everything's changed!" he bellowed, running both hands through the tendrils that were swaying around on his head in agitation. His frustration was palpable.

Frustration? Wait, that's yellow. 

"Why aren't you yellow?" For some reason she didn't understand, she was afraid of the answer. 

X growled in aggravation, then sat down in a nearby chair, his forearms on his knees, his back bent, his head hanging low. 

"How in Noruma's name did this happen?" He seemed to be talking to himself. 

"How did what happen?" she asked, moving closer and forcing herself not to reach out to touch him. The evening of him making love to her brushed by her vision and she took another step toward him. She wasn’t one to simply share her body and her body alone. Some part of her heart had escaped her during the event.

"Why do you think I was covered up?" he asked, still not looking up to meet her eyes. "Why do you think I couldn't let my people see me like this?" His tone had gone from irritation to desolation, a change that happened swiftly and without warning.

Sadness is blue, isn't it? But he's black.

"X, why isn't your skin changing color with your moods? What's going on? You have to tell me if you want me to help."

The regent laughed, a laugh of desperation and hopelessness. "Help? I don't think that's possible."

Sylvie threw up her hands. "Then why drag me back here? For shit’s sake. Just be straight with me!"

X's head shot up, his eyes fierce. "I dragged you back because you belong to me. Because I can't stand being parted from you. Because, you. Are. Mine."

Sylvie was stunned. Where is this possessiveness coming from? 

"No. You don't own me, no one does. You said one night. That night's over. So let me go! I’m nothing but a threat here and a disruption and… and…” Tears filled her eyes as she couldn’t shake the feeling that she had somehow hurt him by giving him access to her body. 

X was out of his chair in a second, his hands digging into her shoulders as he leaned over the top of her menacingly. "You're not going anywhere. You will be by my side until I die. Which won't be too long at this rate."

Sylvie's eyes widened. "What do you mean?" 

He stared down at her, emotion flashing through his beautiful eyes at an alarming rate. Anger. Fear. Lust. Despair. 

"I'm not going to ask you again. Tell me what the fuck is happening right now!"

"The mating frenzy," he told her, his voice losing power as he deflated. "You’re my mate, and because of it, I'm going to die."


Chapter 29

 

 

 

Xivthar couldn't decide whether to weep or scream. Whether to tear the clothes off the woman in front of him, or whether to hurl invectives at her, or furnishings. 

"AHHH!" he yelled, letting her go to run his hands through his tendrils again. "I can't take this. Not now. My planet needs me and instead I've... I've... fuck!"

Sylvie reached up and brushed her fingers along his face, her expression softening fast. "Calm down. Take a deep breath and explain to me what you mean. What is this mating frenzy?"

"Zantharian males and females can have sex with one another and reach a sort of climax, but without the male releasing his seed. Zantharian females have only one egg for reproduction, and they are very selective about the male chosen to fertilize it. So while we have sex for pleasure, most of the time it isn't for procreation."

“Oh.” She sat in the chair beside him and glanced up. “I wondered why you didn’t come when we made love.”

“Now you know.” He shrugged and ran his hand over his handsome face. 

"But you have a brother," she pointed out. 

"A rarity. On occasion, about one in 100,000 births, the embryo splits and one egg hatches two babies."

"Like human twins."

X nodded. The fact that his mother had been able to have two children had set her apart from so many others. Yet another thing that had made her a miraculous woman. 

He turned away, pacing the small sitting room, leaving the Earthling to watch him with worry in her eyes. "When a Zantharian female has chosen to accept a male's seed, she can prompt him to go into the mating frenzy. This prepares the male to release his seed and ensures that the egg is fertilized." 

Sylvie nodded, motioning for him to go on. As a biologist, she understood the details of such a reproductive arrangement without him going over them. 

"However, it also ensures that unsuitable males are taken out of the gene pool." He took a deep breath, anxious to reveal the depth of his anguish. 

"If a male goes into the mating frenzy uninvited, and no female allows him to fertilize her egg within a few days, the frenzy will grow worse until he eventually dies. The release will push back into my own body and it’s toxic. I’ll have cardiac arrest." He shrugged, not wanting pity, but knowing without a doubt that he had to prepare for the worst. 

“Wow,” she whispered and glanced down toward her hands. It was all he could do not to pull her up and kiss her hard, forcing her to comply with his needs and the demands of his body. 

Xivthar stopped his pacing and returned to her, staring down into her lovely face, a face that even now made his stomach clench with need for more of her. "Do you see what's happened?"

"You've gone into the mating frenzy. Over me?" She sounded as incredulous as he felt.

"I didn't think it was possible either. You're not even my species, but the signs are all there." 

He opened his hand and began ticking the points off on his fingers. 

"My skin has gone black. It will remain this color until I release my seed, or I perish. It’s the fucking toxins in my body. My moods are cycling rapidly and I feel intense physical pain when I'm separated from you. I felt like my parents had passed again when I woke and you were gone. I have the intense and unbearable need to release my seed into you, to fuck you over and over until you can’t hold yourself up, nor can I." He closed his fingers into a fist and moved his hand down to his side, hoping that she couldn't see how badly he was shaking. 

"So you brought me back to release your seed into me?" Her voice was quiet, confused. She was devastatingly beautiful and the idea of mating to her would haunt him until his death arrived if she rejected his need. 

Xivthar laughed. If only it were that easy. 

"I don't even think I can. Like I said, we aren't the same species. My seed shouldn't be able to fertilize your eggs; therefore, it shouldn't be able to be released at all. My body knows the truth of what will happen and won’t release until it’s a sound investment."

"And you'll die because of this?" Her pitch had raised an octave as her eyes widened and filled with tears. 

Maybe the thought upsets her? Does she care for me? 

"I brought you back because I need you by my side. You're the only one besides my brother I trust to help me root out the enemy threat before my time... expires. I hope you understand. I’ll give you safe passage as the time draws near. Just help me. Please?"

Sylvie shook her head, the blond mess upon it catching his attention and holding him there as the air seemed harder and harder to breathe. "There are several problems with your plan, not the least of which is that your people are calling for my blood. What will they do if they discover that I'm your mate? They'll never accept that I'm working for you. They'll think I did this to you on purpose."

Maybe you did, an insidious voice inside him whispered. Maybe she's forced the frenzy on you to take you out. The kidnapping failed, so perhaps they figured seduction would be a more suitable weapon of destruction.

Now it was Xivthar's turn to shake his head to clear it of unwanted thoughts. No. I trust her. It isn't her fault. She hadn't even known about the frenzy. 

Still, the nagging doubt had taken hold of his mind, and he couldn't let it go. The regent pulled her to his side, wanting to both punish her and plunge himself into her over and over again. She smelled like heaven, the soft scent of their sex still on her. 

"Why did you leave?" He brushed his fingers by her face and pulled her flush against him. 

Sylvie's eyes searched his before glancing away. "I'd fulfilled my end of the bargain. It was time for me to go home."

"So last night meant nothing to you?" He needed it to mean something. It meant too much to him. One night of passion that would cost him his life, and she treated it as if it were nothing more than an appointment on her calendar.

"Like you said," she mumbled, "we both were curious and this was one way to find out what it would be like to sleep with an alien. When it was over, I figured it was time for me to go. I didn’t want to change my mind, X. I didn't know you'd... that this would... you know."

Her voice petered out and she stood there, staring down at the floor, looking so damn innocent. 

His heart felt like it was being ravaged by gnarsharks. "I might have said that before, but after what happened between us, how special it was... how could you just walk away from that? It meant nothing to you." 

It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact where he was concerned. 

She looked up at him, her eyes blurry with unshed tears. "Your people will never accept me. The longer I stay here, the more you earn their scorn. Now I've destroyed you, just by giving in to my desires. No wonder your people want my blood. I can't say I blame them."

His thumb stroked over her cheek, catching a teardrop as it fell. The softness in her lit a hope inside of him.  

"No, baby," he crooned, pulling her into the circle of his arms and stroking her soft hair. "There is no blame to be given. We share in this equally and yet neither of us could have known that this would happen."

"How can I help you?" she whispered. "What can we do to reverse this frenzy? Your people must have some kind of cure?"

Xivthar shook his head. "We haven't really looked for one. This is how our gene pool stays strong. Since our population is severely limited, it's important that we continue such customs. For a male to die during the mating frenzy is rare simply because most are accepted by their chosen mates. The few that aren't usually had mental health issues to begin with."

She let out a bitter laugh as a tear dripped onto her cheek. "Great, but ‘my mate has a screw loose’ isn’t going to work for us."

He knew that she was being uncomplimentary, but hearing the phrase "my mate" on her lips caused his cock to instantly harden under his sarong. Growling, he pulled her in tighter and ran his hands down her back. 

Her eyes widened. "I thought you couldn't..."

"That doesn't mean that I don't desire you. That I don’t think you’re the most beautiful creature I’ve ever seen, Sylvie." He leaned in, holding her face in his hands to steady her. He brushed his lips across hers, deepening the kiss as she pressed into it. The emotions inciting riots inside him narrowed until only lust was left.

"I need you," he whispered, and moved to suck on her earlobe while brushing the back of his fingers over her bare stomach. She trembled in his arms, but didn’t pull away.

“Take me then,” she mumbled before pressing her lips to his dark chest and licking softly.  

He picked her up into his arms as relief flooded him. If he weren’t capable of release, they would know soon. Either way, she would be beside him when he passed. A chime sounded at the door behind him and he let out a long groan.

Putting her down, he covered himself with the cloak and walked to the door, not quite yet willing to release the membrane. "Who's there?"

"It's Major Kremkrall. There's been a disturbance at the Ministry of Science. Reports say that the Hareema have tried to destroy the Earthling's ship."

Xivthar turned to the female. She stared back at him with eyes wide. 

He'd feared allowing her to see her ship, in part because he knew she would want to leave if she could get it activated, but also because he knew she would present a tempting target to the enemy. It looked like they wouldn't be able to avoid investigating the ship now. 

As much as he didn't want to put her in danger, he was sure she would insist, which she did, immediately.

"We've got to get to my ship. There could be a clue as to who's behind all of this, X." 

Xivthar nodded. She was right. Despite his desire to lock her up for her own safety, he could not physically bear being parted from her. 

I'll keep her safe, he told himself. Even if it costs my life. Besides, without her, I haven't got much of a life left.


Chapter 30

 

 

 

Sylvie had pointed out again how much his people would protest her presence during any investigation, so they'd worked out a plan. He would keep her bound while walking through the halls or in the presence of other Zantharians. It would put forth the appearance that she was a prisoner, and therefore, no longer a threat. 

Sylvie hadn't loved the suggestion at first, so they'd toyed with the idea of putting her under a cloak like his. Unfortunately, she was so much smaller than the other aliens that the cloak would be worthless in hiding her appearance. 

"Just because I'm not seven foot tall and slender as a reed," she muttered as he pulled her arms behind her back and attached the bindings, then slid the collar around her neck. 

"Be glad I'm even agreeing to allow you on your ship," he replied, his voice like steel. 

Anger again, she thought. No wonder their skin color doesn't shift during the mating frenzy. Otherwise Zantharian males would be walking kaleidoscopes. They'd make everyone else sick with their constant color changes. 

Sylvie was silent as the cloaked regent led her back to the Ministry of Science. She ignored the mob and its calls for her death and dismemberment. She fought the feeling of her gorge rising as they once again returned to the place where she'd nearly been eviscerated. She steeled herself against the reception she knew she was in for. 

She focused on the hope of getting Magnis back online and being able to fly herself out of the situation, but she knew that wouldn’t happen. Not if it meant leaving X to his death.

The mating frenzy was something totally unexpected. Interspecies mating on Earth was complex and rare. She'd never considered the possibility of offspring from copulation with the Zantharian.

Copulation? She laughed at herself. You weren't able to use such a big vocabulary during the act itself. I don't know if you could have formed any coherent words at the time. 

Her blood ran hot at the remembrance of their sex again, the strong pull of his hands and expert touch of his tongue. A groan escaped her and he glanced around, his glare a warning to keep it down. The strange ache between her thighs left her wanting more of him, his size and texture something she would never be able to mimic on Earth. The jolts of electricity had been something to fear at first and covet once they were possibly forever lost. 

The ache between her thighs wasn’t the one catching her attention and rearranging her life. The one deep inside of her chest was doing that. 

They made their way through the corridors in the Ministry of Science, which were blessedly silent except for the occasional whispers of those working there to one another as they passed. 

"You know," she said, attempting to act nonchalant since he'd been so jumpy and she didn't want to upset him, "since we're here, maybe we should consider doing a little research on your condition."

His mouth opened in a half snarl, but he snapped it shut, presumably before bitching her out in front of the entire ministry. His moods were incredibly sensitive. She’d have to be a little more careful with her choice of words.

"Hear me out," she said, her voice low enough that she hoped it didn't carry. "I'm a trained astrobiologist. With a little bit of time, and with these fine facilities, we might be able to find a cure before you--"

"Enough," he growled, all but pushing her through the large door in front of them. "Drop it. We have more important things to worry about."

"But if you aren't here to help your people, who else--"

"I said, that’s enough. I’ll figure this shit out on my own when time allows me to. If it doesn’t… I wasn’t meant to rule any longer." 

His shout froze the workers who were outside the ship and sent a jolt of sadness through Sylvie. 

"Report," he said, his voice a whip-crack in the echoing chamber. "What happened in the attack against the ship?"

Sylvie's breath caught as she took in her little spaceship. It had a few dings and tons of scratches, but it didn't look as if the hull was ripped open. It can be fixed. 

A maroon scientist scurried forward. Even if he wasn't sure who was underneath the cloak, he knew it had to be someone with enough clout to be dragging the Earthling around like a dog on a leash. 

"Someone attempted to set off a frag-bomb next to the ship. Our sensors discovered it before it could go off. It was a rather sloppy attempt at destroying the ship, really." 

X's brow furrowed. Sylvie wondered what he was thinking. 

He didn't share his thoughts, however, but continued asking questions. "What have you discovered about the Earthling's ship and the malfunction in our defense shield?"

The scientist nodded nervously. "We have determined that there is nothing in the ship's workings that could have disabled the shield. However, we still can't get the computer to cooperate, so we could be missing something."

"Let me take a crack at it," Sylvie said quietly, looking up at the hooded figure and hoping her voice didn't carry to those working on the ship. She didn't like being unable to see his expression. 

"I’ll perform my own inspection. Keep back. All of you." He ducked through the ship's hatch and pulled her with him, his tugging a little harder than was necessary. 

Sylvie had to repress her excitement at seeing the insides of her ship again. The little blinking green light display that represented Magnis's main console had power from what she could tell.

X ordered the scientists working inside the little ship out. After they’d gone, he undid the restraints at Sylvie's back.

"Magnis," she said, approaching the console before X could start to interfere. "It's me, Dr. Cohen. Begin activation sequence." 

There was an unpleasant buzzing sound. "Human voiceprint recognized, but no access code received." It was Magnis, his voice as toneless and flat as ever.

"Stupid NASA. They built in a bunch of extra security protocols because they were worried about the ship falling into the wrong hands. Although I don't know why, since we weren't even sure advanced life existed in the universe." 

"Input the access code."

"I will," she barked at X. "As soon as I can remember it."

"You forgot the access code?" His voice was a heavy growl. 

"I didn't forget," she shot back. "I have to remember the appropriate code for the situation. If I toss out the wrong one, it will make things worse."

"Well, what kind of situation is this?" His breathing rate was increasing, his body rigid. 

God, this mating frenzy thing is sure making him tense. If only I could think of a way to relax him so he could think straight.

The image of dropping to her knees and giving him something to moan and groan about almost buckled her. Maybe he wasn’t the only one going into a mating frenzy. She swallowed hard and tried to concentrate. 

"Let's see... I would think Magnis would consider this just a standard entry. I'll give him the code I would give after returning from a scouting mission." 

Sylvie leaned over the console. "Honey, I'm home."

The green lights blinked red, and an alarm began sounding. "Incorrect access code. The ship has started auto-destruct sequencing.” 

"Goddamn NASA, why do they have to be so overdramatic?" Sylvie bit her lip. 

"Self-destruct in T-minus ten minutes."

"Thanks for the update.” Sylvie rolled her eyes and let out a shaky breath. Having X stare over her shoulder didn’t help much. The heat rolling off of him was almost palpable. 

He grabbed the back of her arms, pressing himself to her back. His desire to mate was evident by the thick press of his erection against the middle of her back. How the hell did he fit that thing inside of me?

He leaned over and brushed his lips over her shoulder. "Wrong situation. Try again, doctor."

"Okay, don't worry." She pushed at his head, needing a little bit of breathing room. "After I realized NASA wanted me to memorize thirty or so of these situations and then rely on a computer to share my assessment of what constituted each one, I insisted that they input an overall all-clear code that would call off any self-destruct sequence."

"Why didn't you try that one first?"

Sylvie frowned. "Because it's a last resort. Once I use it, the self-destruct can't ever be re-enabled." 

X's hands covered his ears through the cloak as the destruction radar began to wail louder and louder. He moved and stuck his head out of the hatch of the craft. "Get everyone out of here. Initiate blast shield protocol."

Sylvie watched as the scientists scurried out, then saw an opaque membrane similar to Zantharian doors appear and engulf the walls of the large chamber. 

The regent pulled his head back in and pushed back his hood, his dark face scowling at her. "Re-enabling doesn't matter now. Call off the self-destruct."

"Okay," she said, licking her lips. The self-destruct was the one weapon her vessel had. Literally. It wasn't equipped with any long-range weapons, nor anything hand-held. Even the utensils were dull. 

Make a choice. You either trust him to keep you safe, or you blow up your only ride home. 

"Magnis," she said, turning back to the console, "don't you think you're overreacting a little?" 

The alarm kept buzzing. The lights continued flashing. Sylvie's knees buckled and X reached for her.

"What is it?" X asked. “Give the computer the damn code, Sylvie.”

"I just did. ‘Don't you think you're overreacting a little,’ is the code. It didn't work!"

"You've tested it before launch?" he asked.

"Of course. I had to make sure my override was functional." But it wasn't working now. "Maybe the computer was damaged in the crash."

"Or maybe it was sabotaged by the enemy." X's mouth was a flat line, his eyes cold. 

"Self-destruct in five minutes," Magnis informed them. 

"God, I hate when you start counting down!" Sylvie shouted at the computer, remembering his emotionless countdown to her crash landing. 

"Try another access code," X said, grabbing her hand to recall her attention.

"If I screw up again, it will speed up the self-destruct sequence to one minute. We've got to get out of here. My ship is lost, but I don't want to go down with it."

"We can't leave," X said. "The room is sealed. Protocol dictates that the seal cannot be opened until the self-destruct sequence is ended, or the ship is destroyed."

"You shut us in here?"

"You said you knew the code!" 

She lowered her head, defeated. They'd both screwed up. 

X put a finger under her chin and lifted her gaze to his own. "I'm sorry. Come here and let me hold you one more time."

She gave him a sad smile and moved into his strong arms. "My fault. You warned me about coming here. You were right. It was dangerous."

As if to accentuate her point, Magnis said, "Self-destruct in three minutes."

"I can't believe I actually missed this stupid computer," she grumbled. 

"Look on the bright side," he said, the glow in his eyes swallowing his pupils. "I get to spend the last few minutes of my life with the most beautiful woman on the planet. I know it’s ridiculous, but I’ve begun to fall in love with you."

She searched his face, realizing that it had become serene. He was beautiful and she had to quickly admit to herself that it wasn’t lust, but love she was falling into as well. "There's no one else on the planet I'd rather be with right now."

He laughed. It was a pleasant sound. "No one else on the planet likes you, woman."

She stuck out her tongue at him as fire ignited in his eyes. “I wish I could have you, one more time.”

"Self-destruct in two minutes."

She snuggled against him as her heart began to race. To act calm and collected about dying on the outside was one thing, but to be unraveling on the inside was another. “Nothing we can do to survive this?” 

“No, baby. I’m sorry.” He kissed her softly before she pulled back. 

"Goodbye, cruel world," she grumbled and lifted to her toes, pressing her lips tightly to his as he lifted her into the air. The soft brush of his tongue was all she needed to open up to him and forget everything. If death was imminent, she wanted pleasure to be her last memory. 

X jerked back. "What the hell happened?"

"Happened?" She opened her eyes, realizing they were still standing there together. 

"To the self-destruct sequence?" 

At that moment Magnis piped up. "Self-destruct sequence has been deactivated. Correct access code received." 

Sylvie let out a shaky laugh as tears rolled onto her cheeks. “Goodbye, cruel world." 

"What?" 

"That's the code for a biological threat. If, on my way back to Earth, one of my samples decides to try to eat me, or I discover something will cause a plague or outbreak, it would be considered a 'Goodbye, cruel world' situation."

“That’s ignorant.”

"I agree, but I don’t make the rules.” She made her way toward the console. “I don't understand, though. Why would Magnis consider an example of that scenario? What a strange malfunction."

"It could be enemy sabotage." X's voice was like gravel. 

Sylvie straightened, hands on her hips. "Or it could be a malfunction from the landing, or from your people poking around in here."

"How can you be sure it won't happen again?" he asked. 

She turned back to the computer. "Magnis," she said, "no more self-destruct nonsense, correct?" She felt as if she were lecturing a child.

"The override has disabled the self-destruct mechanism permanently," he replied. 

Sylvie was surprised. "But you didn't recognize my 'overreacting' code."

"That code had been overwritten."

"By whom?" Sylvie wondered where this rabbit hole led.

"That information is classified."

"Classified from me? It was my code to begin with!" 

"That information is classified."

Sylvie shot a glance at X. His face was troubled. At least he wasn't saying 'I told you so.'

She sighed. "Magnis, your programming has been tampered with. We're going to try and figure out what's happened."

Magnis remained silent, but his lights blinked twice, letting her know that he'd received her utterance.

"I want you to cooperate with these nice people, all right? Answer their questions. Tolerate their poking around in your bits."

"Affirmative," the computer said, blinking green twice. 

Sylvie stepped away from the console. "He says he's harmless now, and apparently willing to be quite cooperative."

A loud noise resounded from just outside of the ship. The protective membrane was being withdrawn. They must have been monitoring the inside of the chamber. Had they seen the kiss?

She turned back toward X, but his deadpan expression gave her nothing. With his darkened skin, she was unable to discern his mood from a simple glance as well. 

He pulled the cloak back up, his face now bathed in shadows. He seemed suddenly distant, as if, after showing her such vulnerability, he had to rebuild his hard exterior. He had begun to fall in love with her. The feeling was mutual, but not having shared that, she was the only one who knew of their common feelings. 

From intimacy to nothing. His detachment irked her. 

"It sounds like you might be right about someone fiddling around with my ship. Whether it was able to bring down the shield itself, or whether it was merely a distraction, I'm not capable of figuring out which, and unless you're an engineer, I don't think you are either."

He said nothing at first, though the weight of his gaze lay heavy on her. Finally he nodded and growled his response. "Let's go." 

X redid her wrist bindings and took hold of the braided binding at her back to maneuver her out of the hatch, and then out of the chamber. She thought maybe he got a perverse enjoyment leading her around all tied up, but forced herself not to think of him like that. He was simply feeling vulnerable and the mood swings had to be fucking with him, too. 

He sped down the hallway, forcing her to keep up, which wasn’t particularly easy.

"Where are we going?" she asked. 

He didn't answer, but just kept walking. 

"X. Where are we going? Can you not slow down just a little? I can't keep up."

He froze in place and she bumped into him before he released her bindings, forcing her into an unoccupied cell. 

Sylvie ran her hands up and down her arms as goose bumps began to appear. Fear. Fear of the cell before her. It reminded her too much of her time as a captive and her almost dismemberment. She shivered and glanced down at the binding around her throat. 

X tugged hard on the binding and her head came back up in time for him to take a large handful of her hair between his fingers. He moved down toward her. "I don't know where we're going!" 

She flinched at the volume of his voice, the concern stabbing her in the chest. 

"I've run out of ideas, okay?" He pressed his lips to hers in a painful kiss and moved away, growling and dropping to the cushion below him. "I can barely think, my fucking gut is clenching so hard."

She moved toward him and he pulled her down into his lap, wrapping his arms around her and kissing the exposed flesh around her breasts as he mumbled, half crazed, "That ship almost blew the fuck up and you almost died. I could do nothing to protect you and it was my fault. I’m so sorry." 

"I told you I knew the codes. It wasn't your fault." She brushed her hand over his cheek, his skin feverous. How could she stop the craze within him? His hurting left her confused and unsure of the next steps. 

"I should have never put you in danger," he said, burying his face in her chest and brushing his lips over her as if memorizing the curves of her breasts. He was slipping into madness. "The thought of losing you..."

"Shh..." she said, stroking his tendrils and kissing the side of his face. 

"I would do anything, give anything, to keep you safe. I cherish you, do you not understand? Do you not hear me?"

A burst of warmth shot through her chest at his words. It was the mating frenzy and he most likely wasn’t in his right mind, but it felt so good to be wanted, to be loved. How many years on Earth had she spent lonely and wishing for someone – anyone – to care for her?

She stayed still in his arms until his breathing relaxed, his kisses slowing down slightly. Sylvie continued to stroke his face and back, wanting to broach the delicate subject of helping him with the mating frenzy, but not wanting to upset him again. 

"X, I'm as out of ideas as you are. Uncovering alien conspiracies is not my strong suit. I'm a biologist. That's my skillset. Let me use it to help you. Please?"

He looked at her, but said nothing. 

"I could set up a lab here, take some samples, run a few tests, maybe consult with some of your senior scientists–"

"No consultations," he said with a frown. "I want no one else to know of my... condition... until after my demise. By then I'll have set a structure in place to take over for me seamlessly. We can't let things get more chaotic. It's an invitation for invasion."

"No consultations," she agreed. "Does this mean you'll allow me to search for a cure?"

He nodded. "As you said, we're out of ideas. I don't think you'll succeed, even if you are brilliant, but it will give me time to sort out my affairs."

She tried to focus on the compliment and not on the way he seemed resigned to death. It was too terrifying to contemplate. 

"Let's get to a lab." She moved from his lap and tugged on his hand to pull him to his feet. 

X stood, straightening his cloak. He looked down at her, and she could tell that what he was going to say was difficult for him. 

"Thank you," he said, his voice grave, "for helping me." 

"Of course," she replied as heat burned her cheeks. She hadn’t done anything but offer kindness and a warm hug. "Anything for my mate."

She'd meant it to come off as flippant, something to lighten the mood, but it had the opposite effect. Sylvie turned away as heat burned through his gaze and he groaned sensually. 


Chapter 31

 

 

 

Xivthar was updating his Last Will and Testament. As the highest authority on the planet, his will was updated regularly. However, because of recent events, some changes were required. 

He penned his desires slowly, loving the result of their night even if it meant his death. He would protect her and take care of her financially long after his days were over. "My estate in its entirety is to go to my mate, the Earthling female known as Dr. Sylvia Cohen." 

Zantharians did not possess much personal property, preferring to live communally for the most part, but his family had amassed a large cache of gems taken from small undersea mines over the centuries. As he had no child to pass them on to, he would give them to Sylvie.

The gems would fetch an astronomical price back on Earth. He was determined to see that she made it back there, and that she would be provided for once she did. 

He shifted his attention from his work to the female across from him. She stood at her own console, her tongue peeking out of her mouth as she licked at her lips over and over. 

The sight of that little pink tongue drove him crazy, heat searing his center with fever. 

Xivthar adjusted his cock underneath his sarong and groaned, the arousal sensitive to even touch. Being in the same room with her was complete and utter hell. He wanted nothing more than to plunge into her sweetness until he brought himself to come, the prayer that it would happen almost too much to hope for. He would try again soon, but she was damned and determined to help him in the lab, not in the bedroom just yet. 

Even if he knew it was hopeless, he still had to grant her the chance.

X dialed the connection to Drake's console with a heavy heart. It was time to convince his brother to help. Since he'd be passing over the reins of Supreme Regent to him temporarily, until the crisis was resolved and a new regent could be elected, it was crucial that he get his brother's cooperation.

The Minister of Defense appeared on the display and Xivthar had to suppress his immediate reaction. His brother's skin was still a deep maroon, his fear on display for everyone to see. 

Rage washed over the regent, but he held it in. He had to be convincing, and starting off with a dressing down was not the way to go.

"Brother, please make sure this channel is secure."

Drake's eyes narrowed as he took in the hooded figure. "It's secure. Xivthar?"

The regent took a deep breath, then pulled back his hood, exposing his face.

There was a sharp intake of air. His brother took the display and rotated it, making sure he was the only one to see what was broadcast over his console. 

"How did it happen?" he asked, his voice tense. 

"It doesn't matter. We have to--"

"The Earthling female."

Xivthar scowled. "It. Doesn't. Matter. Never mind how it happened, let's concentrate on what we're going to do about it." 

"Is she still with you?" 

Why couldn't his brother let go of his anxiety about the female? "Yes. Now listen. You will be named temporary regent. Your position as Minister of Defense makes you a candidate anyway, and a strong one during this crisis. You shouldn't face opposition." 

Drake nodded, his attention captured. 

Xivthar continued. "The Hareema threat is your priority, no surprise there, but I have one more matter that needs your personal attention."

"The female?" 

The regent nodded. "Make sure she gets back to Earth safely." 

"We can't be sure she's not an operative. This may all be part of their plan." 

This time Xivthar couldn't hold in his reaction. "I don't care what you think. I know you have doubts. I don't. She's my mate. You will treat her as such."

His brother's expression tightened. The regent calmed himself. "This is the last thing I'll ask of you. The most important thing. We shared an egg, brother. I trust you more than I trust myself. Please."

He held his breath, watching the string of emotions cross his brother's face. At last Drake gave a stiff nod. “Fine.”

"Thank you."

"Have you mated her?" his brother asked.

"We had sex," Xivthar admitted. "It was only afterwards that the frenzy began." 

"Do you intend to mate her? Perhaps it will stave off the frenzy. It could save your life, dammit."

Xivthar looked over his display at the female hard at work. Could he do it again?

His cock twitched, a resounding yes, but could he allow himself? He could tell that she'd developed feelings toward him. They may not be as deep or as powerful as his, but they were there. If he took her again, as his body was screaming at him to do, would it make it harder on her when he passed?

"I don't think it would work," he told his brother. "We both know that no Zantharian has successfully mated with an off-world species. I know enough about human anatomy to feel secure in my opinion." 

"Still, you obviously wouldn't consider it a hardship to try and see if your seed can be released. You might think it worth the chance."

He considered his brother's words. He'd been thinking about burying himself in her to the hilt since he met her and having her the night before only caused the thoughts to multiply. Something inside him had held him back, wouldn’t let him push the issue forward. 

Sex had gotten him into this situation, and it was assured to only make things worse.

"I'll think about it. I'm sending over my final instructions, along with my will. Please make sure the documents are kept safe and submitted to the council upon my demise."

Drake gave a nod. "I'll begin making preparations right away. Try, brother.”

"Maybe." X moved to terminate the channel, but paused. "Drake, maroon never looked good on you, man. Time for a change."

His brother stared at him, then terminated the connection.

That was rude, he thought. His brother had always been more stoic than he, but Xivthar had expected a bit more of a reaction at the news of his condition. 

He tried to convince you to mate her, to attempt to release your seed.

Had he? It had seemed he was concerned that he might try. 

Xivthar shook his head. This whole situation had him paranoid. It was his brother. They'd come from the same egg, a connection that was special and rare. He could trust him.

 Couldn't he?

A groan resounded from across the room, taking his attention from his thoughts. Sylvie waved the display away and headed over to one of several cushions placed around the room, plopping down and lulling backwards.

"You're exhausted, baby." He moved to join her, unable to help himself from reaching out and brushing her hair back. "You've been working at this for hours. You need sleep."

Sylvie frowned at him. "We can't be sure what the timeline is. We have to--"

"We have to take a break. You need rest, and food, Dr. Cohen."

"It’s Sylvie, and I don't think I could eat.” She moved to snuggle up beside him. "I'm too keyed up. I have to figure this out, X. I can’t stand the thought of… of…” 

Tears swam in her eyes as she glanced up at him. She cared. More than she let on.  

Xivthar shifted, scooting backwards and picking her up to lounge between his legs. He rubbed her shoulders soft at first and then deeper as she whimpered. “You have to relax a little. You’re far too tense." 

She shivered as he smiled. She was so responsive to his touch. It calmed him to have her close, the deep rhythm of her breathing the only thing he could hear. If only he had more time with her. More time to explore her responses, to learn what made her tick. Would she moan if he licked the back of her knee? Would she cry out if he sucked each of her toes deep into his mouth? Would she pant against him if he brought her pleasure with his tongue, bathing her until she lifted from the bed?  

He took a deep breath and tried to follow his own advice. Relax. 

He kept rubbing, his thumbs pressing into the sensitive places near her neck until she exhaled loudly and melted against him. 

"Just hold me," she said softly, turning a little and wrapping her arms around him. 

"Gladly." He held her against him and allowed their breathing to sync. His fingers brushed through her silky blond hair. He leaned over and brushed his lips across her head, wanting to tell her that he loved her again, but it seemed too much. It was pressure she didn’t need. 

If only he could remain with her like this until the end. He'd never been afforded such comfort, such peace. The moment was broken by the soft sound of her crying, the sobs gaining volume as he pulled her in tighter. 

"Oh, baby, no." He cradled her against him and kissed at the bend in her neck. "Don't cry. I’m so good right here. Right here with you."

"There's not enough time. Just making myself familiar with your anatomy will take a week. How am I supposed to solve this in a couple days when your people haven't come up with a cure in years? How can I crack this code and save you, X?"

"You're not going to be able to, Sylvie." He kept his voice gentle, but needed her to know the truth. 

"I can't give up," she whimpered. "I can't let you go without trying until there is nothing left to try."

"You have to let me go. There’s nothing else to try. Whether you figure this out or not, the odds are stacked against us. I’m making peace with it. Join me?" He hated to utter such a harsh truth, but it simply was the way things were. 

"There is one thing we can try." She glanced up at him, captivating him. Her eyes were intensely green, reminding him of the moonlit waters of his favorite bay, where the giant jellies congregated. Those beautiful creatures had never failed to both calm and fascinate him. 

If I survive this. I'll take you there. Make love to you under the moon, among the waves. Treat you like the goddess you deserve to be, my little Earthling. 

“No, we’re out of options, and that’s okay.” He kissed the tip of her nose as tears rolled down her pretty face. Knowing that she cared was enough. 

"We can mate. Make love to me again and let’s see if we’re compatible. If nothing else, we’ll at least have another night in one another’s arms." 

He'd half expected her to suggest it, but hearing the words sent a bolt of desire straight to his aching cock and exploded in his heart like a nuclear missile. 

"The likelihood of it working is very slim. I'm not sure if it's worth the effort." He regretted the words as soon as he said them, but found himself unable to pull them back.

She jerked from him, her face a mask of anger. "Not worth the effort? Your life isn't worth having to fuck me again, is that what you're saying?"

"Of course not.” He reached for her as she pulled from him. She was going to be difficult simply as a way of protecting herself. Anger was easier than devastation any day. "That wasn't what I meant and you know it. You know how I feel about you. I've never gone dark over a woman before you. I've never even wanted to. I wish I could spend the rest of my short life making you happy, giving you pleasure that sent you into dizziness."

He moved a little and pulled her back down, before turning her in his arms and pressing her to the cushion below him. X rolled his hips, his cock slipping from his sarong and rubbing against her thighs. “See what you do to me? I can’t seem to think when you’re around. 

She blushed and looked away as her breathing increased. He drew her face back to him, waiting to speak until her eyes met his again. "I can see that our being together is having an effect on you as well. If we become intimate again, it might be worse for you when I eventually... when I..."

"When you die," she whispered and pulled him down, kissing him softly. 

He broke the kiss as pain wrapped around his heart and squeezed tightly. "It might not be worth the effort for you."

She stroked his tendrils back over his forehead. "I think the possibility of curing you would be worth the risk. I’m going to feel absolutely devastated when you die, but that’s a problem I’ll deal with way in the future when it happens. It’s not happening now, X. I can’t let it."

He gave her a small smile. She wanted to try. 

He needed to make sure she understood all the ramifications of their lovemaking, should he relent and sink down into her. "If we do make love, and it works, my seed will release deep inside of you, Sylvie. If that happens, it means there’s a chance of a viable pregnancy."

She blinked slowly, her eyes scanning his face. While she might say she would miss him, would she really want to raise a child with him? To be his forever and never leave?

She hadn’t kept the fact that she wanted to return to Earth a secret. She’d been damn persistent about it. If they mated and a child resulted, he would not allow that. The child had to remain with him, which means she did as well. 

"I understand," she said slowly. "I agree that it’s a possibility. It’s a risk I’m willing to take. You’re strong, capable, smart, witty, and beyond beautiful to me. I couldn’t ask for more, X.” She brought his hand up to her mouth and kissed at his fingers as he groaned.

"What are you saying?" he asked, not daring to hope. 

"I'm saying that I would be proud to have you as my child's father. That I’m willing to mate with you and remain by your side, should it work." She sucked a finger into her mouth and X closed his eyes as tears burned his gaze for the first time in his life. He waited a moment to collect himself and leaned down, cupping her pretty face and capturing her lips in a soft, gentle kiss. 

He broke the kiss as Sylvie turned away from him and yawned. "I'm sorry. I'm so tired."

"Me too, baby. Let me hold you and we’ll make love tonight if you still want to.” 

“I do and I will. Always.” She pressed her cheek to his chest and began to breathe deeply. 

He watched her for a moment more before closing his eyes and letting the darkness take him. Everything would be all right. They would figure it out together. Him and his Earthling mate. 


Chapter 32

 

 

 

Sylvie woke with a start, sitting up from the cushion and looking over to see the regent sleeping soundly beside her. Thank God he's still alive. For now. 

He stirred, a smile touching his mouth as he opened his eyes and let out a soft sigh. She couldn’t help but reach over and brush her hand down his strong chest. 

"I can't believe we fell asleep. We don't have time to waste. We don’t even know the clock we’re racing against." Fear percolated deep in her belly as she moved toward him. Lust would arrive soon, but the fact that they had passed out left her forcing panic down.

"Hush and come back here." X slid his hand up her back and pulled gently on her shoulder.

"But you could have... I can't believe I fell asleep. What were we thinking?”

"You were tired, dear. If you want to mate now, I’d love to hear you scream.” His sweetness turned into something wickedly nefarious, which was almost out of character.

Odd. 

"Here? Where anyone can walk in?" 

He shrugged his shoulders. "I've set a lock on the lab. There’s nothing to worry about."

"You won't even take off your cloak, you're so afraid someone will see that you've gone into the frenzy. You know that these labs are observed. Don't you think we need privacy?" She pushed at him as he tugged her closer with more force. “X. I’m not comfortable with this.”

"Come here and stop bitching." He pulled again and she fell against him with a gasp. The regent wrapped his arms around her and squeezed until she had trouble getting a full breath. 

"Easy! Jeez. What’s the matter with you?" 

He ignored her and pressed his lips to her, moving his head back like a two-year-old giving a sloppy kiss. She jerked back and growled as he pushed against her head, his mouth clamping over her as his tongue forced its way into her mouth. He wiggled it back and forth, his action sickening her. 

Sylvie pulled back again, using her nails to dig into his chest. He clamped down harder and she bit his tongue before moving back. 

"What the hell has gotten into you?" She moved quickly, backing up and putting some distance between them. 

"I want you," he said, climbing to his feet. “I want you and I’ll have you. Get over here.”

"Obviously. I’m not sure if this is the frenzy jacking with your system, but we’re not doing this here. Period. Your underlings could be watching us."

She moved to the console and swiped her hand across it, pulling up his bedroom to show him how much better it would be in there. Quiet and private – perfect.  He took up position behind her, putting his hands on her shoulders and squeezing them until she let out a yelp and turned. 

"Knock it off." Annoyance stung her and she swatted at him. Mating because she was attracted to him and cared about him was good and well, but he was acting like a complete idiot.

The regent grabbed her hips and forced her to press against him, a growl leaving his lips as his eyes glossed over. "No more delaying. It's time to mate."

"What's gotten into you?" 

"The mating frenzy," he replied, matter-of-factly. 

"I don't understand. Before we fell asleep, you said it wasn't worth the effort. Then you were so tender, and we talked about... about possibly creating a child... and now you're trying the full court press."

"Full court press?" 

"Yeah, the hard sell." Something wasn't right here.

"Enough of your Earthling colloquialisms. Attend me, female."

Sylvie's jaw dropped. "Attend you? You've got to be kidding me." 

"It's well known that Earthling females prefer aggressive males as sexual partners. Submit to me, female. Go over there and bend over and I’ll give you what you need, dirty bitch."

Sylvie rolled her eyes at the ridiculousness of the situation. He was out of his head and she wasn’t putting up with his shit anymore. He could reset his attitude and then she would consider getting back in bed with him. Maybe.

X undid her top and pulled it off, baring her breasts as he licked at his lips. 

She crossed her hands over her chest and yelled at him, but he ignored her and concentrated on getting her pants down. She slapped at his hands, but he made quick work of her pants, not seeming to care that she was upset and highly pissed. Standing there half naked left her vulnerable to anyone that passed by, but also to him and he wasn’t acting right.  

"Stop it, you son of a bitch," she said, her fear on the rise. "What's gotten into you?"

Her regent would never be so forceful. He may be aggressive. He may be possessive. But he's not a rapist. 

He was tugging at her panties when she slugged him in the face. 

The regent smiled and wagged his eyebrows. "Is this what your kind considers foreplay?" 

Sylvie aimed carefully and with all her might she kicked him in the crotch, half expecting him to drop in pain. He didn’t. Her efforts had zero effect.  

This isn't X. The thought rose up suddenly, but she realized right away that it was true. There was no way the regent she’d started to fall in love with would treat her with such distaste. She jerked away and moved back to the console as fear rose up from her stomach. 

“Help?” she whispered and started to press buttons. 


Chapter 33

 

 

 

Xivthar pulled the petite woman in his arms closer to him with a happy sigh before jerking up with realization.

"We fell asleep. I don't know how, but we passed out." He rubbed her back and leaned down to kiss the side of her face. She glanced up sleepily as he started to move out of the bed. 

“No, come back to bed, darling. Ride me." 

Her words, more than her touch, brought him to full arousal in mere moments. He fell back onto the cushion and brought her into his arms again, a little surprised at her commands. 

“Sylvie?” He brushed his nose past her ear, something leaving him wanting to question her. He needed to push past the additional layer of paranoia that the mating frenzy caused and mate with his woman. It was time. 

"Are you ready?" she whispered into his ear. Her breath was warm on his skin and it made him shiver. 

"Ready?" he asked, almost unable to focus on her words.

"To mate." She all but purred at him and nipped his earlobe. 

"Here?" His tone was incredulous. She had to know that others were likely watching. He'd not once taken off his cloak, although he had risked pushing back his hood. The Supreme Regent requesting that a lab not be recorded would likely draw more attention than his saying nothing. 

"I want you." She slipped her hand beneath his cloak and brushed the back of her soft fingers over his stomach, playing with the tiny tendrils that led to his erection. 

Xivthar froze. Sylvie had welcomed his advances, but he had been the one making all the moves. To feel her taking control was jarring.

Her hand moved lower, then brushed the outside of his sarong over his cock and he groaned, arching into her hand. He wasn’t able to help himself from slipping from a reasonable, clear-headed leader to a sex-starved male. 

A shred of sanity returned and he grabbed hold of it tightly. "Not here. We can return to my quarters, baby."

"Why? This is good and I don’t wanna wait. I’m wet and my girl hurts.” She nibbled his earlobe, then ran her tongue around the whorl of his ear. 

Her girl hurt? How odd. Something about her choice of language turned him off, pulling at his sense of reason. 

Move back. Figure this out. 

This new, more aggressive female was disturbing, but only to his intellect. His cock danced below the sarong as the room blurred a little. He needed her, regardless of how odd she was being. He lost his breath as she started sucking on the tender skin of his neck.

Something didn't feel quite the same. Despite how turned on he felt, he didn't have the same urge to possess her, to claim her. The tight knot that had been in his guts since he'd taken her the first time was absent. 

Curious.


Chapter 34

 

 

 

Sylvie held up her hands, moving away from the Supreme Regent, or more accurately, whatever had taken the regent's shape. 

"Back up. Stay away from me. I know you’re not him."

"Aren't who?" it asked, striding forward and making another grab for her.

Sylvie danced backward. "You aren't the regent. You're Hareema." 

"Very clever, Earthling.” It smiled with X's mouth and spoke with his voice. “How did you know?"

"X is an ass on occasion, but he’s not a prick. You, sir… are." 

The smile vanished. "I knew you were clever. We'd established that before you departed from your planet, but I never counted on you being what we would consider ‘intelligent’."

"My race may be a little technologically disadvantaged compared to yours, but that doesn't make us idiots."

"No one said idiot, child. You’re locked into one solid form. Where that doesn’t affect your intelligence, it most certainly makes you inferior."

"I beg to differ." Sylvie lunged away as the big oaf reached for her again. It seemed to have trouble really pulling off the details of X’s movements. His body was so large and strong. It wasn’t a wonder. "At least we Earthlings don't have to pretend to be something we're not to fit in."

A nasty scowl was her reward for the comment. "The human sense of humor has been much maligned by other races. Now I can see why."

"Let me go.” She moved to the translucent walls and began to beat against them, getting nowhere. X was running out of time and she was stuck in a cell with a damn Hareema.  

"Not likely. You've served your purpose. You are no longer needed." 

The alien imposter grabbed her by the hair and dragged her back to the restraints, which had been abandoned once she and X closed off the room. Sylvie struggled, but the creature twisted her to the point of pain shooting through her neck and down the side of her chest. She turned to defend herself and the bastard snapped the collar back on her. 

“No. Please.” She barely kept herself from hyperventilating. 

“Shut up, woman,” he growled at her and jerked her toward the monitors. 

She needed to get ahold of herself. She was smarter than this. He didn’t have anything invested in her survival, so pleading was out. A show of emotion would just upset the bastard more. Something had to work. Anything. Pride? Hitting on his pride? Every creature shared pride, especially in success. The gelatinous bastard had succeeded as far as everything seemed to be setting up. She could go with that. 

"Impersonating the Supreme Regent was very clever, but I don't understand the seduction angle. I could have woken up already bound and in a cell. Why try the whole mating ploy?"

"We needed to keep you in reserve, in case our current operation fails."

"Current operation?"  

"You Earthlings sure are curious. It’s almost cute.”

"Indulge me? My people have never met a race as advanced as yours. Your shape-shifting abilities alone are beyond anything I could imagine." 

The creature sighed and moved her to stand in front of the monitor. It used X's hand to swipe across the console, bringing up the holographic display. A few movements, and an image came to dominate the screen. 

It was a lab just like one they stood in. Almost identical, but something moved on the cushions, the picture was too blurry to understand what she was looking at. 

The Hareema focused the device on the couple and they sprang into the foreground. It was X, the real X she assumed, and someone who looked exactly like her. Another Hareema operative. It appeared that they were trying the same ploy on him, but it looked like it was working. Fire burned in her belly as tears threatened to blur her vision further. 

“No. Don’t do this. He can’t physically handle making love to her and not releasing. You’ll kill him.” Sylvie pulled hard against the binding. 

“Exactly. So smart, little Earthling.” He kissed the side of her head as she jerked against the bindings, the pressure on her throat almost knocking her out. 

“I can’t watch this.” She turned and closed her eyes. 

"Seen enough?" The Hareema laughed behind her back. 

“Yes,” she whispered and turned back to the creature with X's body, as defeat settled around her.  

She regretted a lot of things in the moment, but what she regretted most was that she would never get the opportunity to mate with him, to have that one in a million chance of conceiving a child with the regent. Her heart begged for another chance, but it wasn’t happening. 

"Come on, woman. Time to go."


Chapter 35

 

 

 

Xivthar pulled his mouth away from the female’s, amazed that she hadn't broken the kiss before he had. She usually had to come up for air a few minutes into the kiss, unlike his kind, who could hold their breath for upwards of a half hour. 

"Let's go to my quarters.” He rubbed her back and smiled down at her. 

"Why waste time moving?" She pushed him back forcefully and moved to straddle him. "We can mate here. Now." 

Sylvie rolled her hips, grinding the softness of her center over his erection and he lifted his hips, almost passing out from the burst of lust deep inside of him. A few more strokes and he'd reach his first climax before even sliding inside her. It was time… wherever she wanted it. His need was too great. 

Her hands moved up his cloak, pushing it to the side, exposing his chest as she purred. It was an odd sound. Not one he’d heard come from her before. Her fingernails dug into his skin and he shivered and groaned again, leaning up and capturing her lips as she worked to get out of her top.

“Yes. Take it over, baby.” He brushed his hand down the center of her chest, her flesh creamy and soft. Her pretty pink nipples on pale breasts stood at attention, beckoning him to enjoy himself and taste of her. He indulged and took both of them into his hands, sucking one of her breasts into his mouth as far as he could. He flicked his tongue over her tight nipple and reveled at the soft panting she let out above him. 

The pretty thing grabbed his head and held it against her as she pushed at his cloak and sarong, leaving his body on display. She ground herself ever so slowly against him and he took ahold of her hips, rocking against her. 

“You’re so beautiful, Sylvie. Making love to you…” 

She cut him off rudely. "Shut up and take me." 

Xivthar lost his resolve, not willing to figure her out or fight her any longer. She pushed herself down the length of him, the only thing in their way being her shorts. 

“Take your clothes off and let me see you.” He glanced up as she smiled and moved off of him, her perfect body more than he could dream of. 

Sylvie stood up, slowly slipping her shorts down and leaving the only thing covering her – a thin pair of blush pink panties. She stuck her thumbs under the waistband on either side and started to peel them down so slowly. 

X’s breath caught as he watched her, the sound of a male voice seeming quite out of place. 

"Stop right there!" 

Sylvie covered her breasts with a squeal and dove behind him. 

Xivthar threw his sarong around his waist, tying it quickly and then rising, ready to protect her against anyone. 

A squad of guards had entered the laboratory. They surrounded him with efficiency, cutting off any retreat he could have tried to make. 

"Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar, you are under arrest for crimes against the state." 

The officer who confronted him held out a pair of restraints. 

"On whose orders are you arresting me?"

The officer grinned. "The orders of the Acting Supreme Regent of Zanthar." 

"This is ridiculous. I’m right here. There is no Acting Regent." 

Anger rushed through him. He'd been surprised in the middle of an intimate act, his condition revealed to an entire squadron of men who stared in shock. 

"I am Supreme Regent of Zanthar until the council says otherwise."

Footsteps echoed across the lab and Xivthar could see a hole being made for an advancing figure. When the regent realized who it was, he thought the frenzy had impaired his perception, but no… there he was, larger than life. 

"The council has said otherwise. When I showed them proof of your condition, they moved swiftly. I've been declared the Acting Supreme Regent."

It was part of his plan, wasn't it? So where did the arrest fit in? 

"I don't understand," Xivthar said, getting closer to the new acting regent. "I thought you would wait until after the frenzy took me."

"There can be no waiting in a crisis, and the Ministry of Defense has slapped you with a very heavy charge. I have to take you into custody."

"On what charge?" he barked as the man slapped the restraints on him.

His brother, Drake, the Acting Regent of Zanthar, gave him a fiendish smile. "Treason."


Chapter 36

 

 

 

Sylvia watched with a biologist's eye as the shape-shifting alien began to change form. Despite the fact that she was bound and about to be marched to her doom, it was riveting to witness as the Hareema operative displayed its unparalleled skill.

The alien's skin became translucent and started to melt. For a moment she could see the cherry red color of what she assumed was the thing's real form, but it quickly morphed into something else. Another Zantharian. An officer, judging by his garb.

The operative had started by imitating the body of the Supreme Regent, who also happened to be her lover. She'd woken up in its arms, but had quickly discovered that it wasn't X, but an enemy agent who'd stolen his shape. 

Unfortunately, the real X wasn't as clever. He was being tricked by another Hareema who looked exactly like her. The thing had him sprawled out on a bed and wasn’t wasting any time in mating with him properly. 

It looked like he'd been loving every second of it.

It was hard to blame him, since the creature looked and sounded just like her. Still, it rankled her. Him thinking that she'd start exposing herself in a laboratory that was undoubtedly being watched was ridiculous. There was no way in hell.

Wait... if the operative could pull up the feed from the other laboratory, then footage of the setup must exist. 

There had to be a recording of when the Hareema agents had moved her to this virtually identical laboratory and taken the shape of X, didn't there? And they were probably being recorded right now. More evidence. But how did she get her hands on it?

And if the Hareema were so willing to change shape on camera now, what did that mean? They must have infiltrated the highest levels of government to move with such impunity. Even if she could get her hands on the recording, she probably wouldn't be able to use it, not with a Hareema pulling the government's strings. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by a tug on her bindings. The enemy agent pulled her toward the doorway. She didn't know where she would end up, but it wouldn't be pleasant.

The agent had already demonstrated how easily it could take the form of the Supreme Regent. Now that X had fallen into their clutches, distracted by the fake-Sylvie, the enemy could easily replace him, keeping him prisoner while the fake regent paraded around, setting the planet up for invasion.

I've got to escape. Sylvie pulled hard against her bindings, but it only seemed to tighten them around her.

I'm the only one who knows what's going on, and I'm the one person that no one on this planet trusts. Except X.

The corridor outside was empty, but a loud commotion caught her attention. Something was going down. Sylvie's mind raced with the need to solve the puzzle and save the day, and her man. The laboratory they'd stashed her in was almost exactly the same as the one she'd been working in with X. Until they'd fallen asleep.

A mysterious, all of a sudden slumber. They'd piped in some kind of drug into the chamber. She knew human labs that had been outfitted with modified ventilation systems with security overrides that could spray gas into the chambers if needed. Since they would have had to move her to the new lab, and there wouldn't have been much time, it was likely the other laboratory was nearby. Perhaps that other lab was the source of the commotion. If she could just get to that lab and alert X, they'd have a fighting chance.

The only problem was that the Hareema agent was leading her in the opposite direction. She had to move quickly if she was going to try to get free.

Sylvie dropped to the ground and onto her stomach, letting her body become dead weight. The Hareema was tugged backwards, almost slipping on the polished floor. 

"Knock it off," the alien said in a harsh whisper. "Get up."

Instead of following orders, Sylvie started to roll. Her wrists were tied behind her back, connected by braided seaweed to a collar around her neck. 

This is gonna hurt. She jerked as hard as she could sideways. She made it around to being on her back, and didn’t hesitate to kick out at the Hareema as hard as she could, trying to force it to let go.

The Hareema in Zantharian disguise grunted, but didn't let go. She kicked it again, pushing all of her weight off of its form this time to try and break its hold. It worked.

Before it could grab her, she rolled onto her stomach and pushed to her feet. It was no easy task with her hands tied behind her back, but she managed to get to her knees and then to her feet. Not sparing a glance for the enemy agent, she ran as fast as she could, down the corridor and around the corner.

There was a large crowd gathered around the doorway of a nearby chamber. Many wore the uniform of Zantharian scientists, but there were others there too whose rank she wasn't able to tell by their clothing. It didn't matter. If she could just get to the crowd, get their attention, maybe she could—

The Hareema agent grabbed her by the braid that ran from her wrists to her neck and pulled. Her plan was over before it had started, it seemed. She wouldn't give up, but already she was slipping backwards on the smooth floor.

Then she spotted a familiar face. On the edge of the crowd was the major, she guessed still positioned beside the door as he'd been while they were working. The crowd must have moved him back, but he hadn't left his post. Although she knew he didn't approve of her relationship with X, he was still a loyal Zantharian guard. And he might be her only chance.

The clamor outside the laboratory door was growing. Something was happening inside, raising the noise level, making the mob outside crowd closer to the entrance. Still, hoping against hope, Sylvie started to yell.

"Major!" she shouted.

No effect.

"MAJOR! HELP!" The Hareema slapped a hand over her mouth. He jerked back on the rope that held her, making the collar dig sharply into her neck. Pain raced from her neck over the top of her head as she cried out.

She was being dragged back around the corner and out of sight. The major's head had turned in her direction, or so that seemed to have been the case. 

Dammit! I've got to get loose. Something's going on in that laboratory, and it can't be good. X could be hurt. Or worse.

The Hareema agent strode down the hall, dragging her behind him like a sack of potatoes. Sylvie was doing all she could to slow him, but nothing was working. She'd fallen to her knees, but he'd tugged her back up, putting even more pressure on her injured throat. The pain had forced her back to her feet, but she refused to give up.

The corridor split in two directions, and the Hareema took the left fork. Soon they were striding down a familiar hallway, one that was lined with cells where the Zantharians kept their live specimen before they dissected them. Her pulse jumped, terror climbing up in her chest and pressing down like some horrible monstrous presence.

No. Not again. I won't let them strap me to a table and cut me open. 

She dropped once more to her knees, then all the way to her bottom, concentrating on being as heavy and immovable as she could be. The Hareema pulled her hard but she didn't give in, even though her throat was on fire and her wrists were aching against the bindings.

He dragged her down the hall as tears fell from her eyes due to a combination of pain and panic. The Hareema stopped at the entrance to a cell and lifted his hand to enter, pausing only because of a loud voice from behind them. 

"Stop!"

Sylvie's head whipped around to see who had spoken. The major! She almost cried out in delight, but her throat wouldn't cooperate.

"Where are you going with the Earthling?" He hurried down the hallway with a grimace on his handsome face. "And how did you get possession of her? She's been locked in the chamber with the regent for hours."  

The Hareema scowled. "I have orders to confine her. Mind your own business."

Little flecks of yellow popped up on the major's green skin. Anger. 
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"Listen here, corporal, you will show me proper respect." The major was only a few cells away. Relief flooded her, but it seemed preconceived.

The Hareema's eyes narrowed as his hand moved to the back of his sarong. He had to have had a weapon of sorts.

“Look out!” she called out as loudly as her injured throat would allow.

The Hareema whipped his arm around, holding some kind of blaster. He had it pointed at the major in mere seconds, but it wasn't fast enough. 

Quicker than Sylvie had witnessed before then, the major was charged up with energy. He threw himself at the Hareema agent, pressing his hand against its chest and sending a huge burst of electricity through the creature.

There was a low moan, and then the Zantharian disguise fell away, leaving the towering rectangle of jelly. The Hareema's real form. Incredible.

Additional waves of electricity flowed over the major's skin as he seemed to be charging up for another blast. He clearly meant to kill his enemy, and Sylvie couldn’t blame him. But if the Hareema was taken out, they wouldn't be able to question it.

“Wait!” she croaked, but it was too late. 

The major let loose another blast of electric energy right into the gelatinous creature. There was a popping sound and then the jelly became liquid, turned brown, and slid into a puddle on the floor. Dead.

“An infiltrator,” the major whispered in awe. “Right here on Zanthar.”

“And this isn't the only one,” Sylvie mumbled painfully. “We have to go back to the lab and get the regent. He's in danger.”

The major picked up the blaster and tucked it into his sarong before turning toward her. “How did you get out of the lab? I could have sworn you were still inside.”

“I was taken. They must have drugged us, because we both fell asleep. When I woke up, I was in another laboratory, one almost identical to the one we were working in. I woke up next to what I thought was your Supreme Regent, but it didn't take me too long to figure out he was an enemy agent.”

The major's eyes narrowed. “How can I trust you? I just caught you with a Hareema infiltrator. You could just as easily be one of those things, trying to trick me into betraying my government.”

Sylvie sighed. That was the problem with a shape-shifter invasion. No one ever knew who to trust. She honestly didn’t either. 

“You can shock me. Fill me full of volts and watch. I won't change shape.”

He cocked an eyebrow at her. “It’ll hurt like hell.”

“I know, but it's the only way to tell for sure, and I need an ally badly. Make it quick. I’m worried about your regent.”

The major nodded, and Sylvie steeled herself as she watched the familiar waves cover his skin. He put a hand against her arm and sent a powerful pulse through it.

She fell to the ground, twitching as her teeth pressed tightly together. The shock was painful, but not nearly as bad as the ones she had experienced from X. Maybe she was building up a tolerance to it. Was this what it was like for a patient in electroshock therapy? Best not to think about it.

The major grabbed her arm and helped her to her feet. 

“So you aren't a shape shifter, but you could still be working with them. This could all be part of an elaborate plan--”

“Look,” she cut him off. “They've definitely got an elaborate plan, and I was probably part of it. Mostly a distraction, I think, one that has paid off. But I promise you that I've not once taken any action on their behalf deliberately.”

She chafed against the bindings, but didn't bother to ask him to remove them. He didn't trust her yet. She had to try and make him understand, because if he didn't help her, she wouldn’t be able to engineer X's rescue alone.

“I've done nothing since I've landed here to indicate that I'm working with the enemy, or that I'm disloyal to your regent. I took out two Hareema agents on my own and saved the regent from a kidnapping attempt. I stopped my ship from self-destructing and killing the regent. And now I'm begging you to help me rescue him once more.

“I believe now that there must be Hareema on Earth, although I don't know to what extent or what their plans there are. I think they must have known about this mission, and timed it to coincide with their actions on Zanthar. I don't believe my ship was responsible for taking down the planetary defense shield, but I think someone on the inside here made the shield malfunction at the precise moment that I entered the atmosphere, making it look like it was my fault.”

The major eyed her, but nodded. “I've heard that they haven't been able to figure out anything on your ship that could have caused the malfunction. You could be right.”

Sylvie let out a breath of relief. She might be able to convince him. “The Hareema must have taken the place of at least one high official within your government. That's the only way they could have masterminded the entire set-up.”

“You still haven't told me how you got out of that lab.” He lifted an eyebrow at her.

The major seemed stuck on how he might have failed in his own duty more than anything else. 

“I don't know. I was unconscious. Did anyone go in or out while we were in the lab?”

The major shook his head. “No. No one went in or out. There was a delivery about an hour or so ago. A cart holding some kind of equipment that you'd requested. The attendant just unsealed the door and pushed it in, but he didn't go in himself. Said you didn't want to be disturbed.”

A cart with equipment? She didn't remember that. It must have occurred while she was sleeping. 

“Is the cart still in the room?”

“No. A few moments later, the regent pushed it back out into the hallway, saying it was the wrong piece of equipment. The attendant returned a couple minutes later and wheeled it off down the corridor.”

“What did the equipment and the cart look like?” Sylvie had an inkling of an idea, but she wanted more information before sharing.

The major squinted into the distance, attempting to remember the details. “The cart was just a regular cart. It had some kind of sample case on it, about a meter square. The sample case was tinted, like the ones they keep phosphorescent samples in, to block out their light.”

“I think I know how they did it.” Sylvie couldn't believe how easy it was for shape shifters to achieve their goals.

“How who did what?” He appeared loyal, but perhaps lacking in critical thinking skills.

“How the Hareema got me out of the room and their agents in.”

The major frowned. “We followed protocol. When the attendant approached, we initiated an energy exchange to confirm he was Zantharian. He was.”

“The attendant was probably just following orders, which seems to be a very popular action here on your planet. The attendant had nothing to do with it.” 

The Zantharian officer gave her a blank stare, so she continued, trying to maintain her patience. 

She sighed. “You're missing the point. The cart wasn't a cart. It was a Hareema agent. And another agent was hiding in the sample case.”

The major's mouth fell open and Sylvie could tell he didn't understand. “Hareema can become anyone, right? And your government has protocols to prevent their infiltration, such as energy exchanges. While that might work for Hareema posing as Zantharians, it doesn't account for shape shifters taking the form of inanimate objects.”

She moved through the event, point by point so the major could follow. “The attendant pushes the cart in and leaves, as he's been instructed to.”

“Instructed by whom?” the major cut in.

“By whichever Hareema put in the orders. It could be that an agent took the shape of the regent and put in a request for the equipment. The fake regent could have said he was busy and didn't want to be disturbed. He tells the attendant to push the cart in and leave, nothing more. So the attendant pushes the cart in, not noticing that we were unconscious on the floor because he's been told to leave the cart and go. So that's what he does.”

Sylvie played the scene through in her mind as she talked. “The agent hidden in the sample case morphs into a copy of the regent and picks me up, making sure to grab my restraints as well. Then he sticks me in the sample case and closes the lid. I'm small enough and flexible enough that I could be folded into a meter square, I think. Especially if I was limp and unconscious at the time. The Hareema masquerading as the regent pushes the cart back out the door, telling you that the equipment is incorrect.”

Sylvie could see it all so clearly in her mind. “The agent goes to the console and calls the attendant, telling him that he wants the sample case moved to a laboratory down the hall. Then he changes shape again, taking my form, and waits for the regent to wake up.”

She tried to block out the sudden memory of the Hareema mimic in X's arms. It wasn't easy, but she pushed the image away and continued. “Meanwhile, the attendant moves the cart into an empty lab that is very similar to the original one, and then leaves. The cart, which has really been another Hareema agent the whole time, changes shape, taking the form of the regent, and pulls me out of the sample case.”

Sylvie frowned. “They didn’t intend for either of us to notice a difference, but I did. I realized the creature with me was not the regent. I don't think the real regent was so quick on the uptake, though.”

“So you're saying the regent is with an enemy agent right now?” The major’s eyes widened as little streaks of red appeared in his green exterior. Fear.

Sylvie nodded, recalling the scene outside the lab. “What was all that commotion when I got your attention?”

The major grimaced. “They were coming to arrest the regent.”

“Arrest him? Then it's worse than I thought.” Her lips turned down as fear washed over her. “We have to come up with a plan to rescue him before it's too late.”

The crimson slashes in the major's skin pulsed violently, drawing her attention to his emotions.

“We better hurry, or the whole planet might be taken over by Hareema mimics before we can stop them.”

How right you are. 

Zanthar was vulnerable, and their actions would be decisive in the struggle against the Hareema. But what seemed to worry her most was that X would be left alone with her copy and would do something he might regret. Something that would crush the fragile relationship growing between them. Or worse, something that would react with the mating frenzy and hurt him. 

Or kill him.

“Before we go after him, we need a plan.” Sylvie closed her eyes and let out a sharp puff of air. Too much in too short of a span of time.

“Let's get out of the hallway before we're spotted.” The major opened the cell in front of them and walked out.

Sylvie followed him in, shivering as she once again found herself stuck in a Zantharian cell. But at least this time, she wasn't a prisoner.

If they could figure out how to save the planet, she'd be a hero, but honestly all she cared about was getting X back and ensuring that he lived. 
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Xivthar was being led down the corridor in disgrace. There was a squadron of guards surrounding him, and his own brother was leading the group, having used the mating frenzy as an excuse to put himself into power.

This doesn’t make sense. If he'd only waited a few more days, or even hours, he could have had the title of Acting Regent without going to the council and building a case against me. If he'd waited until I was dead, there wouldn't have been a problem.

But Drake hadn't waited. He'd informed the council of Xivthar's mating frenzy, brought on by the Earthling female, and used it as leverage to get himself declared regent. Now he was taking Xivthar to a cell somewhere to rot, until he died of the frenzy or the Hareema seized the planet.

The only bright spot in all of it was the female by his side. She'd been bound like him, and was being marched to captivity as he was. The fact that she wasn’t immediately taken away gave him a bit of peace in the midst of the storm he faced.

He glanced down at her, with her golden hair, intense green eyes, and soft lips. Xivthar cursed the interruption of earlier. He'd been ready to bury himself inside her, to relieve the burning lust he couldn't seem to get rid of. To mate with his chosen female.

Instead, his brother had burst in and ruined everything.

“Where are you taking me?” he asked.

His brother Drake, former Minister of Defense and current Acting Supreme Regent, looked back over his light green shoulder. 

At least he's no longer maroon. Or maybe he should be. What comfort is there in knowing that he’s completely neutral over the thought of imprisoning me? I’m his only family. Some blue would be nice. 

“You've been charged with treason. You're going to be executed.”

Xivthar was stunned. “Without a trial? I don't get to face my accusers and the charges against me in front of the council?” 

There was a strict adherence to the law on Zanthar, but those who'd been accused of a crime were always given a fair trial.

“No trial is necessary.” His brother's smile was snide. “Do you realize, brother, that we're at war here?”

“But that doesn't mean you can suspend all forms of justice--”

“The council doesn't agree with you.” Drake's smile widened even further. “I convinced them to pass an initiative that would help us deal more aggressively with the Hareema threat. Any Hareema agent found on Zanthar is to be immediately disposed of. Any Zantharian collaborator proved to be working with the Hareema is to be considered a traitor and to be executed posthaste.”

Drake had always been very serious in his defense of the planet, but these actions didn't sound like him. “No trial? Immediate executions? Isn't that going too far?”

“To defend the planet? I don't think so.” Drake's response was met by the squad's affirmations and head nods. Apparently others agreed with his hard-line tactics.

“You said once someone's been proven to be an enemy collaborator. What's the evidence against me that merits immediate execution?” Xivthar couldn't wait to hear his brother's response.

“There were several charges brought against you,” Drake said. “The most damning evidence was your own skin. You've gone dark, given in to the mating frenzy, all for a female who we know works for the enemy.”

“She does not,” Xivthar growled, wondering why Sylvie hadn't spoken up in her own defense. Come to think of it, she'd been very quiet. Usually she was asking questions and butting in every few seconds. Now she was walking down the hall at his side, head down, silent. 

Odd.

“Her ship brought down our shields.”

“You have no proof of that,” Xivthar countered. 

Sylvie remained silent.

Xivthar looked at the Earthling female again and quickly realized that his gut wasn't acting in the same way it had been. It should have been chewing him to pieces for not plunging inside her when he had the chance. It should be driving him to irrationality, attempting to rescue her from the danger and protect her. Instead it was still, quiet. Why?

Drake scowled. “We brought new evidence to light. Her ship was equipped with an embedded computer command to release a feedback pulse along the ship's shielding at the precise moment the craft entered the atmosphere.”

Xivthar shook his head. “A feedback pulse from a craft that size wouldn't be able to knock out our shields.”

“The scientists disagree,” his brother shot back. “And since we now know that she's working for the Hareema… that means she's the enemy. Seeing that you’re in bed with her, that makes you a collaborator.”

“This is all shark shit,” Xivthar barked as rage pierced the center of him. “You have no real evidence.”

“What I have is enough to destroy you, which is all I need.”


Chapter 39

 

 

 

The plan they'd worked out had gotten them into the chamber with her ship, but she wasn't sure how much farther it would take them.

While they'd been planning in the lab, the major had pulled up a planet-wide bulletin on the console display. Xivthar had been arrested for treason and was on his way to being executed. 

His brother, Drak'Karren Rasveen, was Acting Supreme Regent and was apparently the one overseeing his own brother's execution. The Earthling female, who was currently a Sylvie-look-alike, was to be killed along with the former regent. The broadcast alleged that she'd been working with the Hareema to take down the planetary defense shield the whole time.

“They say they found something on my ship to prove I took down the shields. The thing is, I don't think that command exists. We need to get back to my ship so I can talk to Magnis.”

“Who's Magnis?” the major asked, confused.

“Magnis is the ship's computer. He should be able to tell me if the so-called command exists or if someone is manipulating us.”

“What about the regent? If they're going to execute him immediately, we don't have much time.”

“I'm supposed to be executed as well. If they catch me wandering the halls, they'll think I'm Hareema for sure and zap me to death.”

“If you get zapped, then they'll know the female by the regent's side is Hareema.”

The major made a good point. 

“That will just cement further in everyone's minds that he's working with the enemy. We have to keep me out of sight.” She rubbed her wrists, glad to finally be free of her cursed restraints. “I still think getting to my ship is most important. If we can figure out a way to get it out of the lab, we can use it to rescue the regent. Somehow.” 

She'd come up with something on the fly, surely.

“But how do we sneak you into the lab?” The major turned and crossed his thick arms over his chest. 

“Let's take a play from the Hareema playbook?” She smirked, unable to help herself. 

The major requisitioned a tinted sample case, which came on a cart just like the one the Hareema agent had impersonated. Sylvie had squeezed herself into the sample case, trying to keep calm while she was wheeled down the hallway toward her ship.

They'd met resistance in the hallway outside the chamber where her ship was kept, but it was almost expected at some point. The guards had demanded an energy exchange, then had questioned the major about the equipment and his purpose for entering the lab.

The major played dumb. He was simply following orders. He was supposed to take the cart inside and to pack up some of the ship's equipment in the sample case. That was all he knew.

Luckily, the guards must have been used to responses of this type because they let him in with little hassle.

The chamber holding her ship was deserted as most of the scientists were distracted by the unfolding events. 

“Where is everyone?” Sylvie glanced around as she crawled out from her hiding place. 

“Most everyone turns out for an execution. They're rare, but well-attended. The scientists are probably all hustling to get good seats. This one is sure to be a really big deal. Never has a regent been sentenced to death before.”

Public executions seemed to be a bit primitive for such an advanced people. But as this trip was teaching her, advanced technology did not necessarily entail advanced moral fiber.

Still, it had worked to their advantage because now they were here, inside her ship, where the cameras couldn't see. Sylvie made her way to the main console and whispered to the green display.

“Magnis, I'm back and I need your help.”

The computer's voice was as monotone as ever. “Please explain.”

“The Zantharians said they've found a code embedded inside you that created a feedback pulse from our shields when we hit the atmosphere. Is this true?”

“I have no such record of a code.”

Sylvie frowned. “Could such a code exist without you having a record of it?”

“Unknown. I do not have enough training in philosophy to answer such a question.”

Fair enough. How was the computer to know if something was hidden, if it wasn't supposed to know it?

“If such a code existed, would a feedback pulse from our ship's shields be able to cause a malfunction in the shielding around Zanthar?”

“Limited data,” Magnis replied. “Assuming the intense level of shielding that would be required for a planetary-scale defense shield, it seems highly unlikely that our limited shielding could cause such a failure.”

“Highly unlikely?” the major asked.

“The odds are 1 in 500,000,000,000,” Magnis replied.

“That's pretty unlikely,” the major mumbled. “So what the ship is saying is that someone is lying?”

“Right. I didn't think it was possible. My ship just isn't equipped to do that kind of damage.” Sylvie leaned against the nearest wall and let out a long breath. 

“But it could provide a convenient excuse. Even if the story didn't hold water in a thorough investigation, it would be plausible enough to let the real Hareema agents sneak onto the surface and start taking over.” The major shook his head. 

“And by the time anyone discovered it, it would have been too late.”

“It almost is,” he said, his face dark.

“We can't give up now. We have to find a way to convince everyone that Xivthar isn't a traitor, and that Hareema agents have infiltrated the highest levels of the government.”

“It will have to be something big. Something that a lot of people can see at once. If it isn't, the Hareema will be able to cover it up. We have to out them in front of a crowd so we can insure that others believe us.”

“And I think I have an idea on how to do that.” Sylvie forced a tight smile as her heart fluttered. 

Please let X be okay. Please.
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Executions on Zanthar were rare occasions, which meant that they drew huge crowds. The news had spread immediately around the planet, and all those who could get to the central colony in time had hurried there from what he could tell. 

The sound of the masses was nearly deafening, and it set Xivthar's teeth on edge. How could the people he had served so diligently turn on him so quickly?

“I'm sorry, little one.” He leaned close to Sylvie to speak into her ear. “I never intended for all this to happen.”

She glanced up at him and shrugged, her expression neutral.

“What's going on with you?” He couldn’t help but question her. 

Maybe the events of the last hour had put her into shock. Still, she wasn't acting like herself at all.

“What do you mean?” she asked, her face blank.

“Your reaction. You're a fighter. You've never once given up. Why are you so ready to quit now?”

Her smile was sardonic. “Take a look around you, Xivthar.”

“They were about to cut you open when you got here, Sylvie,” he countered, “and pull out your organs one by one. You didn't give up then. You fought like hell if I remember it right.”

Another shoulder shrug and silence.

“People of Zanthar,” a voice boomed over the audio amplifiers stationed around the perimeter. “We are gathered here on this most solemn occasion in which we will see justice being served.”

The crowd erupted into roaring applause. It was ironic that such a “solemn” occasion would warrant such a boisterous response. The announcer went on to list the crimes against him, but he tuned him out, concentrating on his companion.

“I should have let you go on the transport. I shouldn't have called you back. I regret it more than anything else in my life.” 

If he hadn't called the transport back, she could be safe on Earth now instead of awaiting her demise with him. 

“Thanks, Xivthar. I can see how much it bothers you, but I’m good. Shit happens, right?”

That's twice she's used my full name. Sylvie had always called him 'X’, so much so that he'd wondered if she even remembered his real name. Something was off… terribly so. Was she in shock?

His Sylvie wasn't this bitter. She'd never been this apathetic toward him, even when he'd locked her back up after she'd sworn she wasn't an enemy agent. And his gut. His gut was no longer clenching. His emotions were flat. He was irritated about the execution and his brother's betrayal, and upset that Sylvie was being dragged into it with him, but his moods had been calm, like they used to be before he'd met the Earthling female.

He only had a few more moments to live. Best to stop pondering what ifs and use his time wisely. He'd tried apologizing to her and it had gone over like a lead balloon. There was one more thing left to try.

His hands were bound behind his back as hers were, but he could still lean into her and press his lips against hers. It was to be their final kiss, the last time they would come together before their lives ended.

The crowd gave more of a reaction than the woman he loved. They screamed, they hissed, they booed their disapproval.

Sylvie just stood there. Her lips were warm and still. 

She didn't even close her eyes.

“You're not Sylvie,” he growled, horror grabbing hold of his heart.

The female smiled. “About time you caught on. For a Supreme Regent, you sure are slow.”

A Hareema agent. It had to be. That meant his Sylvie was out there somewhere, without him. Where was she? Was she safe?

His gut constricted immediately with pain so vicious he almost fell to his knees. Now that he'd realized this thing wasn't his mate, his need to be with the real Sylvie felt like a thousand knives stabbing into his stomach.

How did I not notice before? 

Xivthar hung his head. He'd failed her. She was out there, left to her own devices, alone and probably scared. When he'd thought she was by his side, his emotions had been tame. But now that he'd realized he was without his mate, his feelings were running riot. Fear. Rage. Regret.

His wild emotions washed over him, making him shake. I need my mate. It was the only thing he wanted as death loomed ahead. I need one more minute with her.
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The ship sailed smoothly over the expanse of the purple ocean. The color reminded Sylvie of X's skin when he was aroused. She bit her lip as fear surged through her heart.

“We're almost there,” the major said a few seconds before Magnis informed them that they were approaching their target. “Let's go over the plan one more time.”

They'd put the scheme together on the fly while they were consulting with the ship's computer. The laboratory where the ship was lodged had a large door that connected to a cargo elevator. The elevator ran the length of the colony, and the highest floor was actually the small bit of the structure that was exposed to the air and not covered in water.

They'd gotten Magnis to carefully maneuver the ship into the elevator and then taken off from the top of the structure. They were lucky. Since nearly everyone had gone to the execution, no one was likely to be watching the camera feed. Or answering proximity alarms. At least, not until after they were already gone.

Their plan was simple. They were going to fly over the execution, somehow make it past the defenses surrounding the arena, and then rescue the regent.

The only part of the plan that was certain was flying over the event. The major had no idea how to make it past the defenses in an Earth ship that had no weapons. As for the rescue, they'd think of something. If they made it to that step.

“I'm picking up readings of three small vessels.” The computer's voice made her jump.

Calm down. You're gonna have to keep cool if you want to get out of this alive and save your mate.

Her mate? 

That’s what X was. Like it or not. She'd never planned on finding love on an alien world, but now that it had happened, she couldn't deny it. X was her mate.

“Zantharian light cruisers,” the major said. “They are armed, and their maneuverability is more precise than a dragonfly. Do you think this ship can outmaneuver a dragonfly?”

Sylvie knew the ship could take off, land, and fly in a straight line. Magnis was smart, but there were only a few Earth ships of this design and they were sure to be less advanced than their Zantharian counterparts.

“We'll have to think of something, and quick.” Three ships appeared on the view-screen and were headed in their direction.

Her ship had no weapons left. 

Strike that. 

It had one weapon, the self-destruct, which was now permanently disabled. It was able to deep scan up to a radius of 1000 kilometers, and a light scan of up to 100,000 kilometers. It could put out a signal to other ships and planets, had a low-level defense shield and a very limited tractor beam.

“Incoming transmission.” Magnis played the message. “Unidentified vessel, you are attempting to enter restricted airspace. Reverse course immediately.”

“We need a weapon.” The major glanced over at her. “Either that, or we can crash ourselves into the crowd and hope the distraction allows the regent to escape.”

They were finally drawing close enough to the execution site for Sylvie to take in the scene. The arena was massive, a huge bowl that held hundreds of thousands. It looked like every seat in the house was taken.

In the center of the arena was a dais with a circumference of maybe ten meters. The dais was surrounded by water. In the center of the round platform stood two lonely figures.

The major was right. Without a weapon, they were toast. Not only could they not get past the security ships, but they wouldn't be able to free the regent and get him back on the ship.

Zantharians could put out strong pulses of natural energy, similar to an electric eel. But there was no way the major could create a shock great enough to penetrate the shields of the other ships.

Maybe the major is right. Maybe a crash would be enough of a distraction to get X free.

“Major, if I could get you down there, could you help the regent escape?”

“I would do my best.” He looked at her, his face firm with resolve. “I know you're not Hareema because you took my shock. And there's a woman down there that looks just like you, who is the enemy. Get me close enough and I'll take the agent out. It might be enough to delay the execution long enough to expose the real infiltrators.”

Sylvie nodded. It was the best they could do. 

“We're only going to get one shot at this. Magnis, you need to evade those ships long enough to get close to the center dais.”

The major frowned. “You won't be able to get that close, but I know the water is pretty deep. Get as close as you can, then pop the hatch. I'll take my chances in the water.”

Sylvie nodded. “You heard the man, Magnis. Get us as close as you can.”

“Unidentified vessel,” the angry voice of a Zantharian pilot rang through the small cabin, “you have failed to follow instructions. If you attempt to come any closer, we will fire on you.”

“If they shoot me down, I could hit the crowd and kill innocent people,” Sylvie said. “Why don't they just tractor me out of the area?”

“We're on high alert, remember? The aggressive defense agenda, pushed through by our new Acting Regent?”

Sylvie scowled. She'd heard the news as part of the same report that had informed them of X's capture and upcoming execution. “So they are going to risk hurting their own people to take me out? And I'm defenseless?”

“Apparently so.” The major took up his position beside the hatch. “Open the hatch now, in case they fire.”

She gave Magnis the order, and the hatch opened. They'd just breached the perimeter of the arena, closing on the dais.

“The lead ship is charging weapons,” Magnis said.

“Good luck.” The major nodded toward her.

“Save the regent, please,” she replied, then watched as the major flung himself from the ship.

The ship was immediately slammed by an energy ray.

“Altitude control disabled,” Magnis said, and the ship began to flail, the hatch unbalancing it. It listed to the right, then banked left so rapidly that Sylvie wasn't able to steady herself. She slid from her seat and out the open hatch, falling rapidly from the sky.
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The crowd had started to point and shout before the announcer noticed that something was awry. Xivthar followed their gestures with his eyes, taking in the formation of three defense ships and another vessel that was rapidly approaching.

The Earthling ship! His stomach clenched. What was Sylvie's ship doing headed toward the arena?

The hatch opened on the little ship and a figure dove into the waters below. The drop had been dangerous, but there was a chance the jumper might survive. 

Might survive, but probably not. Even if the fall hadn't killed him, the gnarsharks that swam in the waters below would.

Executions on Zanthar were performed courtesy of a pool of gnarsharks. These fearsome predators had evolved along with Zantharians, so they'd developed an immunity to high-charge shocks. Therefore the natural Zantharian weapon had no effect on the nasty creatures.

The little Earthling ship was hit with a huge blast that caused it to start wobbling in the sky. Without warning, another figure plummeted from the ship, this one not in a graceful dive, but with limbs flailing. Xivthar thought he heard an agonized shriek, and his heart froze in his chest.

Sylvie? 

The second figure hit the water, a little closer than the other one. Xivthar waited, his breath trapped in his chest. After agonizing seconds that felt like hours, a head surfaced. A golden head.

“Sylvie!” he shouted, running headlong toward the water.

“Are you insane?” the Hareema mimic yelled at his back. “You'll be eaten alive!”

Xivthar ignored the creature, and ignored the fact that his hands were bound behind his back. All he could concentrate on was the fact that his beloved might be a gnarshark's next meal. He dove into the water without hesitation.

The pool of cool liquid was deep, the water getting darker the farther it was from sunlight. Xivthar swam hard, kicking his legs to try and move himself upward, but without the use of his hands he wasn't making much headway. Something bumped his leg and he stilled. No.

Glancing up, he realized what had rubbed up against him. The sharks. 

They were everywhere, swimming closer and becoming more aggressive in their nudges. Gnarsharks had several rows of sharp, needle-like teeth. Xivthar knew that once he was bitten the first time, a feeding frenzy would begin, meaning he'd be ripped to pieces in mere moments.

He started kicking out at the sharks, trying desperately to move forward. While his kicks were managing to stave off a bite, they weren't getting him any closer to the spot where he'd seen Sylvie surface. He was running out of time, and the frustration was driving him to kick more and more viciously.

He felt a tug on the binding at his back and he turned around, slamming his head into the creature behind him. He'd thought it was a gnarshark, but he realized when his head slammed into a hard skull that it was another Zantharian.

The major, the one who'd disapproved of his spending time with the Earthling female, was trying to undo his restraints. 

He must have been the first one to jump from the Earth ship.

Xivthar held still until his restraints were removed. Then he swam like hell for Sylvie.

Before he could reach her, he saw the waters were turning red. Human blood is red, he remembered, and his guts clenched in fear.

He swam through reddening waters until he saw a huge swarm of sharks in front of him. Sylvie's in there. The major swam to his side and gave him a nod. They knew what they had to do.

Xivthar began by grabbing the first gnarshark he could and stabbed his fingers into its gills. The shark flailed, but he worked his hand into the gills on the other side and the shark sped off erratically. He headed for the next one, stabbing at the gills, going for the eyes when he couldn't get to the gills.

He managed to avoid any deep bites, although he was starting to get a collection of tooth scratches when he hadn't been quick enough to keep his limbs entirely out of harm's way. Beside him, the major was doing much the same, fighting his way through the beasts.

Temporarily blinding another shark, Xivthar finally made it close enough to see his mate. The waters were hazy with her blood, but she hadn't given up. As he watched, she punched a shark directly in the nose.

Xivthar took the opportunity to get close enough to grab her. Her eyes widened at the sight of him, but he could tell that she was weakening. His mate needed air.

Signaling to the major to keep fighting, Xivthar struggled to get Sylvie to the surface as quickly as he could. He knew that once there, they would be far from safe, but at least she could breathe.

They surfaced, and Sylvie pulled in great gasps of air. 

“You're alive,” she sputtered.

“So are you,” he said with a smile. Having her back in his arms felt like coming home.

She gave him a beautiful, angelic smile, her lip quivering as she tried to say something else. Her eyes fluttered and she passed out in his arms before she could utter another word.

Xivthar felt a shark bump against his leg and knew it was only a matter of time before one would bite into him. He couldn't carry her unconscious body and fight them off.

“Noruma, forgive me for this,” he said, then charged up, hitting Sylvie with the smallest charge he could.

“Ouch!” she said, her voice weak but her eyes opening.

“Baby, hold on to my neck and don't let go. I'll try to stay close to the surface, but if we're going to get out of this, then we have to fight.”

She slid around to his back and wrapped her legs around his waist. X tucked his head under the water so he could see more clearly.

Soon he was losing blood from dozens of places, his arms and legs so tired he didn't know how much longer he could go on. Do it for her. He pushed himself, his protective instinct forcing him to continue moving forward.

The major swam up beside him as they made it to the shore, the sharks moving in with vicious intent. How neither of them fell prey to the massive beasts was beyond him. 

Hands grabbed him, and suddenly he was being yanked from the water. Dozens of Zantharians had climbed down to the water's edge and were pulling him and Sylvie from the water and bringing them onto shore. The major was pulled out right beside them, and none too soon. The older man had a giant gash in his calf that seemed to have caused great amounts of blood loss.

Xivthar pulled Sylvie in his arms. She was paler than ever, her eyes closed, her mouth in a thin white line.

“Sylvie? You're going to be all right, baby.” He laid her down on the shore and looked her over just to solidify his hopes.

There was a large bite in her leg that was seeping blood. That’s why she looks like death is at her door. 

“Medic!” he screamed. “I want a medic down here immediately!”

Although medics weren't usually employed for executions, he knew there had to be someone with medical training in the crowd. A few people started descending from the arena stands and fighting their way forward. Two dropped down beside the major, another three hurrying to his side.

“Help her,” he said. “Whatever it takes. She must not die!”

The arena was silent, the crowd unsure of how to react. In the long history of executions, no one had ever made it out of the gnarshark pool.

Loads of people stood around, none of them showing anger or malcontent at the moment. It would have been a relief if Sylvie hadn’t looked so bad. A squad of guards ran toward them, some brandishing short swords, and a few with blasters.

The major stood with the assistance of his medics, despite their advice not to. He yelled to the leader of the squadron, calling him up short.

“The Supreme Regent is innocent of the charges against him,” he told the lieutenant leading the squad.

“I have orders from the Supreme Regent to take this man into custody,” the lieutenant replied.

“The Acting Supreme Regent is a Hareema plant!” Xivthar bellowed. “I want him taken into custody immediately!”

The squadron floundered, unsure of whose orders to follow. The major pointed to the dais, then back to Sylvie. “That creature is a Hareema agent. This is the real Earthling. You know Hareema don't imitate the inner workings of creatures, just the outer. That means no blood, and you can clearly see her bleeding.”

“You're right,” the lieutenant said. He pulled up his mini-console and spoke to his superior. “They've taken the acting regent into custody.” He turned to Xivthar and bowed his head. “I'm sorry for doubting you, Sire.” 

“It's understandable,” Xivthar replied. “Now bring my brother down here right away.”

Poolside at my own execution might not be the best place to unmask an enemy infiltrator, but I won't leave her side. Besides, all of our people need to see this, so that they can become aware of what we're facing.

Before long, his brother, Drake, was dragged down to him and pushed to his knees at Xivthar's feet.

“You Zantharians are more clever than I gave you credit for,” he said, eyeing the major. “But it matters not. We've already got a foothold on your planet. And the nasty little Earthling’s too.”

Xivthar scowled. “Where is my brother?”

“What gave me away?” the Hareema mimicking Drake said. “I thought I had you convinced.”

“You did, for a long time. You made a good choice in imitating my brother. He is the one person I trust implicitly, so I didn't question your behavior for the longest time. Except for one thing. Your color.”

The Hareema grimaced. “Your damn color-changing skin. Your brother was maroon when I shifted into him the first time after his capture. We Hareema can't change skin colors like you, not without revealing our true form as we change. So I was stuck maroon until I shifted again. I knew I had to be convincing for the council, so I made sure I was green this time around.”

That explained why who he'd thought was his brother had been so ready to show his fear to his underlings. Because he had no choice.

Xivthar turned to the lieutenant, giving instructions for the dais to be returned to the shore. He waited for it to come, bringing with it the other Hareema, the one with Sylvie's shape. 

Before the dais reached the shore, the Hareema changed shape. It grew wings, became smaller, a sea bird that easily escaped its restraints. Although a few guards fired blasters at it, it was able to fly away without being harmed. 

"Send someone to track it," Xivthar barked at the lieutenant, who hurried to obey orders. He watched them go and then turned his attention to the creature before him.

“I'm going to reveal you to all the people seated here, so that I can show them exactly what you are. Then I'm taking you into custody. We're going to find out how deep this conspiracy goes.”

Xivthar charged up, energy waves flowing over his skin. He put a hand on the operative's shoulder, sending the shock through it. The image of his brother began to melt, then it revealed its true form, a rectangle of red jelly.

Screams rent the air, the crowd going crazy in their shock.

“Men, I want you to imprison this creature immediately. Round the clock guards. No one is to ever be alone with him. And--”

There was a blast from the crowd. Xivthar cried out as he watched the rectangle burst into flames and then immediately disperse into brown slimy chunks.

“Where did that blast come from?” The regent was furious. “I want the perpetrators found!”

The major scanned the crowd from beside him. “It could have been someone who feared the Hareema and wanted to neutralize the enemy.”

“Or it could be another agent, making sure this one couldn't talk.”

It would seem that the threat of invasion was far from over.
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Sylvie was quiet as their ship skimmed over the waves. X said he had a surprise for her as they headed somewhere remote. Thoughts bombarded her as hard emotions beat against her insides and left her queasy.

Her ship was gone. Her last link with Earth, vanished. The enemy had been beaten back, but she knew that the Hareema wouldn't stop. They were supposed to be on Earth as well. How could she warn her people now?

She peeked over at the man beside her as he effortlessly piloted the small transport. He'd taken charge after their brush with death, his commands and authority being restored and saving them both. He was worried about his brother, who was still missing, though he tried hard to hide it. The Hareema could have had him killed to make sure he didn't spoil their plot, but X held out hope that Drake was still alive, somewhere.

He turned to her and smiled, his eyes full of an emotion that she hesitated to assign. It looked a lot like love or adoration. Even thinking the word gave her pause and left her breathless with hope. He needed her, but did he love her?

She was a national hero on Zanthar after everything that had happened. All of her perceived sins had been forgiven by the masses, and she was now free to date their Supreme Regent. So they were speeding off to an undisclosed location to finally spend some time alone. It was a miracle that he was still alive.She glanced over at him and fully took him in.

He was handsome beyond words. He was smart, strong, compassionate, and kind. And he wanted her. It was evident in his words, in his touch, and most importantly, in his color.

He was still a deep black, like an isolated cave where sunlight never shined. That meant the mating frenzy was still upon him. If she didn't mate with him, or if he wasn't able to release his seed, then he would die. It was a thought she wasn’t willing to hold on to. 

Sylvie was determined to save his life, but she was afraid of the commitment that it would entail. If he could release his seed, then she might become impregnated with an alien child. Even if she didn't get pregnant, she knew that he would be even more possessive if he was able to fully mate with her. He would never let her return to Earth, either way.

But was returning to Earth really what she wanted? She could stay here, help X find his brother, help him fight against their common enemy. It was tempting, but she couldn't help but wonder what would happen if she decided she'd had enough of living on an alien planet far away from home? 

If she didn't let him mate her, if she didn't let him try, then he would die. Despite her worries about her own future, she knew that she couldn't let that happen. No matter what, she wouldn't be responsible for his death.

Unless you already are. If you mate him and he can't release his seed, then he's dead and it's your fault.

Sylvie swallowed, a frown creeping over her face.

“Stop it,” he said, taking her hand and pulling it into his lap. “I know what you're thinking. It's not your fault.”

“But if you can't--”

“No,” he said, interrupting her. “I said none of that talk on this trip. We're going to have a good time together, and we're not going to worry about tomorrow. Do you understand?”

Sylvie nodded. 

He gave her a soft smile. “Good, beautiful woman.”

X piloted the ship to a narrow plot of land in the middle of a blue-green sea. The island was large according to Zantharian measurement, but Sylvie knew that it was maybe a mile wide. She saw a structure made of wood sitting on a small hill, which was surrounded by plants. They were the first plants she'd seen growing above water.

“Here we go.” X helped her out of the hatch and onto dry land. They were on a rocky outcropping, the red rocks reminding Sylvie of her first sight on the planet, right after she'd crashed.

“This place is sacred to my people,” he said, pulling her closer to the water. “I've arranged to have it cleared for the day so we can be alone, but it usually attracts many visitors. You're about to see why.”

X led her to the ocean's edge, and Sylvie gasped. All around them floated huge jellies, some several meters wide. They were iridescent green, with long tendrils that looked as soft as satin. 

“They're magnificent,” she breathed, bending down to get a closer look.

“These are Noruma's jellies, also known as giant jellies. Scientists have theorized that they are related to Zantharians, that we might both share a common ancestor.”

“I've never seen anything more beautiful.” Her eyes filled with tears. “Thank you for sharing this with me.”

“It gets better,” he said, taking her hand, and stepping off the rock onto the back of one of the jellies.

“What are you doing?” she said, tugging back on his arm.

“It's okay,” he said. “They like giving rides. They're tame.”

Sylvie gingerly stepped onto the back of the jelly with him. It started to float away from the island at a sedate speed. She held him tightly, then chuckled, unable to help herself. 

“This is wonderful.”

“You're wonderful.” X pulled her in tightly and brushed his fingers along her face as he leaned in for a soft kiss.

After they'd enjoyed their ride, X led her back onto land and into the wooden temple high above the waves. He brought her into an area he called ‘the sanctuary’, which was lined with cushions and pillows.

“My people come here to meditate and feel closer to nature. I love it. It’s one of the greatest treasures in Zanthar.” He pulled her down onto one of the cushions and cuddled her against him. Forcing her to tilt back, he pointed out the ceiling. Large glass windows were embedded from one end to the other and the stars had started to come out. To the far left sat several of Zanthar's moons.

“It's so peaceful.” Sylvie rested her head against his shoulder and snuggled down deeper, wanting to stay there forever.

"I never wanted you to get hurt. I should have been there to protect you."

"You had problems of your own," she reminded him.

"About the... other you. I'm sorry. I should have realized. She was nothing like you, and I'm a stupid--"

"Hush." She turned and pressed a tiny kiss beneath his ear. "She looked just like me. How could you have known?"

He was quiet for a moment.

She turned her face back to the ceiling, wanting to watch the moons move around the large expanse of the dark sky. 

“Sylvie.” His tone was serious. “I understand if you are hesitant to mate with me. I know we discussed it before but I want you to know that I hold you under no obligation.”

She turned and slid her arms around his waist, realizing that there was no other option for her. She wouldn’t take it if there were. “There’s no obligation. Only desire. I want to mate with you.”

He cupped her face, then planted the softest kisses along her cheeks and over her lips. “I love you.”

Tears welled up in her eyes and she tried to respond in kind to his sweet words. “I... I...”

“Shhh.” He stroked just under her chin with his thumb before pressing his lips to hers again. The soft brush of his tongue against her lips caused her to moan and she tilted her head and opened herself to him. He deepened the kiss, pushing it toward something sensually powerful. 

Sylvie pulled him toward her, trying to assist him in getting her clothing off, which was easier said than done. They laughed and pulled apart as she slipped the soft material over her hips, her modesty lost to the hungry demands of the man before her. 

X tugged his sarong over his head and growled softly as he pulled her back toward him. The moonlight spilled into the room from the glass panes that lined the ceiling. X pulled her on top of him, settling back and smiling up at her. 

“Make love to me, Sylvie. Give me all of you. That’s all I want.” He reached up and ran his hands over her waist before putting pressure on her hips to tilt forward a little. 

She groaned as he pressed himself deep inside of her, his size stretching her and sending heat pulsing from the center of her core. “Oh fuck.”

“So unbelievably beautiful, baby.” X held on to her tightly as he worked himself in and out of her, his breathing deep and methodical. 

Sylvie hadn’t ever been on top, so it took a little while to better understand the best movements for him to rub against the sensitive spots deep inside of her. She rocked against him as her breathing became labored and the thrill of orgasm sparked inside her stomach. 

“I’m gonna come,” she muttered as a long groan ripped from her lips. 

“Ride me, baby. Take every ounce of pleasure you can from me. I’m all yours. Only yours.” He tightened his grip, his words throwing daggers into the tightest parts of her. 

She leaned over and ran her hands over his dark chest, the ridges of his muscular frame sending her into a million naughty fantasies. 

He arched his hips and hit her spot again, blowing her resolve apart to rest for a minute. 

Sylvie screamed his name as she came again, her body moving of its own accord. She wanted more, no – needed more of him. Needed him in her life and in her bed for the rest of her days. Tears burned her gaze as she continued to work herself against him. Why hadn’t he come? Could he not?

He had brought her to climax twice without slowing his tempo, but he hadn’t released his seed. If he didn’t… he would die. 

The man she loved would die.

She flattened herself against him and started to massage his thick cock with the fullness of her thrusts as she looked deep into his black eyes. She had to tell him. He had to know.

“I love you.” She pressed up and kissed him fiercely, never breaking the slow rhythm of their sex.

He moaned a heavy sound, and plunged into her again, his pace increasing, his hips nearly slamming into her.

“I can't hold back.” He buried his face in the crook of her neck and pressed his teeth into her sensitive skin. “I love you, my mate. Take my gift.” 

She experienced warmth as he shocked her, his release deep inside of her and throbbing along her nerve endings. 

He cried out long and hard and she couldn’t help but throw herself into the frenzy of making sure he was completely drained. She joined him in his bliss and finished making love to the man she would spend the rest of her nights with. 

They stilled for a moment and X’s color faded from black to a light green within the blink of an eye. 

“X. Your color is changing.”

“I know, baby. You’ve accepted me fully and I couldn’t be more pleased.”

“Does this mean I’ll get pregnant?” 

X smiled and pulled her down for another long kiss before turning them and snuggling her into his arms. “It does.”

“So I’m stuck here with you, forever?” A quirky smile lifted her lips. 

“Unless you’d prefer the gnarsharks instead?”

“Um, no. You’re not that bad.” She laughed and snuggled down into his hold as warmth rushed across her. The journey had begun with trying to find life on a new planet. What she never expected was to find her own. 

 

The End

 

AUTHOR NOTE: Did you like that? If so, feel free to start Major Thrak’Lin Ontarii and Captain Jennifer Brooklyn’s story, The Major’s Mission. 


The Major’s Mission
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It was a rescue mission, or so she thought. 

After the disappearance of Dr. Sylvia Cohen, MIT's premiere astrobiologist, the scientific community is at a loss for what happened. Captain Jennifer Brooklyn is called on to take a team of scientist back into space to search for answers. Being the bulldog she is, she's more than willing to meet this new challenge head on and hopes for adventure around every corner. 

With the Hareema threat still very much a problem, and the Minister of Defense missing in action, Major Thrak’Lin Ontarii is sent on the warpath for answers. His run-in with another earthen vessel creates a type of friction he's not used to and unwilling to bend toward though. 

As tensions run high, these two least likely candidates for compatibility are thrown into a race to save their planets from the deadly Hareema. When the only option is trusting one another, their guards come down and they discover something besides curiosity exists in the space between them. 


Chapter 1

 

 

 

It might not be her first time in space, but it would be the first time Brook had set foot on an alien world. Captain Jennifer Brooklyn, or "Brook" as the crew she commanded called her, wasn't sure what to expect on the trip to JL-398. She wasn’t able to anticipate and therefore, the plan made her uneasy. 

And that wasn't the only thing.

Brook was being sent to JL-398 to try and locate Dr. Sylvia Cohen, the brave and perhaps foolish scientist who had agreed to take the first one-woman mission to the newly discovered planet to look for signs of life. She hadn't been heard from since her ship breached the atmosphere almost six weeks before. 

There was a high possibility that she had, in fact, found signs of life, but maybe they'd been more than she'd bargained for. Perhaps NASA hadn’t prepared the headstrong scientist properly enough.  

Brook pulled up the report on her display and leaned over, trying to clear her fearful thoughts. Dr. Cohen was a renowned astrobiologist who'd chaired the scientific committee charged with assisting NASA in planning the exploratory mission to JL-398. She'd convinced them that a human, and not modified scavenger robots, would be a more appropriate choice for leading the expedition. She'd headed out to JL-398 in her one-person craft with only one FIDO to guard her.

And there was no sign that she survived the crash landing that the craft apparently suffered. 

NASA had debated the wisdom of sending a ship after the missing scientist. It wasn't until the government had gotten involved that a mission had been seriously discussed. Since Brook had the most experience out of their other options, she and her crew were selected as the search party. 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn had been the first woman to breach the solar system. She'd logged more hours in space than anyone except the astronauts who lived on the international space station. After faster-than-light travel had been achieved, she had been the first captain assigned to one of the new FTL ships.  

While she'd never faced a possible alien threat, she had experienced plenty of tumultuous situations in her tenure as a space shuttle captain. Radiation scares. Microfractures in the hull. Decaying orbit. Life support failure.

That last one almost got me. She skimmed Dr. Cohen’s file for the tenth time, hoping to find something that might help bridge the gap in her knowledge of the events that took place. 

If we hadn't managed to slingshot around Jupiter and haul ass back to base, we would have breathed our last, stuck between the giant planet and Mars. 

There were plenty of things to fear in space without having to add the possibility of a hostile alien presence. 

Brook had to remind herself over and over again that there was a high probability that there was no alien presence at all. Dr. Cohen could have experienced a malfunction and ended up stranded on the planet’s surface with no way to call home to Earth. NASA thought that to be the most likely cause of the communication blackout. Since they’d warned Dr. Cohen that rescue wasn’t assured, perhaps the professor had considered herself abandoned and had concentrated on other things besides communicating with Earth.

Like survival. 

I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Brook frowned, exiting the display and leaning back in the chair of her cramped office. As captain, she was afforded more space than any of her crew, but the ship wasn’t large, and her room was about the size of her closet back on Earth. 

She had learned to trust her instincts, and that meant being on edge for most of the mission from start to finish. They’d departed Earth almost two days before, and would be reaching JL-398 by late the next day. 

In the time since their departure, Brook had been drilling her team on every eventuality she could concoct. Her lieutenant had finally persuaded her to give the crew a break. They assured her that they were prepared for every conceivable eventuality. 

Brook had grudgingly let the crew have a respite, but she knew there was no way to prep for everything. Although she trusted her crew, admiring the way they functioned like a well-oiled machine, something inside her told her that this mission would change everything. 

You’re overreacting. You’re going to land on JL-398, pick up the lost professor, and come home a hero. 

Brook wanted to laugh at the naivety of her thoughts. None of her missions ever went as easily as she wanted, and to expect this one to was sheer folly. Still, if she went by Lieutenant Cheerful’s estimation, they’d discover an ice cream waterfall on JL-398 and spend the whole trip making friends with alien ponies and wishing on rainbows. Brook chuckled as she glanced toward her first officer. 

Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt, a.k.a. Lieutenant Cheerful, had joined her crew nearly a decade ago when NASA hadn’t yet figured out how to break the faster-than-light barrier. Her mission had been to circumnavigate Pluto, dropping probes that would use the pseudo-planet as a launching ground for exploration outside of the solar system. 

At first Brunt had been quiet, reserved, interested in cementing his place as second-in-command. She hadn’t blamed him. Her crew at the time was a bit rowdy, and she’d left it up to Brunt to earn their respect and cooperation. Besides, if he couldn’t handle a little grumbling and good-natured ribbing, then he wouldn’t be a good fit to serve under her command. 

Brunt had stumbled initially, but when they’d run afoul of a comet’s tail and ended up with microfractures in the shuttle’s hull, he’d stepped up and proved his mettle by donning an EV suit and heading out to fix the fractures himself. The shuttle’s engineer, Talia Bryant, had given him instructions through the comm system, and she’d reported that Brunt had sung “Sunshine, Lollipops and Rainbows” to himself the whole time he’d worked. 

When Brunt crawled back in through the hatch afterward, Brook had asked him how it had gone. They’d barely cleared the tail, and the chance of pieces of debris dislodging him or puncturing his suit had still been very high.

“Piece of cake,” he’d said when he’d pulled off his helmet. 

His performance had earned the crew’s respect and his nifty nickname. Lieutenant Cheerful seemed to think every mission would have a happy ending. He was already writing his speech for after the victory parade when they returned to Earth with Dr. Cohen. 

Brook wished she had his confidence.

“Captain, we’ve picked up something on long-range sensors.” Talia’s voice over the comm system broke through her reverie. 

Brook stood up and left her office, striding onto the bridge. 

“Report,” she said, taking her place in the captain’s chair and motioning to Talia to bring up the view screen.

“There’s some kind of vessel out there,” Talia responded. “It’s at the very limit of our sensors, but our scans have determined that it is not a natural phenomenon.”

Brook nodded, staring at the tiny silver dot that appeared on the view screen before her. Could this be proof of alien life, like Dr. Cohen was looking for? Or was there something wrong with the sensors? It wouldn’t be the first time they’d malfunctioned.

“Stay on course,” Brook said to her pilot, Conrad Weitz, who nodded back at her. “Talia, keep tracking the object. I want an analysis of its composition and—”

“Unidentified vessel.” 

The voice boomed throughout the bridge. Talia let out a yelp, pulled out her earpiece, and slammed her hands over her ears. The voice was incredibly loud, echoing through the tight confines of the small cabin. 

“You will identify yourself immediately.” Brook leaned forward and tapped the dashboard, pushing down the fear that threatened to take over her sense of calm. 

“It’s hijacked the comm system,” Talia stated, frantically trying to retake control. “I can’t override it.”

“This is Captain Jennifer Brooklyn of the Earth vessel Earhart. With whom do we have the pleasure of speaking?”

“Earth vessel, you will prepare for boarding.”

“What?!?” Brook rose, pointing to Talia and then running her finger across her throat in a quick gesture. 

Talia nodded, then hit the failsafe that took the communication unit offline. 

The door to the bridge opened and Lieutenant Cheerful stumbled in. “What was that?”

“Proof of intelligent life in the universe,” Brook said, then watched as the rest of her crew crowded onto the bridge. “Where’s Smith?” 

She didn’t see the payload specialist and she wanted to put eyes on everyone. Now. 

“I think he was sleeping,” Diego Alvarez, security specialist and Smith’s bunkmate, replied. 

“Get him up and in here immediately.” Brook needed her entire crew around her. She grabbed Lieutenant Cheerful’s arm and yanked him over to her side. Standing on her toes to speak into his ear, she whispered, “I want the FIDOs activated and any weapons we’ve got distributed.” 

“Understood,” he replied and headed to a console near the cockpit. He punched a few buttons, which had to be the sequence needed to activate the FIDOs. 

The ship was equipped with four FIDOs, or Firstwave Intelligent Defense Operatives, who were used in situations where the need for brawn outweighed the need for brains. Although “intelligent” was in their name, Brook thought FIDOs were dumber than the dogs they were named after. 

The door to the bridge slid open again and Alvarez filed in with Smith behind him. This meant her entire crew of eight was assembled, and none too soon. The view screen showed what had appeared to be a blip only moments ago was now a very large and very fast ship, and it was headed straight toward them.

Brook took a deep breath, making sure her voice was calm before she addressed her crew. “Well, people, it seems we’ve confirmed one thing on our search and rescue mission. Intelligent life exists outside of Earth, and apparently they’re keen to guard their territory.” 

The eyes of her crew were on her as they seemed to be hanging on her every word. She couldn’t blame them. Not only was this the most important discovery in the last century, hell, eon, but it was also a major threat. They were the only humans in this part of the galaxy. There was no backup. 

“You heard them tell us to get ready to be boarded. It may be that they just want to check us out before letting us go on our way, but I’m not too partial to being told what to do on my own ship. So while we’ll give them a chance to explain their behavior, we also need to be ready to defend ourselves.” She glanced around, pinning each of them with her steely amber eyes. 

Even as she spoke, Brook wondered what kind of defense they could put up against the clearly superior alien technology. The alien vessel, growing larger by the second, looked to be equipped with several external weapons. Her ship had a single laser bank that was used to blow up small meteorites or debris encountered in space. She doubted it was any match for the alien ship's big guns.

“We’re bringing the FIDOs online, and Lieutenant Cheerful will be passing out our limited supply of weapons. No one is to make a move without my order. Let’s not start an intergalactic incident because one of you gets an itchy trigger finger. Understood?” she barked loudly. 

“Yes, Captain.” She could hear the worry in the chorus of her crew’s voices, and she couldn’t blame them one bit.

On the screen, the silver ship grew until it blotted out the stars around it. 

Time to have our first encounter. I hope like hell they’re hospitable.


Chapter 2

 

 

 

Major Thrak’Lin Ontarii stood in front of the opaque membrane with his hands crossed behind his back. He’d had the crew haul in the little Earthling ship with the tractor beam, and the engineers had finally secured access to the smaller ship’s entry hatch. When Ontarii gave the word, the membrane would open and he could enter the ship’s hatch. 

Although he’d never been on a scouting mission to Earth, he’d done coursework on all sentient life forms in the nearby systems. Once he’d heard that it was an Earthling female that took down the defense grid around his planet, he’d reviewed everything he could get his hands on about Earthling anatomy, society, and development. Funny enough, it wasn’t the Earthlings, or “humans”, as they liked to be called, that he was worried about.

The ship’s sensors had detected Hareema DNA on the human vessel. Ontarii had been closely following communications traffic on Zanthar for the past couple months, ever since the Minister of Defense had been revealed to be a Hareema infiltrator. Although no more Hareema had been found on Zanthar since, Ontarii knew that constant vigilance was required in the face of the insidious threat the enemy posed.

The Hareema were intelligent life from the outer reaches of the system. In their natural form, they were six-feet tall gelatinous rectangles with a reddish hue, but one rarely met a Hareema in its natural form. 

Over the millennia Hareema had evolved the skill of shapeshifting, meaning they could take any shape, animate or inanimate. A Hareema operative could become the complete duplicate of whichever object it chose to imitate, including a Zantharian. A Hareema could hold the chosen shape for approximately six to eight hours, according to the latest scientific reports. Granted those reports were now centuries old, so Ontarii wondered what advances the Hareema might have made with their abilities in that time.

Six weeks ago, a small human vessel with only one life form aboard had somehow managed to knock out the defense shield that covered the planet Zanthar. Although the scientists on his planet had not yet been able to determine exactly how the shield was taken down, what they did know was that it was part of a complicated plot involving a conspiracy that pointed to a Hareema presence on Earth. 

Although opinion on Zanthar was still divided, the Supreme Regent Xivthar Rasveen had assured everyone that he was working to get to the bottom of said conspiracy. He was doing so with the aid of his mate, the human female, Dr. Sylvia Cohen. 

The thought of a Zantharian mating with a human set off a chaotic mixture of feelings in the major. He had concern over the political ramifications of such a union, discomfort regarding who could be trusted with state secrets. There was a twinge of curiosity at the nuts and bolts of their attraction to each other, and a bit of disgust at the thought of mating outside of his own species. 

He knew his confusion was shared by other Zantharians, and the Supreme Regent had been having a hell of a time keeping ahead of the other political factions on Zanthar. Ontarii thought the Hareema threat hanging over their heads was the sole thing that kept Rasveen in power.

That and the fact that his brother was missing.

The Minister of Defense had been replaced by a Hareema operative who had used its power to manipulate his underlings and somehow take down the defense grid. The real Minister of Defense, known by those closest to him as Drake, had yet to be found. 

Ontarii figured Drake to be dead. The Supreme Regent, however, wasn’t ready to give up hope of his brother’s recovery. He had parties searching throughout the system for him, and the ships that made up the defense perimeter around Zanthar, including the flagship that Ontarii was currently commanding, had orders to scan everything for signs of Drake’s DNA.

So far, nothing had been uncovered that might sustain the regent’s hope.

Ontarii took a deep breath, pushing away his rambling thoughts. It was time to investigate the human ship to determine if a Hareema infiltrator was on board. The ship was small and quarters were tight, which left Ontarii able to take two men with him. He was secure in his superior abilities and technology savviness, so a few extra eyes and hands were all he required. Besides, the flagship would be monitoring their movements should anything go awry.

Part of Ontarii hoped something would. The silence was killing everyone. The Hareema were masters of disguise and that meant anyone around, at any given time, could be the enemy seeking to take you out. They needed advancement on their search. He would take anything afforded him to relieve this tension of not knowing whom he could trust. 

Ontarii gave the signal to open the membrane. A thin slit appeared in the center of its surface and he moved forward, nodding to his companions as they moved inside.

The human ship was miniscule compared to the flagship, and the technology was incredibly outdated. It would be considered quaint by antique collectors on Zanthar no doubt. Ontarii was slightly surprised that there was no one to greet them at the hatch. 

Scanning the surroundings, he moved forward and gestured for his men to follow. 

The corridors were tight, forcing them to walk single-file, with Ontarii in the front position. He reached a doorway quickly and found the button that activated it. Ontarii waved to his men to take up positions on the left side of the door while he pressed his back to the wall on the right before hitting the button.

The doors whooshed open and Ontarii crept to the edge of the doorway to peer through it. No one greeted him on the other side. He motioned his men forward into what appeared to be the crew’s mess. 

Where are the humans? Surely they aren’t ignorant enough to set up an ambush on such a small craft. Even worse, they could all be Hareema agents using human form for cover. 

It was impossible to tell by the readings they’d received on their ship. 

Ontarii stood in the center of the mess and debated which of the two doors that led out of the area he should try first. From their scans of the ship, he knew one led towards the crew quarters and the infirmary, while the other headed towards the bridge. 

Ontarii frowned, considering his options. He could split his men up, search one option while they searched the other. But dividing his forces didn’t make sense to him. That meant he needed to choose a direction. 

Ontarii relied on instinct to guide him often in military situations, but when dealing with an almost completely unfamiliar life form such as humans, he didn’t think his instinct would provide an adequate guide. He did what he thought best, and left the choice completely up to chance. 

“Through there,” he said, his voice low as he motioned toward the door that would lead in the direction of the bridge. 

The corridor was empty, and the ship eerily quiet. On either side of them were two doors, leading to what he assumed were small scientific stations. In front of them stood another door, this one leading to the bridge. He moved toward the final door, as he motioned to his companions to take up their positions on the left side while he went right.

Before they could reach their destination, the bridge door whooshed open. Ontarii was confronted by two large mechanical beings. Their shape resembled a person's, with two arms and two legs, but the area where their faces should be were instead light displays. The displays were bright red and flashing angrily. 

“Intruder alert,” the units said in unison. 

Small hatches on the units’ shoulders opened to reveal laser weapons that swiveled to lock in on him. Ontarii breathed deeply and started charging up his bioelectric weaponry. Zantharians had the ability to discharge powerful pulses of electric energy from their bodies. The discharge should be powerful enough to take out the unit.

The door behind him opened, catching him further off guard. 

“Intruder alert,” came from behind him. He risked a glance and found two more units stationed behind them. They were effectively trapped between the robot pairs.

Ontarii wasn’t used to someone getting the drop on him. It rankled. While he and his companions could each discharge into one of the robots, they would still leave one unaffected, and that one robot could do significant damage before they were sufficiently recharged to use their bio-weapons again. Still, they couldn’t stand here and do nothing. 

“Prepare for shock discharge,” he said, powering up his own weapon.

“Stand down!” a strong feminine voice commanded. 

Ontarii’s head shot up at the command. His eyes narrowed as his gaze fastened on the one who’d spoken. 

A human female stood behind the two robots blocking the entrance to the bridge. She was tall, for a human, only a couple inches lacking six feet. Her hair was dark and pulled back tightly. Her eyes were a light amber that reminded him of starlight seen through the tinted glass dome of Noruma’s temple. His heart fluttered uncommonly in his chest. 

That’s an unexpected thought to have while facing down the enemy. Ontarii chastised himself. Focus on the matter at hand. 

“Call off your robots, human,” he said, his voice firm.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her tone sweet but her face expressionless. “I can’t do that. It looks like you’re charging up some kind of weapon of your own, if the pulses in your skin are any indication. Why should I disarm myself when you’re not willing to do the same?”

Ontarii had to admit that she had a point. 

“Perhaps you’re mistaken about your situation here,” he said. Point or no point, she’s outnumbered and outgunned. She will back down. “Your ship is tractored to our hull. I’ve got over one hundred soldiers on that vessel. Your paltry vessel couldn’t hold more than a dozen, and I doubt you have that many with you. Even if your robots succeed in overtaking us, they still can’t match the force we can bring to bear.”

“Maybe not,” she said, her dark eyebrow rising. “But my robots will still be able to put a hurting on you and your companions before your ship of soldiers can get to you. So stand down, stop charging up whatever weird weapons you’ve got, and let’s talk like civilized beings.”  

Ontarii considered her words. The Earthlings posed no real threat, and if he wanted to push the issue, he could alert the flagship and have this tiny craft flooded with Zantharian soldiers within seconds.

He didn’t appreciate the tone the Earthling female was taking with him, nor the way it was making him feel. He had half a mind to blast her with his charge and see how she took it. Hopefully it would wipe the smug look off her pretty face. 

Ontarii’s eyes narrowed as he stared down the human female, giving her a minute to think through her strategy. 


Chapter 3

 

 

 

Brook swallowed around the lump in her throat as subtly as she could. She didn’t appreciate the expression on the alien leader’s face at all. There was no doubt that he was the leader within the small squad before her. He was slightly taller than the other two, his entire demeanor projected command and dominance. Her stomach tightened in a way that made her want to blush, but she forced herself to remain in control. She was a scientist. It was simply the excitement bubbling up inside of her at their finding.  

The male stood ramrod straight, his skin a curious mint green color, but beautiful somehow. There was nothing little about the “little green man” though. He was taller than most humans she knew, and his body was a mass of muscle tone and restrained power. 

His eyes were as black as empty space. His nose was prominent and straight, leading to lips that were compressed in what she imagined was barely repressed rage. The clothing he was wearing was strange, made out of some kind of natural plant fiber. It consisted mainly of a skirt of sorts that fell to his knees in braids, with two thicker braids climbing his chest. At his shoulders the braids displayed an intricate knot. The rest of his massive body was bare. 

Brook concentrated on her breathing, her eyes boring into the alien leader. I will not back down. Why the fuck are you so hot? I will not back down. 

If she gave in now, the aliens would walk all over her. Hell, they likely would anyway, given their advanced technology and weapons. Regardless, she would stand up for herself and her crew, ensuring that the foreign being before her knew she meant business. It was her duty to keep those under her command safe, and to complete her mission.

And she would, by God, accomplish those goals, despite any resistance from her new discovery. 

The leader’s eyes narrowed as he met her gaze and held it for a few minutes. He broke the connection finally, turning to his companions and giving a short nod. The energy pulses that were rippling across their bodies faded away.

Brook let out the breath she was holding. Round one - humans. 

“Power down your robots,” the leader barked, his voice as hard as steel. 

She didn’t like giving up her advantage, slim as it might be, but she had to make concessions as well. It was only fair. “Lieutenant Brunt, power down the FIDOs.” 

Talia stood just behind her, and moved up as Brook turned to pin Brunt with a stare. Talia lifted to her toes and murmured close to Brook’s ear, “You sure that is a good idea?” 

Of course not. It’s the dumbest idea I’ve had in years. 

Behind her, Brunt was at the console, inputting the commands to deactivate the FIDOs. The face displays of the units blinked from red to blue, and the robots turned and headed down the corridor and back to the cargo bay where they were stored. 

Brook turned back in time to see the leader starting to speak, but she jumped in first, not wanting to give him the chance to take control of the situation. “Do you want to explain to me why you captured my ship and boarded her without permission? We’ve done nothing to provoke such a response.”

The leader gave her a tight smile as his eyes moved across her face. “You were nearing the Zantharian defense perimeter. We’re on high alert and scanning all ships entering our system.”

“Scanning doesn’t mean boarding.”

The hair on his head started to move suddenly. She was riveted and couldn’t speak for a minute as she stared at him. She’d assumed the alien had hair similar to her own, but now she realized it was something more akin to tiny tentacles. And they’d started to ripple. 

He didn’t answer, but asked a question of his own. “What are you doing here? Explain yourself. Now.”

Brook’s face tightened. “Explain why you boarded my ship.” 

Letting out a large sigh the alien took a step forward. “I already told you. Keep up and don’t waste my time.” 

Alvarez, who had been standing next to her on the left, lifted his laser pistol, aiming it at the lead alien who scoffed and turned his attention to her crewmate and then back to her. 

“I thought we were past brandishing our weapons at one another.”

Brook put her hand on Alvarez’s pistol to push it back toward the floor. “If that’s the truth, then you should release my ship and stop talking to me like I’m a child. It’s not going to get you anywhere with me.”

The alien’s face hardened until it looked carved from jade. “I can’t do that. Not until you explain what you’re doing here.”

Brook let out a heavy breath. Someone had to be the first one to capitulate. The alien seemed to be meeting her halfway, so she supposed it was time to give a little.

“One of our people was investigating a nearby planet, classified as JL-398. We lost contact with her when she entered the planet’s atmosphere and haven’t been able to re-establish communications. My crew was sent to try and locate her.”

The leader nodded as if he’d been expecting her answer. “And is this the entirety of your crew?”

Brook frowned. “The Earhart currently has a complement of eight crew members, including her captain.”

“I suppose you’re the captain?” He eyed her up and down as if it was humorous that a woman was captaining a ship. 

She wanted to slam her fist into his arrogant smirk, but instead she nodded and pursed her lips momentarily. “Captain Brooklyn, at your service. Now you know why we’re here, so you should be able to release my ship.”

The alien shook his head. “I am Major Ontarii, commander of the Zantharian defense fleet, and I’m afraid we’ve detected a threat aboard your ship, so releasing you isn’t a possibility.”

Heat rose in Brook’s chest and coated her insides. “What threat? We’re no match for you. Shit, you said so yourself.”

“You humans are not a threat,” the alien said, as he scanned the crew gathered behind her. 

“Well, we humans are the only ones aboard this ship, other than the robots, which we turned off. You must be mistaken about your supposed threat, or you’re looking for an excuse to invade the ship of an innocent species.”

“Innocent?” he said, cocking a dark eyebrow at her and taking another step forward so that she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze. “That remains to be seen.”

Something about his tone of voice set off a strange shiver down her spine. She stifled the shake and let the odd feelings burn into anger. Anger was safe. 

Frustration. Anger. Not lust. Just not lust. It wasn’t turning out to be what she’d expected her first contact between humans and an alien race would be like. Off to a bad start. This is going to look like shit on my record. 

“Look,” she said, her tone now brooking resistance. “You either tell me what you think this threat is, or you get the hell off of my ship.”

He scowled down at her, his jaw locking as if she were the biggest pain in the ass ever. His skin, which had been a light green, had started to shift slightly. Yellow striations appeared across his skin’s surface, the change quite striking and unexpectedly beautiful.

“Human, I am not in the habit of explaining myself to my subordinates,” he snapped at her and looked down his nose at her.  

He was angry, but it couldn’t match the fury boiling over inside of her at his statement. “Subordinate? That’s no way to refer to a member of species you’re meeting for the first time.”

He rolled his eyes, and she barely stopped herself from kicking him in the shin or kneeing him in the crotch. If he had a crotch to knee him in. 

As captain, Brook had had to keep her cool in much more high stakes situations than her current conversation, but for some reason she was having problems keeping her temper in check with this particular elitist asshole. 

“You aren’t the first human I’ve met,” he said. “I’ve studied your species, and believe me, my assessment of Zantharian superiority is well founded.”

That was it. 

Brook closed the space between herself and the alien until her breasts pressed tightly to his hardened chest. She lifted on her toes, and even though he was still several inches taller than her, she was as close to being in his face as she was getting. 

Purposefully making her voice firm with an appropriate dash of anger, she bore an angry stare at him and whispered low and dark, “You and your Zantharian superiority can go fuck yourself. Get the hell off my ship before I physically remove you from it.”


Chapter 4

 

 

 

Ontarii couldn’t explain the flush of warmth that shot through his body at the human female’s words. Anger was a familiar emotion, but something else lurked beneath it, something more sinister. Something he wasn’t ready to deal with.

Anger was safer.

“Captain Brooklyn, I believe you said your name was, I don’t have time for your snarkiness. Zanthar is under threat of enemy invasion, and Earth has been implicated in a conspiracy to overrun my world. So maybe you should just shut up and let the big boys do their job.”

He watched the human’s jaw drop. Perhaps in another situation he’d be able to admit to himself that he wasn’t in the habit of being so high-handed in diplomatic situations, but something about this female unsettled him. 

It wasn’t that she held a command. Plenty of Zantharian females held high ranks and offices. It wasn’t that she was from another species. He’d met aliens from many different worlds. In fact, he couldn’t put his finger on exactly what it was about her that made him agitated. He didn’t have time, nor the energy to try and figure it out either. 

Her upper lip curled and her eyes narrowed to slits as his heart picked up its pace. Why was her anger leaving him feeling things he hadn’t felt in a long time? Her pretty lips were plump and pink, and her eyes were shining with an inner light. Probably rage at my remark. 

She surprised him. Instead of matching his jab with her own cutting remark, she honed in on the substance of his words. “You believe Earth is involved in a conspiracy against your world? How is that possible when we didn’t even know you people existed?”

“That is what Dr. Cohen said,” he replied. “We have reason to believe that a contingent of humans had been informed of our existence. This contingent pushed for the mission to Zanthar, or JL-398 as you so quaintly call it.” 

“Been informed? By whom? We thought we might be alone in the universe until we discovered signs of life through a probe that had passed by your planet. You’d know that if you actually talked to Dr. Cohen.”

Ontarii sighed. Now wasn’t the time for exposition. The Hareema agent could be anywhere, or anyone. 

Still, Captain Brooklyn looked to be a tenacious major. She wasn’t going to be easily fobbed off with an excuse. 

“I will explain everything,” he offered generously. “But first, we need to subject you and your crew to a short physical test to assess your threat level.”

“A short physical test?” The human female smirked. “You want us to run a lap around the ship and do a hundred pushups? What kind of test?”

Ontarii stared down at her. I can think of a way to silence that smart mouth of hers and chances are she might actually like it. He took a deep breath and reined himself in, a little unnerved at his wayward thoughts. Where did that come from?

“We need to ascertain that you are exactly what you say you are: humans on a rescue mission. The test is simple and takes only a moment. You will experience discomfort, but no lasting damage.”

The human captain crossed her arms over her chest. “How much discomfort are we talking about? Are you taking blood or tissue samples?”

Ontarii shook his head. “No. You will be subjected to a short energy discharge. Once we confirm your human status, we can discuss more in-depth testing on the flagship.”

“This is ridiculous,” Captain Brooklyn replied. “You haven’t even given us your first ‘discomforting’ test and you’re already talking about further tests. I want to speak to Dr. Cohen… now.”

“The test is first.” It was essential to find the Hareema as quickly as possible, and trusting the woman was out until he knew that she was, in fact, a human.

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. How do I even know Dr. Cohen is alive and well? Maybe you’ve cooked up this conspiracy plot to justify whatever you’ve done to her!”

“Dr. Cohen is very well. I spoke to her two days ago. She’s on the surface with the Supreme Regent. How would I know her name if I were lying?”

“How can I trust you? Intel is easy to access. I’m not a fool,” the female replied, her voice low. 

Ontarii froze. He could tell she was concerned, for her crew and for herself. It made him wonder if he was being too hard on her.

How do you know it’s even a her? It could be a Hareema agent attempting to play on your sympathies.

“If you and your crew submit to the test, I will allow you to speak to Dr. Cohen immediately afterward. Then you can see that she is alive and well for yourselves.”

There was a long moment of silence that stretched out between them, but he wasn’t willing to break it. Ontarii scanned the faces of the humans who were grouped behind their captain. Their expressions ranged from wonder to concern to anger. 

It must be difficult meeting an alien for the first time. Unless I’m not the first alien they’ve talked to.

Ontarii wasn’t sure how far the conspiracy went, but he was certain of one thing: Hareema agents had infiltrated Earth, and they had plans to invade his planet. Precautions were absolutely necessary, and although these humans might not like what happened next, he couldn’t back down.

“Fine,” the human captain relented at last. “Give me the test.”

“Wait!” Another human pushed toward the front of the group. This one was small, with dark brown hair cut in a bob around her face. “You can’t agree to a test like this without knowing what the effects will be.”

Captain Brooklyn put a hand on the smaller woman’s shoulder. “It’s okay, Tan. Someone has to be the first, and we need to get this over with if we’re going to find Dr. Cohen and get home.”

The smaller woman would not be mollified though. “How do you know these aliens are sufficiently familiar with human anatomy and physiology? This ‘test’ could kill us, if it isn’t properly calibrated.”

Captain Brooklyn turned her large golden eyes toward him. “Dr. Nguyen has a point. Have you tried this on a human before?”

Ontarii nodded. “Your Dr. Cohen has undergone the test herself on multiple occasions. It has not had any long-lasting ill effects.”

The human female nodded. “Okay. Do it.”

“No!” The doctor wasn’t so easily swayed. “We’re just supposed to take this guy’s word for it?”

“We don’t have any choice, Tan,” Captain Brooklyn replied. “Now stand down.”

“But if something goes wrong, we’ll be without a captain. If you insist on going through with this, you shouldn’t be first.”

Captain Brooklyn’s voice was strong and unyielding. “I refuse to put any member of my crew through something I have not experienced first myself. Lieutenant Brunt is a capable major. If something happens to me, he’ll get you home.”

The doctor wasn’t ready to let the matter drop. “But-”

“Enough,” Brooklyn said, her tone confirmed that she’d had all the argument she would accept. 

She gained Ontarii’s respect in that moment. 

The human captain stared up at him. “Let’s get this over with.”

Ontarii nodded, then started to charge up for the energy exchange. It would not be a lethal amount of electricity, but she didn’t know that. Hareema could not hold their shape under an energy discharge, so Zantharians used energy exchanges to flush out any hidden agents. It would hurt, but it wouldn’t kill. 

The energy flashed over his skin and he took hold of her arm, releasing the discharge quickly. 

Captain Brooklyn gritted her teeth and tried to hold still under the onslaught, but as soon as the discharge left her, her legs began to wobble.

Ontarii kept his grip on her arm, holding her steady. 

“You are what you say you are,” he said, his voice low. A surge of regret went through him and he quickly repressed it.

When the captain could stand on her own, she yanked her arm away. “Some discomfort, eh?”

The one called Alvarez had his weapon up again and pointed straight at Ontarii. “You okay, boss?”

Captain Brooklyn shook her head vigorously as if to clear it. “I’m fine. It hurts like a bitch, but no lasting damage.”

“The remainder of your crew will have to undergo the same test now,” Ontarii said.

The captain nodded, but the grimace on her face told the tale of her unhappiness. 

“All right, fall in,” she said, turning to face her crew. “It’s painful, but you’ll survive.”

There was agitation among the other humans. 

“I’m not doing that,” one said, his voice high-pitched and frightened.

“Smith, what’s the problem?” The captain sounded tired. 

Ontarii thought no one else might notice the fact, but since he was a commander himself, he knew the signs. Still, she kept her control. Another reason to admire her. 

“I’m not doing it,” he said. Ontarii focused in on the dissenter, a heavy-set man with curly brown hair and a bushy moustache. 

A short female with almond eyes and a shaved head came forward and put a hand on his arm in comfort. The name patch on her chest read ‘Chao’. “It’s okay, Mike. I’ll hold your hand if you want.”

The doctor shook her head. “No, you can’t hold his hand. The current will pass through him and into you.”

“I’m not doing it!” Mike’s voice rose higher. 

Ontarii thought hysteria was right around the corner for this human. 

“I agree with Smith,” the short woman with red-gold curls who had whispered in the captain’s ear earlier said. “No thanks on the offer of electro-shock therapy.”

“This isn’t up for discussion,” the captain said. “Line up.”

“Maybe it should be.” This was a new voice. It belonged to a tall, pale blond man. His eyes were light blue, lines around them indicating his anger. 

“Weitz, we don’t have time for this. It stings, but you’ll be fine. Let’s get this done so we can carry on the mission.”

Weitz folded his arms over his chest and refused to move. “No.”

“Look, everybody, I know you’re upset.” This was the one the captain had called Lieutenant Brunt. “But the sooner we get this done, the sooner we get Dr. Cohen and go home.”

“Shut up, Lieutenant Cheerful!” Mike Smith was shaking, his face red. “You can sunshine and rainbows your way through this. I’m not doing it.”

“Me neither.” Weitz was firm in his resolve.

The crew erupted into chaos, their voices echoing down the corridor.

“Can it!” Captain Brooklyn’s words silenced them all, except for the one called Smith, who was now openly whimpering.

“I’m afraid of electricity,” he said. “When I was a kid I grabbed the cord of a lamp that had been stripped and it shocked me so bad I had to go to the hospital. I’ll never put myself through that again.”

“I understand it’s difficult,” the captain said, heading toward the man. “But we’ll all be here for you. Dr. Nguyen won’t let anything happen.”

“I can’t promise that,” the doctor muttered under her breath, earning a sharp look from Brooklyn. 

“He shouldn’t have to do anything he doesn’t want to.” This was from Weitz. “Why should we submit to some alien test when they won’t even prove to us that Cohen is alive? Just because they zapped the captain and nothing happened doesn’t mean it will be the same for the rest of us.”

“Weitz, you’re not helping,” Lieutenant Brunt responded. 

“I disagree,” Weitz said, puffing out his chest. 

“Let me out of here!” This from Smith, who had started a high-pitched moan. The man struggled away from the bald woman’s grip and was waving his arms around like mad. 

“Calm down,” the captain said, trying to get closer to Smith. 

“Why should he calm down?” Weitz said, the volume of his voice climbing. “You’re trying to force him to do something he’s deathly afraid of. He’ll be lucky not to have a heart attack if they zap him.”

“Heart attack?” Smith was nearly shrieking. 

“Stop it,” the lieutenant said, getting closer to Weitz.

“You stop it,” Weitz replied, then shoved the man who was trying to close in on him. 

There were gasps and general commotion. Ontarii nodded to his men, and the three of them started to charge up their bioelectricity. 

The short curly-headed woman pointed in their direction. “They’re getting ready to attack!”

The captain turned and started heading toward Ontarii. 

Smith let out a scream and started barreling toward the door. He knocked into Brooklyn’s back, causing the female to tumble.

Ontarii shifted forward, grabbing the human captain before she could hit the ground. Her eyes moved up to lock onto his as Smith pushed past them and sprinted down the corridor.

One of Ontarii’s men grabbed him, sending a bolt of electricity through him.

Smith started shaking, his mouth filling with foam. Then the man fell to the ground. 

Everything happened at once. 

Alvarez brought up his weapon and held it against the head of the other guard, who was holding his bioelectric weapon charged and ready. The guard who had discharged into Smith was bending over the man, trying to determine if he was okay. 

The bald woman ran to Smith’s side and started yelling at Ontarii’s guard.

Then the lights went out.

“Let me go,” the captain said, pulling away from Ontarii and shoving forward in the blackness. 

Fuck, Ontarii thought. That went to shit quickly. 

Bodies moved around him, but the only light was coming from the luminescence of his bioelectricity. There was no way to get a handle on the chaos.

The lights flashed back on and Ontarii’s eyes flew to the captain who was standing in front of a console. He scanned the room. Three of her crew were no longer in the area. 

He approached the human female, entering the small bridge. “Captain, we have a problem.”


Chapter 5

 

 

 

Brook couldn’t catch her breath. Her crew had lost their minds, and she had to get her head on straight if she was going to gain control back. 

But it wasn’t an easy task. She was still fried, literally, from the alien’s test. What was worse was that her skin was tingling more from his touch, not the electricity. 

Ontarii had caught her when Mike had pushed past her, surprising her a little. He’d held her gently in his strong arms and she’d felt a momentary desire to cling to him. It was completely out of character for her. Captains were strong in any situation. They weren’t weak, wilting flowers. They weren’t romantic and needy. At least, she wasn’t. 

She turned to pin the alien with a hard stare, her face a mask of emotion. “What’s the problem?”

“We need to perform this test on all of your crew members. It’s the only way we can be sure there are no enemy agents on your ship.”

“What are you talking about?” she  asked as she motioned for her lieutenant to check on Smith. 

“We stopped your ship because our scans revealed traces of Hareema DNA. We have to make sure there are no Hareema on this vessel.”

“Hareema? These are the enemies you’ve been talking about?”

Ontarii nodded.

“Well, you can see we’re all humans and not Hareema, so I don’t understand what the problem is. Do you think there’s a stowaway or something?”

“The problem is we can’t see that you’re all human. Hareema are shapeshifters. Any one of you could be an agent. Well, not you, and obviously not Mr. Smith. Hareema can’t hold their shape under an energy discharge.”

Brook’s jaw dropped open. Not only was she about five minutes into her first meeting with an extraterrestrial life form, but she’d just been informed that another ET, a shapeshifting alien no less, might be loose on her ship. 

Not one to remain immobile for long, Brook took action. “We need to locate this shapeshifter ASAP.” Scanning her crew, she realized that Alvarez, Weitz, and Chao were missing. She needed to find her crewmembers and make sure they were tested. 

If they still are your crew.

The thought of a shapeshifting alien taking the place of one of her crew made her nauseated. There was no time to dwell on the thought though. She had to do something, to prove their innocence as being Hareema agents. They weren’t. She knew that, but wasn’t entirely sure how to best perform the search and find them to start that process.

If she split people into teams to search the small ship, it could make the situation worse. She needed to make sure her people stayed in one place while she searched the ship. Usually this was a duty she would assign to her security specialist, Alvarez. Unfortunately, he was among the missing. 

“We’re wasting time,” Ontarii said. He’d moved up behind her and the heat from his closeness rolled over her. She took a short breath and gave him a look of dismay over her shoulder. He was a distraction she didn’t need.

“I’m trying to think this through. The last thing we need is a sloppy search that could give the infiltrator a chance to escape, or worse.”

“Let me and my men handle the search,” Ontarii replied.

Brook’s hands settled on her hips as she turned to face him. “I appreciate the offer, but I can’t say that I’d trust you to take charge of this operation.”

“Have I given you a reason to distrust me?” 

Was his skin lightening? It was. The alien was shifting from pale green to a color that resembled chartreuse. 

Brook didn’t feel like going through all the reasons why she didn’t trust some strange alien she’d just met. She turned back to her crew. 

“Brunt, I want you to stay here and keep an eye on the crew. No one leaves the bridge. I’ll be back after I’ve located the rest of our people.”

“You’re going alone?” This from the alien major. 

Brook ignored him, claiming a laser pistol from the ship’s engineer. 

Talia gave her a forced smile that Brook didn’t return.

A hand clamped down on her shoulder and turned her to face Ontarii. “You can’t go alone, and you can’t leave your lieutenant in charge.”

“Why not? He’s a trusted member of my crew.” His nostrils flared at her words. “I’m the only one, barring Smith, who’s obviously in no shape to deal with anything, who’s been proven human. I can retrieve my crewmembers while Brunt keeps everyone in place.”

“How do you know he’s Brunt?”

Brook froze at his words. He had a point. She shook her head and started down the corridor.

Ontarii was right behind her. “How do you know any of them are who they say they are?”

“I don’t have time for this. When I get the rest of my crew back to the bridge, your men can zap them all to confirm. Right now this takes priority.”

“Let my men zap them now,” he said, pulling abreast of her, then blocking her path. “They can test them while you search.”

“No.” That wasn’t going to happen. “I’m not leaving the process unsupervised.” 

The alien’s face tightened. He clearly wasn’t used to his orders not being followed. “Then let them assist in supervising your crew, to make sure none of them leave the bridge.”

Brook frowned, but there was nothing she could say against the idea. It wasn’t as if she’d be able to get them to leave. “Fine.”

“And I’m coming with you.”

“The hell you are.” She tried to shove past him, but Ontarii was a concrete wall. 

“You can’t look for your crew alone, not with the possibility of a shapeshifter among them. Right now you’re the only one, barring your drooling crewmember there, who I know for certain is human.”

“Move,” she said, pushing against him with all her strength. 

He didn’t shift an inch. 

“I’ve got the means to protect you if we do come across the Hareema agent. If we search together, the rest of our companions can be secure in the knowledge that it is us, and not Hareema, who are coming back to greet them.”

Fuck, why does he make such excellent points! It’s so damn frustrating!

Brook wiped the scowl from her face and stared up at him. “Fine. Let’s go.”


Chapter 6

 

 

 

Ontarii followed behind the human female as she left the corridor and entered the mess. His eyes were riveted to the swell of her rear, which was outlined beautifully by her tight flight suit. It was shapely, curved, and making his cock twitch under his uniform. 

There was not much sexual dimorphism among Zantharians, meaning the women resembled the men for the most part. Sometimes only clothing could differentiate the Zantharian men from the women. Humans, on the other hand, had different traits associated with the sexes. Not just behavioral traits, but clear physical differences.

He couldn’t stop staring at one of those differences no matter how badly he wanted to. 

“Mess is clear.” She motioned toward the door that led to the crew quarters and the infirmary. 

Ontarii followed, keeping his bioelectricity charged at the lowest level in case he needed to use it suddenly. 

The corridor in front of them widened, allowing him to walk alongside the captain. 

“Your crew doesn’t seem very disciplined,” he said, making note of how her control had crumbled back on the bridge.

The captain pursed her lips and glanced over at him with distain. 

“My crew are all individuals and not mindless drones that follow my every command. If your soldier hadn’t zapped Smith, I would have gotten things under control again without having to resort to all of this.”

“My men are not drones either, but they do know how to follow orders.”

“It’s easy to follow orders when you’re on the side with all the power, isn’t it?” 

Ontarii frowned. The captain was clever and not afraid to speak her mind. It was frustrating, and perhaps a bit refreshing. 

The corridor ended in three identical doors, making the puzzle all the more complicated. 

“That one leads to the airlock,” she said, pointing to the door at the end of the corridor. “This one is the infirmary,” she motioned left, “and this one goes to the crew quarters.”

“Infirmary first,” he suggested. “Less ground to cover.”

The human nodded, then hit the button for the infirmary. The door whooshed open, and the room inside began to light up. There were two beds, several shelves and cabinets, a smattering of medical equipment, and a small desk, but no signs of life. 

“You said these Hareema are shapeshifters. That means they can take the shape of anyone?” The captain scanned the room again, then turned to him for an answer. 

“Or anything. Animate or inanimate objects.”

“And you don’t have the means to detect them through scans?”

Ontarii shook his head. “No. We’ve been working on that technology for centuries, but since they take on the form of the object, down to a precise imitation of the molecular structure, we’ve not been able to pinpoint them through our scans. It’s impossible to separate the real thing from the imitation.” 

“But you said you found traces of their DNA here on the ship?” 

“Yes. Our scans can pick up DNA traces left when the Hareema resumes its natural form. Every six to eight hours, it has to shift back into its gelatinous state. That form leaves a residue, and that residue is what our scanners can pick up.”

Brook stepped back into the corridor, hitting the button to close the infirmary after he’d followed her. She moved to the entrance to the crew quarters and opened the doorway.

There was another corridor, this one narrower, forcing Ontarii to once more follow behind her. Her hair, pulled back into something that resembled the tail of a blackfish, swung as she walked. As a child, Ontarii had been obsessed with offworld aquatic life. The blackfish was similar to an Earthling goldfish and had a delicate tail that resembled the glossy hair of the human captain.

Stop obsessing over the female’s looks. She’s a human, for Noruma’s sake. 

Captain Brooklyn wasted no time. Hitting the button for the first door, she stepped inside immediately after it opened. 

Ontarii rushed in after her, wondering if she’d lost her feeble human mind. 

“Hey,” he said, yanking her around to face him. “You’re not taking this threat seriously. If the Hareema thinks it’s trapped, it could be very dangerous.” 

“Get your hand off of me,” she said, pushing his hand off her shoulder and burning him with her golden gaze. “And stop telling me what to do. This is my ship!”

“Well, it won’t be for much longer if you keep acting like that.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Is that a threat?”

Ontarii bent down so that his face was mere inches from hers. “No. It’s a warning. The Hareema have infiltrated sixteen planets in the neighboring systems. Taking over one little Earthling ship won’t cause them much of a fuss.”

“Point taken,” she replied with an expression that said anything but. “Now get out of my way.”

Ontarii stood his ground, not wanting to move. He felt a sudden magnetic pull to the female. Her lips were only inches from his own. What would it be like to taste those lips? To experience whatever the regent had himself wrapped up in, too?

He leaned in further and her eyes widened but she didn’t back away. Only a couple more inches. His heart beat hard in his chest as he started to reach for her and closed his eyes.

“Step away from the captain!”


Chapter 7

 

 

 

Brook let out a sigh of relief. For a moment there, pressed close to him in the small crew cabin, she’d thought the alien was going to kiss her. Oddly enough, she hadn’t backed away. 

Curiosity killed the cat and it can kill the human too, idiot. 

“Alvarez,” she said. “What are you doing down here? Why didn’t you stay on the bridge?”

“I heard the doors open during the blackout and I thought maybe one of the aliens was roaming the ship, so I went looking.”

Ontarii turned to face the man, his expression darkening. “Maybe you left the bridge because you’re a Hareema agent and you knew we would expose you.”

“Expose this, you asshole!” Alvarez brought his laser pistol up and pointed it at the alien’s chest. 

“Stop it,” she said, pushing the pistol down again. “Alvarez, I need you on my side, not acting like a wild card. I need to know I can trust my security specialist to follow my orders and not go off half-cocked.”

Her crewman glanced down as his cheeks colored. “You’re right. I’m sorry.” 

“It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay until he consents to be tested,” Ontarii butted in. 

Alvarez grimaced up at the taller alien. “Be my guest, homie. I’m all man.”

Brook watched as Ontarii grabbed Alvarez’s shoulder and sent a burst of energy through him. Her crewman opened his mouth in a silent scream and then fell to his knees. 

“Shit, that’s worse than being tased,” he said, once he’d recovered the ability to speak.

“See, he’s human,” Brook said. 

Ontarii nodded. “Three down, five to go.”

The three of them proceeded to check the remaining crew quarters but they didn’t turn up any other crewmembers. 

“They’ve got to be in the cargo bay.” Alvarez turned and led them in the direction of the storage area. It was the largest part of the ship, and it had very little cargo, as space was saved for Dr. Cohen’s specimens on the return trip. 

The three of them investigated the hold, moving storage containers and checking every compartment to verify that the bay was empty. 

“That’s the whole ship.” Alvarez turned to face them. 

“Not exactly,” Brook replied, pointing to the hatch at the rear of the cargo bay.

“What’s in there?” Ontarii asked.

“Engine room.” 

“Let’s go.” The alien led the way and helped Brook open the hatch. There was a slim metal walkway that crossed over the main engines and drives. Things were relatively quiet at the moment, as there was no propulsion taking place. 

“I don’t know where anyone would hide in here,” Alvarez said, scanning the area. 

“By process of elimination they have to be in here,” Brook replied, although she agreed with Alvarez that a hiding place seemed unlikely. 

Ontarii strode to the end of the hallway and began investigating the series of panels against the back wall. Brook leaned over the railing, peering down into the engine works. 

Suddenly there was the sound of laser fire. Brook looked up just in time to see Alvarez groan, then fall backward over the railing. He hit the engine below, causing a shower of sparks and a loud grinding noise. 

“Daniel!” she shouted, bending low to see if she could find a way to help her crewmember, but his body was already gone, ground up in the works of the Earhart. 

“Get down!” Ontarii shouted, pointing behind her. 

Instead of dropping, Brook turned in the direction of his pointing and screamed. 

A six-foot tall red block of jelly was quivering at the end of the walkway, blocking the exit. Without warning, a tendril of red shot out from the being. 

She was barely able to drop before it hit her, the hot beam instead sailing over her head.

There was a bright flash, and Brook rolled over, realizing that Ontarii had shot a bolt of energy at the creature. The bolt ripped through the tentacle and it fell, over the railing and into the engine. 

The block of red jelly was surprisingly quick as it rolled out the exit door and started closing it before Ontarii could get another shot.

Brook jumped to her feet and ran to the door but couldn’t reach it before it whooshed shut. A noise on the other side resembled something being smashed, and she beat her hand against the button to open the door. 

Nothing happened. The door was sealed with them on the other side. 

“That thing, is that a Hareema?” Her voice was high, her breathing choppy. Fear sat on her like never before. 

Ontarii nodded. “Now do you see why we are so vigilant?”

“Yes.” Brook looked over the railing of the walkway again, her voice pinched. “It killed Alvarez.”

“And it will kill again if it suits its purpose.” The alien’s face was grim. “It’s taking a new shape as we speak. But what shape will it be?”

Brook looked at Ontarii, her eyes wide. He was right. It could take any shape. Alvarez. Weitz. Chao.

Herself.

Ontarii.

“We’ve got to get out of here,” he said, heading to the door and putting his weight against it.

“That won’t work. The controls are jammed.”

“Every second we spend trapped in here is a second the Hareema can use to take control of the ship.” 

Brook nodded. Something had to be done. 

At this moment the Hareema could be donning her shape and ordering her crew to do God knew what. Here she was, stuck in the engine room with an angry Zantharian who already thought she was incompetent. 

“There has to be a way out.” She glanced around and tried to swallow back down the bile that rose up and burned her throat, to no avail. 

“Right, well, as you’ve pointed out a million times… it’s your ship, so find it.” His voice was low and ominous. Was he already Hareema?


Chapter 8

 

 

 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn hadn’t known what to expect from her rescue mission to an alien world. One thing she hadn’t counted on was being locked in the engine room of her ship with a bossy, albeit handsome, extraterrestrial while the rest of her crew was at the mercy of a six-foot tall block of jelly. 

Some days in outer space were better than others. 

“We need to see if we can override the lockout.” This coming from her companion; a tall, well-built alien with midnight black eyes, dark tendrils for hair, and the ability to shoot electricity from his hands. 

He also had the ability to change color faster than she could change clothes, and currently he was hovering somewhere between yellow and mint green. 

Only an hour ago she and her crew had been headed toward the planet classified as JL-398, on a mission to locate the missing scientist Dr. Sylvia Cohen. Dr. Cohen had come to the planet due to a NASA probe revealing that signs of life did, in fact, exist. 

She hadn't been heard from since her ship entered JL-398's atmosphere. 

Brook's mission was to locate Dr. Cohen, or her remains. 

Before the Earhart could reach the planet, they'd encountered a massive alien ship and had been forcibly boarded by Major Ontarii and his two goons. Ontarii had revealed a plot by the Zantharian's enemy, the shapeshifter race known as the Hareema, to infiltrate Earth and JL-398, the homeworld that the alien called Zanthar. 

While searching the ship for missing crewmembers, she and the Zantharian major had been locked in the engine room. This was after they'd watched the Earhart's security specialist be blown away by a sentient rectangle of jelly. 

Nothing made sense at present. 

“The controls are behind this panel here,” Brook said, kneeling on the hard metal grating and removing the panel underneath the button that controlled the door. “We might be able to open the door with the manual override.”

The Zantharian, Major Ontarii, stood close behind her, bending over to watch as she removed the panel and peered inside. She could feel his warmth at her back, which only seemed to distract her. He had a scent that reminded her of playing in the ocean as a child. It was a comforting scent, but the major was turning out to be anything but comforting. 

Brook couldn't describe the feeling the alien major inspired in her. Like her, he was powerful and no stranger to authority. He was capable, smart, and in control. She glanced back at him and scowled, hoping to hide the hint of lust that rushed through her.

Good thing he was turning out to be a complete ass. Otherwise, she might consider taking a detour from the drama and entangling herself with him for a less than appropriate encounter.  

“Can you override it?” he asked, his impatience palpable.

“Give me a minute,” she said, turning back to the contraption and blowing her bangs out of her face. “I’m not an engineer, you know.” 

She fumbled with the mass of wires and connectors, looking for the small lever that activated the manual override. In the event of a system-wide failure, manual fail-safes were built in so that the crew could open doors without power. 

“Every moment we waste here is another moment the Hareema could be taking over your vessel.”

“You think I don’t know that?” she snapped.

Ontarii might be handsome in an exotic-ET-kind-of-way, but he could annoy her faster than an itch she couldn’t scratch when she was wearing an EV suit. 

Her fingers fumbled over the lever and she let out the breath she’d been holding. “Found it,” she said, pulling back on the lever. 

Nothing happened.

“Well?” he asked, watching the door. 

“See if you can pull it open now.” She motioned toward the still-closed door.

There was nowhere to grip the door so Ontarii put his hands flat against its surface and pushed. She could tell he was putting all his strength into it by the way his muscles twitched under his glossy yellow skin. 

He may be the most well-built male specimen I’ve ever seen. 

His uniform didn’t leave much to the imagination and she watched as his chest and abdomen muscles flexed. He had to have a mate. Surely someone as strong, healthy and good-looking as him did. 

“It won’t budge,” he groaned after pushing against it for a minute more. 

“Dammit.” She poked through the door’s wiring with more force as anxiety crept into her chest. 

“My sentiments exactly,” Ontarii grunted softly. 

“That creature must have shorted something out on the other side.” She pulled back the midsection foil to reveal burnt connections. “Yep. This thing is fried.”

Brook stood up, dusting off her knees. “I don’t have the means to repair it here, and even if I did, I’m not an engineer.”

Ontarii scowled down at her. “There has to be another way out of this room.”

Brook shook her head. “Unless you want to crawl down through the engine to the rear ventilation hatch. We’d have to avoid the energy module on the way down. If we made it past the module, the rear hatch is less than half a meter wide and I don’t know if you could squeeze through it.”

Ontarii’s expression straightened. “Get me there and I’ll make it through.”
“Even if we make it into the hatch, we’d have to crawl through several meters of ventilation shaft until we could get back to the cargo bay.” 

“I said I’ll make it. Stop wasting time and start climbing.”

Brook’s hands settled on her hips as she glared up at her companion. “Look, I realize that you’re used to commanding an army of soldiers, but on this ship, I’m the captain. So stop giving orders and start taking them, or there’s no way we’re gonna make it out of this room alive.” 

The alien’s mouth opened as if he were going to say something, but he didn’t. His face was as dark as a storm cloud, and his coloring was brightening to canary yellow. 

Unexpectedly he laughed. His skin faded back to a light green and he shook his head, closing his eyes and pressing his hand to his face. “Understood, Captain. Lead the way.”

Brook was shocked by the quick turnaround. Her heart froze in her chest when he smiled, revealing even, white teeth, and a surprising dimple on his left cheek. He was even more attractive than before. 

Focus, Brook! It took a minute to follow her inner voice’s command, but she finally pulled herself together. This is absurd. I’m about to make a dangerous climb through the ship’s engine with an alien who’s clearly a maniac. What else could go wrong?

She should have known never to ask that question, even if she didn’t say the words out loud. At that moment the ship shifted, shaking back and forth and emitting a loud groan. 

“The ship is trying to break the tractor lock.” Ontarii’s face turned grim, all humor lost. 

“We better hope they don’t,” she said, slipping under the railing to climb down the small ladder into the engine works. “If they kick on the propulsion, it’s all over. We’ll be burned to a crisp.” 

Like Alvarez. Sadness rushed through her at the thought. 

“Let’s move,” the major barked. 

Brook ignored the desire to snap back and simply hopped off the bottom of the ladder and onto a narrow ledge that circled the outside of the engine. Faster-than-light travel depended on a high-energy source. Her ship ran on fusion power, and although the elements that were used in the fusion process were well shielded, the energy output itself could not be, which meant that during propulsion, this entire room was essentially a ball of energy. 

She was careful to tiptoe around the ledge, making sure she didn’t slip. One false step and she’d fall into the core. Although she tried not to look down, she couldn’t help herself. She blinked away from the fusion generator itself, then noticed a small piece of fabric lying next to the generator. 

It was a piece of Alvarez’s uniform. Scorched around the edges, it was the only evidence left of her crewmember’s demise.

Brook bit her lip and tried to concentrate on her steps, but her limbs had started to shake. Get ahold of yourself. If you don’t calm down, you’ll never make it out of here alive. 

Halfway around the circular enclosure, Brook squatted and pointed to the next step in their progress. 

“There,” she said, indicating a shelf that was about two feet long and a foot wide. “We need to step there so we can swing over to that ledge.” 

Ontarii frowned. “That isn’t much space.”

Brook shrugged. “It’s all we’ve got.” 

She took hold of the one-inch rim around the landing and used her upper-body strength to support her as she stretched her legs out to reach the shelf. Once her feet were there, she pushed off, then slammed into the wall above the shelf. 

For a scary second she thought she might slip. There was nothing to grab on to along the slick surface of the wall. But after a moment her balance kicked in and she was able to steady herself. The next part was slightly terrifying. She had to grab a bar that hung about a foot above her head, then slide along it to jump to a platform along the other wall. 

As easy as the monkey bars in kindergarten, she thought wryly. 

“What’s the holdup?” Ontarii asked, his face a mask of impatience. 

“Just gaining my bearings.” She took a moment to wipe the sweat off her palms and onto her flight suit. She couldn’t afford to lose her grip.

Brook stared down at the danger below them. Between the fusion generators enclosure was a series of slats that could shift to funnel the energy during propulsion. Right now they were all locked in the upright position, meaning that below them was a minefield of sharp steel edges that would slice them to bits if they fell. 

So don’t fall. She took a deep breath and leapt up to grab the bar. She held on tightly, starting to move hand-over-hand towards the opposite ledge. 

A commotion rose behind her, and she couldn’t help but risk a glance backward. 

Ontarii had made the jump from the enclosure onto the small ledge. He wobbled slightly and she held her breath. 

If he falls, how are you going to explain it to his soldiers? It would create an intergalactic incident. 

With surprising grace, before he’d even properly balanced, Ontarii leapt off the shelf and grabbed the bar over his head. He hung a few paces behind her and immediately started moving toward her with a speed she couldn’t match.

Brook concentrated on moving forward, one hand over the other. The trek took longer than she could have expected, and as she dangled, she regretted not training harder before the mission. Being in close quarters in space didn’t provide much exercise, and despite running on the treadmill in her cramped quarters, she wished she were in better shape.

She could feel her palms start to sweat, becoming more slippery on the cool metal bars. Just a few more feet. 

Suddenly she lost her grip and started to fall. Brook closed her eyes, not wanting to see the sharp metal edges below before they cut her to pieces. 

Then a hand was holding her as she swayed above certain death, Ontarii having kept her from falling. 

“I’ve got you,” he grunted, then with one hand he proceeded to move himself along the bar and over to the ledge. “Just hold on and don’t look down, okay?”

“Okay.” She tried like hell to keep the terror out of her voice. Her position and pride were everything to her. 

When they were close enough, Brook managed to swing herself over and land on the ledge. She scooted down to make room for the major. 

He leapt off the bar, making it look easy, like he was an Olympic gymnast ready to claim his gold medal.

She looked up into his midnight eyes. “Thank you.”

He nodded. “No problem. Now, get moving.”


Chapter 9

 

 

 

Ontarii was frantically trying to catch his breath without letting his companion know how shook up he was. 

The female had almost fallen to her death, and if he hadn’t caught her, he’d be left alone in the cursed engine room with no idea how to get back to the bridge, let alone explain to her crew what had happened. 

But worse than that, he would have had to watch the female be sliced apart by the wicked metal frames below them. Although she annoyed and frustrated him, and although they’d only known each other for less than an hour, the thought of watching the human female’s death was more unsettling than he could have predicted possible. 

What was it about her that got under his skin? He wasn’t sure, but regardless, he wanted her alive and with him for the moment. He never would have thought that he would have found a human woman attractive, but something about Captain Brooklyn made his blood run hot. At first he’d thought it was anger. Now he wasn’t so sure.

“You’ve gone red.” 

He blinked at her statement. “What?”

“Your skin.” She pointed to his arm. “It’s red.”

Ontarii looked down to where she was pointing. She was right. He’d turned a deep maroon color due to his anxiety. 

“Never mind that right now. We need to get out of this chamber and back to the bridge.” 

She nodded, then carefully turned herself and slid along the wall to the ventilation panel. Slowly removing the panel, she set it aside on the ledge and then climbed into the hole it revealed.

The opening was small, and Ontarii had to delicately maneuver himself into the gap. Once inside, there was very little room to move. 

In front of him, the human captain was already crawling forward on her hands and knees. This afforded Ontarii with a prime view of her rounded bottom. He wasn’t expecting the reaction it invoked. A tendril of pleasure shot through his body and forced him to arousal. 

You’re being ridiculous. This shit is dangerous and you’re a moment away from the chance of death, and all you can think about is the human female’s body. Focus!

He chalked his unexpected lust up to the adrenaline caused by her near-death experience. The major had seen many humans, in holographic form, and his body had never had a reaction like this one. He forced himself to shrug it off. 

Ontarii started forward again, almost having to squeeze himself through the narrow confines of the ventilation shaft. 

“It gets really tight at this juncture here,” she said, pushing around the corner. 

Ontarii took a deep breath. He started bending, trying to shift his broad shoulders around the corner. It seemed to be working, or maybe not.

He was stuck, half his body around the curve, the other half trapped behind him. 

“Wait,” he called to the captain who was already several feet down the shaft. “I’m stuck.”

She carefully maneuvered her body to turn around and headed back to him. She was very flexible, and the realization didn’t help the swelling that was currently taking place under his uniform. 

“Can you move at all?” she asked, inspecting his position in the shaft. 

Ontarii attempted to push himself forward, then backwards. Nothing happened. “No.”

“Well, I don’t have anything to grease you down with to make it easier,” she said, biting her lip as she studied the situation. 

Her words, combined with the way she chewed her lip, made his heart beat harder in his chest. When she moved closer to try and tug on his left shoulder to free it, he had to force his breathing to settle. 

Where she touched him, electric shivers pulsed through him at the contact. 

“You’re wedged in there good,” she said, licking her lips in concentration.

“Stop licking your damn lips, female,” he growled and narrowed his eyes at her. 

“What?” She locked onto his gaze with confusion in her eyes. “Stop bitching at me about my habits or get yourself unstuck.” 

He ignored her and concentrated on not groaning at the sight of her pretty pink tongue. Why the hint of her little tongue seemed so erotic was beyond him, but the dull ache inside of him and the full erection between his thighs was proof of her power. 

Get your head on straight. 

He ignored the desire coursing through his veins and tried to hold his breath, pushing his shoulder a little here and there. 

She moved closer and her scent rolled over him. It was fresh and clean, something he wasn’t quite familiar with, something entirely exotic and uniquely hers. Concentrate on freeing yourself and think inappropriate thoughts about the woman later! 

There was a sudden banging noise, and the sound of an alarm echoed through the ventilation shaft.

“Oh no,” Captain Brooklyn said, her face turning white. “Oh no, no, no!”

“What is it?”

“That’s the propulsion alarm. Someone’s plotted a course and the engines are beginning to cycle. We have less than a minute to get out of this shaft or we’ll be burned faster than an ant under a magnifying glass.”

Ontarii wasn’t sure what an ant was, but he knew the chances of survival were terribly bad for them. 

“We’ve got to get you out of here.” She pulled hard against his shoulder. 

Ontarii pushed, trying to help her, but he didn’t move an inch. 

“Leave me,” he said through gritted teeth. “Save yourself.”
“No one gets left behind on my crew,” she said, pulling with all of her might. 

“I’m not a part of your crew. You owe me nothing. Now get out of here!”

The captain’s eyes narrowed and her face took on a stubborn cast. 

“Think small thoughts and shift your hips to one side,” she told him, then proceeded to squeeze through the space between his legs and shoulder. Once behind him, she laid on the shaft floor and put her feet on his back.

“Okay, here we go.” She pushed with her legs. Her legs were apparently stronger than her arms, and when Ontarii added his force to hers, he finally popped free and slumped around the corner. 

“Get moving,” she yelled from behind him, pressing against his backside to push him forward. He ignored the jolt of energy he felt at her touch and started crawling forward as fast as he could.

The alarm wailed behind them, setting his teeth on edge. He scrambled forward, moving as rapidly as he could, and yet it didn’t feel nearly fast enough. 

“We’ve got twenty seconds at the most,” the human shouted from behind him.

“Almost there, I think,” he said, and reached the end of the shaft. There was a panel that resembled the one they’d taken off in the engine room and he immediately set about removing it. 

Captain Brooklyn shuffled up beside him and helped. Her hands were shaking hard as she pushed against the corner of the panel. At last it popped free and the two of them jumped down from the shaft and into the cargo bay. 

“We’ve got to get this panel back in place,” she said, holding it back into position and motioning him to help. “If the engine blasts off, the energy pulse will blow down the shaft and right out of this open panel. We’ll still be fried.”

They worked quickly, Ontarii making sure that the sections were back in place. The alarm cut off suddenly and there was a hard jolt against the ship. 

“That’s the engine. Someone is trying to move the ship.” 

Ontarii turned to face the captain. 

Her expression was grim, her hands at her sides and curled into tight fists. 

“Let’s go find out what’s happening.” He jerked his head to indicate that she should lead the way. 

She began jogging across the cargo bay toward the exit, her long legs carrying her away from him quickly. The fact that she was in shape and able to keep up with him turned him on far more than he expected it to. 

Ontarii followed, trying to keep a lid on his thoughts and failing miserably. He was furious that she’d risked her life to free him. She should have left him and taken care of herself.

But she’d stayed, and she’d saved his life. He wasn’t sure how he felt about it. 

They rushed out of the cargo bay and into the adjoining corridor, Captain Brooklyn leading the way to the bridge. There was another loud sound, the screech of metal on metal, and then the feeling of movement.

“We’re heading somewhere.” She glanced back over her shoulder. “I wonder where.”

“We shouldn’t be heading anywhere,” he responded through clenched teeth. “There’s no way your ship could have broken the tractor lock by itself.”

Before she could answer they were through the door and into the corridor outside the bridge. It was empty and eerily quiet. The human captain ran to the bridge door and hit the button to open it.

Nothing happened. 

She banged on the door with her fist. “Open up in there!”

Still nothing. 

Turning back to him with wide eyes, she shook her head. “What the hell is going on?”

Ontarii frowned. I wish I knew. 

 


Chapter 10

 

 

 

Brook didn’t understand what had happened. An hour ago they’d been calmly headed towards JL-398. In the last hour she’d made first contact with an alien species, been zapped by bioelectricity, watched her crewmember plunge to his death, and narrowly avoided joining him on the other side.

What a difference an hour makes. 

Now she was locked out of the bridge, and her ship was headed into the unknown, having broken free of the Zantharian flagship that had held it. How had the ship detached itself? And could she expect a retaliation blast from the flagship? 

“This is Major Ontarii,” she heard, turning her head to watch the alien commander as he spoke into a device that must have been tied into the intricate knot on his right shoulder. “Report.”

No reply. 

He fussed with the knot, repeating himself. “This is Major Ontarii to the Zantharian flagship. Come in.” 

The alien’s face was bleak. “Communications are out.”

“Great,” Brook muttered and turned back to the door to pound against it. Once again she got no response.

Moving to the panel beside the door, she worked to get the covering off. “I’ll pop the manual override. Hopefully we’ll have better luck here than in the engine room.” 

“We need to re-establish communications with my ship as soon as possible.” The major’s voice was firm and demanding.

“Of course, boss,” she said, not bothering to hide the annoyance in her tone. “I’ll get right on top of that.”

Brook fiddled around in the panel compartment until she found the lever for the manual release. She tugged it upwards and the door slid outwards an inch so that she was able to grab the edge.

Ontarii beat her to it, putting his large hands on the edge and yanking the door open. 

Brook pushed past him and into the chamber that served as her ship's bridge, finding it completely empty. 

"Where is everybody?" she asked, half to herself. She hurried to the navigation console. A course had been set, apparently towards JL-398, or Zanthar, as her companion had named it. 

Ontarii scowled at the empty bridge. "Bring up your external display." 

Brook rankled at his tone but punched in the command to bring the exterior view on the screen. She focused on the emptiness before her, confused. They seemed to be alone in space.

She changed the display from the front view to the rear. Since they'd just disengaged from the flagship, it should be visible on the display screen. But there was nothing there. 

Ontarii moved up beside her. "Where are the controls for your sensors?" 

Brook pointed, pulling up the ship's log and leaving the major to figure out the sensor controls on his own. "According to the log, the coordinates were set, propulsion was engaged, and then...nothing."

The small escape pod had not been launched. None of the external hatches had been opened. According to the log, her crew should still be there. Somewhere. 

"If I'm reading your primitive device correctly, there is not another ship within two astronomical units. Which makes no sense, because our defense perimeter requires that our ships be within one AU of each other." 

Ontarii's face was a battlefield. Anger and frustration warred with concern, and his color was changing again, becoming a sort of mustard yellow with stripes of red appearing here and there. 

The color changes must be connected to something. They can't be random. 

All thought left her head when he turned his midnight eyes in her direction.

"Captain Brooklyn, I'm afraid the Hareema have infiltrated the flagship. There's no way your ship could have detached without help from outside. My crew knows better than to disobey an order and break the defensive line. An enemy agent is the only thing that makes sense."

"How could they have gotten over to your ship without detection? Don't you have safeguards set up to expose any enemy infiltrators?" Brook recalled the shock she'd received to prove she was the human only an hour before.

The major nodded. "We've got safeguards, but the enemy may have become familiar with our protocols. We may not be able to root the agent out until it's done some damage. It can take on any shape, including my own." 

The idea sank into Brook's mind, bringing with it the realization that she could run into a double of herself while attempting to complete her mission. There could already be a false Captain Brooklyn, telling her crew to do God knows what.

"I need to communicate with my ship," Ontarii said. "Can you make that happen?"

Brook slid over to the comm, and was instantly dismayed by the number of red lights blinking on the console. 

"Shit," she muttered, trying to get into the system and failing. "I'm locked out of the communication systems and I can’t even begin to figure out how to break in."

She needed the ship's engineer, but even with Talia's assistance, she wasn't sure if the alien would be able to reach his ship. Moving back to the navigation console, Brook determined that, at their course and speed, it would take approximately twelve hours to reach JL-398, er, Zanthar. 

She stood and headed for the door, but was stopped by a hand on her shoulder. 

"Where do you think you're going?" The major's voice was harsh and gravelly. 

"I'm going to check the ship, to see where my crew is hiding."

"Not alone you're not." He turned her to face him. "From this point forward we are not out of each other's sight. That's the only way to make certain that neither of us is an imitation." 

Brook stared up into his handsome face. She refused to be distracted by his striking eyes and classic good looks. "You know, I've been a good sport thus far, but it’s damn well time that you stopped bossing me around." 

His face tightened as he stared down his nose at her. "Frankly, I don't care what you think. This is one order you will follow."

"Or what?" she asked, anger blasting through her veins. 

He cocked an eyebrow at her. "I don't make empty threats, little human. You will stick to me like glue, or you'll undergo another one of my shocks."

"Sadist," she spit back at him. "You bullied your way onto my ship and have been giving me orders ever since. I don't appreciate it, and I don't have to obey you."

He grabbed her shoulders and gave her a shake. "Stop playing games, little girl. This isn't the time or place."

"Let me go," she growled through gritted teeth, trying to pull away from the much larger major, but she couldn't break his grip. 

He bent nearer until his face was mere inches from hers. "The rule is for both of our benefits. It insures that neither of us can be replaced by a Hareema without the other knowing. So cease in your efforts to be contrary and let's go search the ship. Together."

Brook's eyes burned into his, so close now she noticed the thin ring of gold around his pupils. Although she was mad enough to spit, she still felt aware of the major, as a woman was aware of a man. His nearness was distracting her, making her forget her anger as he held her close. 

"Let go of me," she repeated, but she was only capable of mustering up a low whisper. She wasn't sure if she even wanted him to let go anymore.

The corner of his lip turned up in a wicked smile as she stiffened. Need raced through her and she tried to pull from him again. It had been too long since she’d been with a man. Her work required everything of her, but denying her physical needs was going to land her in bed with an alien. Not good. She promised herself a few dating adventures the minute she got home.

He moved even closer and stopped just before their lips touched, his eyelids lowering and his breathing growing heavy. "What are you doing to me?" 

"I...I don't know what you’re talking about." She was unable to move, unwilling to shift again due to the weight of his gaze and the way it burned her insides. 

"Whatever it is, don't stop," he whispered roughly before jerking her against him and pressing his lips to hers. 

His kiss was like nothing she'd ever experienced before. His lips were firm but soft, his taste exotic, bordering on sweet and tart. It reminded her of lemonade on a hot summer day.  

She groaned as his tongue pressed softly against her lips, lapping at her sensually and beckoning her to open up for him. His fingers tightened on her back and she turned her face a little, opening her mouth and brushing her tongue by his as he moaned deeply in his chest. 

When he broke the kiss, she wanted to whimper with desperation, but she forced herself to press her fingers to his chest as she licked at her lips. 

His eyes ignited with lust as he followed her tongue, and he bent back in, ready to claim her in another passionate kiss. 

"No." She pushed against his thick chest. "This isn't the time or place, remember? We need to locate my crew and your ship."

His hand covered hers, and Brook realized that his skin had shifted to light purple. 

"What's with the color change?" she asked suddenly. "You've gone from green to yellow to red and now purple."

His expression turned serious. "Zantharians skin color's shift with their moods. Yellow is anger. Red is fear. And purple is..."

Purple is passion. How interesting...

"Come on." She turned and let out a shallow breath, trying to get her heart to stop beating so damn hard in her chest. "We need to search the ship again, top to bottom, and see if we can locate our missing crewmembers."

Ontarii fell into step behind her, not uttering a word. 

She led them off the bridge and back into the corridor where they'd met just over an hour before. 

We need to find the crew soon, and not just to solve the mystery of their disappearance. 

She wasn't sure what would happen if she spent too much more time in the major's company alone, but some huge part of her wanted to find out.

The man was dangerous.  

 


Chapter 11

 

 

 

Major Ontarii followed the human female as she opened up one of the science compartments accessed from the corridor outside the bridge. He couldn't believe that he'd kissed her. 

Even more, he couldn't believe how much he'd liked it. The thought of kissing her again consumed his thoughts and he had to beat back his desire to throw caution to the wind and take her in the next available space that gave them privacy. 

Although his career hadn't afforded him much time for relationships, he'd been involved with several Zantharian females in his time. That none had ever excited him like the human female did, was unsettling. 

Physically, she was nothing like a Zantharian female. She was at least a head shorter, and much curvier. Her hair was silky and smelled of fruit. Her skin was a pure alabaster, as clear as cream. And her eyes. Her beautiful golden eyes...

He tried to pull his concentration back to the task at hand, but being so close to Captain Brooklyn made paying attention to anything besides her very difficult. 

The first science station yielded nothing. As did the second. They made for the crew quarters and searched every bunk. There was no sign of the missing crew. 

Captain Brooklyn opened the door that led to quarters larger than the others belonging to the crew. He surmised that they must have belonged to the captain herself. 

Scanning the room, he looked for any clues into her personality. Her quarters were sparse, featuring a cot much like those possessed by the other crewmembers and a desk that took up one wall. There was a device in one corner for which he couldn't determine the function.

"What is this?" he asked, approaching the device. It had a front stand and a short belt arranged near the floor. 

"It's called a treadmill," she said distractedly, bending down to check under her cot. "It's used for running."

Ontarii nodded. It was vital to stay in shape while working on a ship, and one as small as hers had limited opportunities for space. 

He wandered over to a short dresser and inspected the content on its surface. One brush. One hair clip. One small piece of jewelry that could go around the neck. So far her possessions had failed to clue him into her character.

Ontarii slid open the top drawer and reached inside, latching onto a piece of soft fabric and pulling it out. He unrolled it, discovering that it was a small piece of underclothing that looked to go over her lower region. It was black satin, and touching it made his mouth water. He had started to lift it to his face as she screamed at him.

"Give me that!" she yelled, pulling the material from his hands and stuffing it back into the drawer, which she slammed shut. "What are you doing?"

"Just inspecting the quarters," he said, shrugging.

"Inspecting my underwear drawer? You think there are enemy agents hiding in my panties?"

"It never hurts to check." He was unable to stop a smile from spreading across his face. 

"There's nobody here," she said, heading for the door. "Let's check the infirmary."

There was nobody there, either. Nor in the crew's mess. He followed Captain Brooklyn as she headed into the cargo bay. "I don't know how we could have missed someone in here earlier, but we might as well check again to be thorough." 

Ontarii nodded and the pair began to examine storage containers one by one. Once again, their search turned up nothing. 

"This is ridiculous," the human said, her face displaying exasperation. "How could my entire crew just disappear?"

"And my guards," Ontarii said. "It doesn't add up." He ran a hand through the tendrils on his head which had become agitated due to his mood. 

"Let's think about this logically. There are only a few possibilities that could have happened." Ontarii began counting off options on his fingers. "Your crew could have been moved to the flagship for some reason, but that doesn't explain the ship's absence."

He extended a second finger. "The Hareema have replaced your entire crew, and are now shifted into inanimate object form and are hiding in plain sight. However, we know that not all of your people were Hareema from the beginning, this means we should encounter some of your crew, or their remains."

"And what about your subordinates?" The human crossed her arms over her stomach as if almost embracing herself. A pang went through him at the thought, and the urge to comfort the woman rose uncomfortably inside him. 

"They're gone too, remember?" She continued her thought. "Is it possible your crew could have herded mine onto your ship?" 

Ontarii frowned. It was possible, but unlikely. His crew should have waited there for his return, or secured the ship and awaited orders from the flagship. Still, if he had returned, or a Hareema did with his appearance, they would have followed any order he gave them.

"We can't boil this down to a few logical choices," the captain said, her tone low. "We just don't have enough information. The Hareema we know is loose on the ship is a wildcard."

Ontarii liked to see matters in terms of black and white. He was disturbed by all the gray this mission contained, and quite irritating that the human was the one to point it out. He could barely think, standing so close to her, but apparently he didn't affect her in the same way. 

He refocused himself, closing his eyes. The facts of the case are these: According to the ship's log, no external hatches have been opened save the one that led to his ship. The escape pod is still attached to the ship. And after searching the ship twice, there is still no sign of the crew or the Hareema agents. 

What was to be their next move? 

For the first time in his decorated military career, he had no idea. 

"We should head back to the bridge. Perhaps re-evaluate our course. I don't think we should land on your planet with our current situation." She touched his arm.

Ontarii opened his eyes and nodded, willing to follow her suggestion since he had nothing to offer at the moment. He'd always been in command and had grown used to everyone following his orders. Even his superiors treated him with a level of respect that was unusual in the service. Yet this little human female had first refused to follow his orders and was now dictating their course of action. It was a tough pill to swallow. 

Captain Brooklyn looked over her shoulder at him as she led the way back to the bridge. "You know, I don't think we should discount the possibility that the ship's log has been tampered with." 

They were walking through the crew's mess hall. Ontarii placed a hand on her shoulder, forcing her to pause. 

"What is it?" she asked, her face confused. 

"We should check the compartments here as well," he said, indicating the many cupboards that stored her crew's nourishment. "Some of these cabinets are large enough to hide a human." 

The captain frowned but squatted down next to one of the larger compartments and opened it. Inside were packets that must have contained the human's rations. Freeze-dried, from the looks of things. Yuck.

Ontarii walked to the opposite end of the mess and opened a cabinet. Inside he found several containers of liquid. Water, mostly. He moved down to the next. This one held several small containers of thin wafers. Some sort of nutritional supplements. 

All of a sudden, his companion let out a gasp. Ontarii hurried to her side just in time to see a shape tumble out of the compartment nearest her. 

It was the one she'd called Mike. The one who'd been terrified of being electrocuted. The only other member of the crew that had been confirmed as human. 

His face was locked in a permanent scream, his eyes wide and bulging. There was a ring of dark bruises around his neck. Mike had been strangled to death, then stuffed in the cupboard. 

"Oh my God," she screamed and moved back quickly, falling on her rear and scooting away from the corpse. Her small hands shook as she held them up to her beautiful face and let out another cry. 

Ontarii moved in quickly, putting his hands under her shoulders and pulling her to her feet. Then he wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly out of instinct.

"They killed Mike," she whispered, her tight voice indicating the level of her shock. "They killed him."

"Shhh..." Ontarii whispered, stroking her hair softly. "I know." 

"You were right all this time." Her voice broke. "These jelly things are dangerous. I didn't listen, and now two of my crewmembers are dead. This is all my fucking fault." 

"It's not your fault. You've done the best you can, so don't blame yourself. These creatures are new to you, Brook."

"They're my crew." She moved back as a trail of tears rolled down her face. "I'm responsible for them."

"Don't," he said, his heart breaking for her. He knew exactly how she felt. "You have to be strong, for the rest of your crew."

Captain Brooklyn sniffled, then wiped her face. She sucked in a deep breath and nodded, putting on a brave face which would likely cripple him. 

"You're right." She straightened her shoulders and pulled away from him. “I can do this.”

He started to reach for her again, but decided against it. The fact that he missed her touch already was something he would have to work through later. 


Chapter 12

 

 

 

Brook breathed deeply, trying to get a hold on her emotions. Two of my people are dead, or two that I know about. My whole crew could be murdered and their bodies hidden around the ship. 

Not all of my crew. Some hadn't been human to begin with.

Brook wondered if Hareema agents had been with them from the start of their journey. From Earth. It seemed the only possible solution, as there had been no interactions with others while heading toward Zanthar, at least none that she knew about.

If the Hareema agent on board could tamper with the ship's log, they could have found time while she was resting to dock with an enemy ship and take on more passengers. 

That still meant there had to have been at least one Hareema agent that had boarded on Earth. Which meant Earth had already been infiltrated by shape-changing aliens. No wonder the Zantharians were so distrustful. 

Brook opened her mouth to share her thoughts when an alarm sounded off loudly.

"What is that?" Major Ontarii moved up beside her, his eyes scanning the compartment.

"It's the signal for the airlock. Someone's opening it."

"To the bridge, then, to find out who's at the controls."

"No," she said, shaking her head. "We should get to the airlock. It could be a member of my crew getting pushed out into space by enemy agents. We've got to try and rescue them if it is." 

Ontarii nodded then started running back in the direction of the crew quarters. In a moment they were in the corridor, watching as the warning lights on the airlock door blinked red. 

Brook slammed into the door and hit the button to open the shade of the small window installed there. The window shade lifted, giving her a view of the airlock.

"We're too late," she said, her voice filled with sadness. "I'm sorry." 

Ontarii stepped up behind her and bent down to peer out the window. His breath caught in his chest when he realized what was on the other side. 

The two Zantharian soldiers were floating in open space. Their faces were slack, their limbs limp as death had already claimed them. 

Brook and Ontarii watched them until the outer airlock door shut and the warning lights and alarm stopped. Brook hit the button to close the window shade and turned to the major.

His face was bleak, his expression one of failure. 

"I'm sorry," she said again, putting a hand on his shoulder. 

"Hareema bastards!" he yelled, his skin flushing yellow. He slammed a massive fist into the ship's metal wall, causing the craft to shake around them. 

Brook flinched at the intensity of his outburst, but understood exactly where he was coming from. 

Suddenly there was a noise in the crew's mess. The sound of metal against metal. 

Ontarii turned and flew back down the corridor the way they'd come. 

"Wait!" Brook ran to catch up, but the major made it out of the corridor and around the corner before she could, leaving him out of her line of sight. 

She rushed into the crew's mess only to find pots and metal containers strewn everywhere. There was no sign of Mike's body nor the major. She rushed down the corridor towards the bridge and made it just in time to see the bridge door close. 

"Fuck," she muttered, then ran to the bridge door and paused. 

Ontarii had only been out of her sight for less than a minute. Was that enough time for him to be waylaid by the Hareema and replaced? She knew it didn't take long. 

"No. Dammit." She pulled out the laser pistol that was strapped to her waist and brought it to life. 

The major was on the other side of this door, on the bridge, the place from which someone or something had just opened the airlock door and spaced the bodies of the two Zantharians. 

He could be replaced by a Hareema agent, or one could have been snatched by one in the mess. That made more sense. The agent had created a diversion to lure them into the mess, had grabbed Ontarii because he'd made it first, and pulled him into the crew corridor. Then the one on the bridge had opened the door and closed it again, making it seem like Ontarii was now on the bridge. 

And she was about to walk into a trap. Wasn't she? 

No more time to debate with yourself. It’s time for decisive action, Captain. 

With a deep breath, Brook pushed the button that opened the door to the bridge. 

Ontarii, or what looked like Ontarii, was bent over the control panel, pushing buttons with a look of frustration on his face. 

“Step away from the controls.” Brook filled her voice with as much backbone as she could muster. She pointed the laser pistol at the major and prayed he’d obey her orders willingly. 

She wasn’t sure if she could take him in a fight. Even with the laser pistol. 

Ontarii didn’t bother to look up. “According to the log, someone activated the airlock from the bridge. That means the Hareema agent could still be in here, right now.”

“Step away from the controls,” she repeated through gritted teeth.

“Don’t be foolish.” He tapped the console rapidly. “I’m attempting to modify your scanners to see if they can isolate organic matter from inorganic. I’m not sure if the scans can pick up Hareema DNA, so—”

“Step away from the controls!” she screamed loudly. 

The time for patience was over. Who knew what that thing could be doing to her ship from the main console? If it was a thing, and not the major.

Ontarii finally looked up. His eyes widened when he realized she had him at laser-point. 

“What are you doing?” His voice was deadpan. 

“If you don’t step away from those controls in the next five seconds, we’re going to find out if a Zantharian can be killed by an Earth laser beam.”

Ontarii moved slowly away from the console, his face blank, but his skin a bright yellow that bordered on neon. “Why are you doing this?” 

“We can’t be out of each other’s sight, remember?” She moved toward the console and debated glancing down to see what he’d been doing. It might give her a clue to whether he was who he said he was, but the risk was too great. Given an opportunity, he could clobber her in an instant. 

The major frowned. “What are you talking about?”

Brook sighed. “You ran down the corridor from the airlock and around the corner before I could catch up with you. I can’t even be certain you made it to the bridge.”

His midnight eyes narrowed. “You think I’m Hareema.”

She nodded. “I can’t take the risk that you aren’t. I have to behave as if you’ve already been replaced.”

Too many of my crew are dead, she wanted to add. Dead or missing. I can’t risk letting my guard down or I’ll end up just like them. 

The thought that she couldn’t trust him filled her with a sadness that surprised her. The handsome alien had saved her life in the engine room. He’d supported her when she’d discovered Mike’s body. He was the only person she thought she could trust, now that she knew at least one member of the Earhart crew was a Hareema agent. 

For the first time in her life, Captain Brooklyn had been able to share the burden of the command. A spaceship captain’s word was law in the abyss of space, and orders had to be followed. The responsibility of running a crew during dangerous missions weighed heavy on the captain of the ship. For a moment she’d thought she might have someone with whom to share commonality and experience.

And it doesn’t hurt that he’s handsome, she thought. And he kisses like a playboy.

Still, there was too much riding on her being smart and making the right choices. Brook couldn’t trust anyone at this point. Everyone and everything could be the enemy. 

“Captain Brooklyn,” Ontarii said, moving closer. 

She straightened her arms, making sure to accentuate the pistol in her grasp. 

The major paused as a frown marred his perfect features. 

“I’m not Hareema,” he said, his words like ice. 

She stared him down. “Prove it.”


Chapter 13

 

 

 

Ontarii stared down the barrel of the laser pistol and barely kept a leash on his anger. How dare the human female pull a weapon on him? Now? After they’d kissed so passionately he thought they might have become one sometime later in the night. 

“I’m not Hareema,” he said, unable to hide his disappointment and rage.

She stared at him, her beautiful eyes filled with distrust. “Prove it.”

The major wished he knew how to do so. He considered her words. She was right; they had been separated. It had only been for a few moments, but if he knew his enemy at all, he knew that was more than enough time for a Hareema agent to get the drop on its prey. 

And if he'd been out of her sight, then she'd been out of his. 

"I could ask you the same," he said. "Prove that you're human."

The female rolled her eyes. "If I were the Hareema, why would I bother confronting you? Wouldn't it make more sense to wait for an opportunity to ambush you and take you by surprise?"

Ontarii nodded. "Of course. But who knows what ulterior motives an infiltrator could have. Maybe you need to get information out of me. Maybe you hope to memorize my mannerisms so that you can convincingly take my place on the flagship." 

His eyes burned into her. "Or maybe you just want to fuck with me."

The captain's face tightened at the thought of fucking with her. That’s exactly what he wanted to do before she’d put her weapon in his face. 

"I passed your human test once already." 

"Then you could pass it again." 

His bioelectricity. This was the means to prove his condition. "The Hareema cannot imitate a Zantharian's bioelectric ability. Our scientists postulate that we've evolved in order to combat our ancient enemy. Let me test you, and prove myself at the same time."

Ontarii extended a hand in her direction, powering up his energy reserves. Captain Brooklyn skittered backwards, her weapon raised high and her finger growing taut on the trigger mechanism.

"Don't even think about it," she said, her pitch rising to indicate panic. 

"Captain, listen to reason," he said, lowering his voice and trying to project a logical calm. "Look at my body."

She laughed, a noiseless thing closer to a hiccup and holding no mirth. "Oh, believe me, I have been. As I said before, this isn't the time or the place for that."

Confused, he shook his head. "I merely meant for you to look at the bioelectric charge held in my skin. I don't know what you're talking about."

"Is that part of your sick plan?" she asked, her eyes wild. "Distract me with your masculine wiles as you dismantle my crew and try to take over my ship?"

She was accusing him of seduction under false pretenses, of not feeling a genuine attraction to her. That's ridiculous. 

"You’re being irrational." He was quickly losing his ability to keep his composure. 

"Don't mock me. Two hours ago, we didn't even know your race existed."

Her breathing was rapid, her chest jerking up and down. Ontarii's anger met with a sudden concern for her. His yellow skin mottled, patches of blue and red appearing here and there. The thought crossed his mind that he'd never felt so emotionally confused. 

"Maybe you were never a Zantharian to begin with. Just think about it: I've been going on your word all this time, and it’s cost me my entire crew."

She was right. She had no context by which to judge his actions, since he was literally the first non-terrestrial life form she'd ever encountered. Still, the fact that she distrusted him completely grated on his nerves. 

"Calm down." His anger rose with painful efficiency. He took the tone of command, falling back into it as naturally as combing his tendrils back in the morning. "I realize that you're upset, but it's time to pull yourself together. I'm on your side. I'm not the enemy."

"And I say again: Prove it." He could tell she didn't appreciate his tone. Captain Brooklyn wasn't one to back down from an adversary. If anything, it only served to make her burn hotter. 

It was a trait he would have admired, if it wasn't currently directed at him. 


Chapter 14

 

 

 

She'd had enough of the creature before her. At this point, Brook didn't care if he was a Zantharian or a Hareema. He was 100% asshole either way. 

No more time for mistakes. Brook thought hard about what he'd told her, attempting to determine whether he could have been telling the truth at any time.

He saved your life, she reminded herself. He could have let you drop. 

It was true. And the way his body had reacted against hers. How could something like that be faked? 

That still left the dilemma of Ontarii being replaced by the Hareema while they'd been separated. His being able to convince her with his words that he was what he said he was seemed unlikely.

She needed hard proof. But how? 

Brook tried to remember everything he'd told her about the Hareema. They were shapeshifters, and such excellent mimics that they could imitate an object or person's molecular structure. The only way the Zantharians had been able to trace them to the Earhart had been the residue they left when they were forced to morph back into their original shapes every six to eight hours.

That's it! 

An idea formed in Brook's mind, one that would enable her to ensure that the major was a Zantharian, and that he could be trusted. 

She spared a glance at the main console, furiously typing in a command. Looking up suddenly, she saw that Ontarii was several paces closer, his hand outstretched and his energy weapon charged. 

Brook dropped to the floor, narrowly avoiding the pulse of energy sent in her direction. She rolled forward, kicking upward to tag the alien in the back of his knees. 

The Zantharian fell forward, and in a second Brook was on his back, the laser held to the base of his skull.

"Move again and I'll blast you," she growled. 

"You're making a mistake," he grunted back at her. "And when you realize it, I'm going to enjoy punishing you."

Punishing me? The idea sent a shiver down her spine, but not for the reason she would have expected. 

How dare he speak of punishments when he was the one face-down with a laser pointed at his skull? And why does the promise of punishment excite me?

She blocked the thought as the bridge door slid open. The four FIDOs, NASA's defense robots, plodded into the room, awaiting her command. Brook barely had time to activate them before Ontarii tried to jump her again. 

"Intruder alert," all four FIDOs chanted in unison. Their shoulder weapons were revealed and aimed at the Zantharian, giving her some semblance of relief.

"Now, listen carefully," she told him. "You're going to stand up and put your hands in the air. You will not charge your bioelectric weapon. You will follow the FIDOs down the hall and do as I say. If you don't, me and my robot companions will blow a hole in you the size of Earth's moon. Do you get me?"

The Zantharian's reply was muffled, but she managed to make out a "Yes”. 

Brook got off the major's back but kept her laser pistol aimed at his head. Ontarii slowly stood, brushing his hands across his chest to clear off imaginary dust. 

She risked a look at his face and what she saw there hurt worse than she'd expected. 

Ontarii's features were carved in stone. His eyes were colder than the emptiness of space. He was furious that she'd gotten the drop on him.

Brook could admit to herself that she was hurt. If it was Ontarii and not a Hareema agent, she'd hoped that a part of him would be proud of the plucky human captain for getting the upper hand. Instead, he was behaving like an elitist who could never accept a human female as an equal, or maybe he was just one pissed off Hareema. There was only one way to find out. 

As they walked along the corridor, Brook wished she could grow eyes in the back of her head. Heck, along the sides too. She swiveled her gaze back and forth, holding her breath for a Hareema ambush at any moment.

None came.

They made it down the corridor, through the mess, and into the hall that led to the crew quarters, the infirmary and the airlock. 

They came to a halt outside the airlock door. Brook hit a button to reveal the manual control panel that was a smaller version of the one on the bridge. 

Brook set the controls that limited all operations of the airlock to herself, requiring a personal access code to open or close the airlock doors. Then she pressed the button to open the door. 

The captain motioned with her weapon, gesturing for the Zantharian to get inside. 

He towered over her, staring down at her with a face like a dark nebula, ominous and black. 

"You're making a mistake," he grumbled.

"I don't think so." She nudged him forward with the barrel of her pistol, almost fully assured that the major was lost somewhere on the ship and she was standing in front of the enemy. “If I am… you can do anything you want to me when we rectify this.”

Seemed like a good deal that any hot-blooded male wouldn’t be able to pass up. Besides, if he were a Zantharian, then she owed him something for being so harsh toward him. Another kiss seemed like a mutually beneficial payment. 

With one more scathing look, Ontarii stepped into the airlock and turned to face her. “Remember your words, woman. Anything.” 

She gave him a sultry look, being quite an ass herself now. “That’s right. Anything the major wants.” 

She hit the button on the door and opened the window shade to peer inside at him. 

He had turned his back to her, and behind him was the airlock hatch. With a few taps of the console buttons, Brook could open the hatch and let the emptiness of space inside. 

Without environmental controls or gravity, the Zantharian would freeze while he suffocated to death, his body floating out to join his comrades. 

The major turned toward her and seemed to be trying to say something. She gave the command to initiate two-way communication between the inside of the airlock and the corridor. 

"What did you say?" she asked.

Ontarii frowned at her. "Are you going to space me? Are you that fucking hysterical?"

The captain flushed with anger. "Hysterical? Do you know the etymology of that word? It's from the Greek word meaning 'womb’. A mental disorder tied almost exclusively to women. Just another way to disenfranchise the female and discount her thoughts and actions." 

The major laughed. He laughed! "You're lecturing me on sexism while threatening to kill me. You humans really are too much."

"From sexism to racism, huh? I guess I should have expected it. But honestly, I think you're just upset that a puny human female was able to box you in so efficiently."

His mouth flattened into a straight line. 

"I'm not even sure you are a human female," he said, his eyes like black flames. "Your reluctance to submit to my test tells me that you have something to hide."

"I submitted to your test once before. Excuse me if I'm not eager to have a thousand volts shot through me again so soon."

"A convenient pretext," he shot back. "I'm supposed to take your word that you're not an enemy agent, but you won't take mine. Not quite fair, is it?"

"I don't care about fair," she fired back. "All I care about is protecting myself and my crew, and completing my mission."

"Bang up job you're doing so far."

Brook inhaled as if she'd been slapped. It was a cheap shot. One she hadn't expected from the major. 

"You know what," he said, adopting a cruel smile. "Maybe I do believe you. You are human, because, frankly, you aren't smart enough to be a Hareema agent. You're sloppy. You're weak. And, honestly, you verge on incompetent. Save your promises to give me what I want. I’ll get it as soon as I get off this fucking ship."

“And what would that be?”

“Freedom from your madness and a beautiful woman to fuck until I can’t stand.” He turned his back to her and crossed his arms over his massive chest. 

His words ripped into her. Not moments before he’d held her in his arms, comforting her at the loss of her crewmember, and had kissed her more passionately than she ever remembered being kissed before. 

And he'd saved her life.

But on the bridge he'd been tampering with the controls, then he'd tried to blast her with his energy weapon. It was a complete turnaround from his earlier actions.  

Maybe this isn't the major. Maybe it is. Who the hell knows? 

Ontarii was a prick, but he hadn't been intentionally cruel to her yet. This new asshole stabbed her left and right, his last blow about taking another woman to bed a bit more than she could handle. Perhaps it was only the newest of lust between them that made her want to know him more, but either way, his words had chilled her desire significantly. 

There was a high possibility that he had been replaced, and it was the Hareema now who was goading her on, afraid for its life. 

And it had good reason to be. 

With the press of a couple buttons in the correct sequence, the large hatch doors before the creature would open, and it would have less than a minute before the harshness of space robbed it of life. 

She didn't think even a block of jelly could withstand a vacuum. 

Maybe it was time to find out.


Chapter 15

 

 

 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn stood in front of the airlock door, her hand hovering over the button that would open the exterior hatch. The precious oxygen in the small chamber would rush out, and the cold void of space would rush in. 

Major Ontarii, the first alien she’d ever met, would tumble into the blackness of space to join his dead comrades if she moved even an inch forward. 

That is, if he was Major Ontarii. 

When she’d moved him into the airlock, she’d planned only to hold him there for the next eight hours or so, or until he became a block of red jelly. If he changed, he was a shapeshifting creature known as the Hareema, who were hell bent on taking over her ship and invading JL-398, or, as those who lived there called the planet, Zanthar. 

If he didn’t change, then he really was the Ontarii. That meant he could be trusted. 

But, if it was him, he was going to be pissed. 

Brook bit her lip, her hand trembling over the button. The major stared at her, his eyes dark, his expression hard. Just before she’d locked him into the airlock at laser point, he’d tried to blast her with his bioelectricity. By the look of things, he was highly considering doing far worse to her than a quick jolt to her nervous system. 

The thought made her unaccountably sad. Before distrust had built a wall between them, the handsome alien major had kissed her so passionately, she’d gotten dizzy. Ontarii had held her gently in his strong arms, comforting her at the discovery of the corpse of one of her crew. 

Now it would appear that he hated her. 

Worse still, the man in front of her might not even be Ontarii. It could be a Hareema operative, playing off her fears and ignorance, trying to manipulate her into its grasp. 

Either he was a shapeshifter, and therefore a risk she couldn’t afford, or he was an angry leader with a fleet at his back and revenge in his heart. Either way, she was making an enemy as she stood there deliberating. 

Brook never would have imagined her current scenario as she headed toward JL-398 to look for the missing scientist, Dr. Sylvia Cohen. She didn’t know whether to believe Ontarii when he'd told her that Cohen was alive and well, and in the company of the Supreme Regent of Zanthar. 

Instead of making it to the planet and staging a rescue of the scientist, she was stuck out in space, her crew missing, except the ones who were dead. 

“Captain Brooklyn,” Ontarii started, his voice like broken glass, but he was interrupted by a loud banging noise coming from outside the corridor. 

Brook turned, peering down the hallway, but was unable to determine the source of the sound. She took a couple of steps down the hall towards the crew’s mess.

“Captain, wait!” Ontarii’s face tightened as his eyes narrowed. “You can’t go down there.”

Brook shook her head at him. “I need to find out what that is. The ship could be malfunctioning, or it could be a member of my crew, injured and in need of help.”

“Or it could be a fucking Hareema agent setting a trap for you,” he growled at her with hate in his gaze. 

His warning gave her pause, but there was the issue of her not trusting him at all that pushed her to ignore him. 

“Stay put,” she said, turning her back on him and starting down the corridor, feeling like an idiot for her comment. 

Stay put? Really? Where was he going to go?

“No!” His shout came out of the speaker above the door and echoed down the hall, making a shiver slide up her spine. “Let me out. You can’t go out there alone.”

“I’m not alone,” she replied over her shoulder. “I’ve got my FIDOs.” 

She left with her chin lifted and her shoulders square. With her four robotic companions at her back there was nothing to fear. 

 


Chapter 16

 

 

 

Ontarii had never felt more helpless in his life. The captain walked away from him with her robots behind her like there was nothing to be concerned with. She didn’t understand how little help her robots would be against the Hareema. 

And here he was, trapped in the airlock, unable to do anything to protect the fragile human female. The need to protect her surged inside of him and thoughts of ripping the door off the airlock in order to go after her rolled over him. If only he were that strong. 

Captain Brooklyn was not the first Earthling female he’d encountered, but she was the only one that had ever attracted him. Sylvia, the regent’s mate, was a human, but he’d never given her a second thought, nor had he considered any other human female in anything other than a dispassionate, objective manner.

But he couldn’t be dispassionate about the captain. Since the first moment he’d met her, she’d set his blood on fire. At first he’d blamed the reaction on the situation, on the anger he’d felt at her refusal to follow his orders, but then he’d come to respect her backbone. It was only one of the qualities he admired in the woman. 

There were several more, but her fantastic little body hit the top of the list as well. She had curves in places Zantharian females did not, igniting a lust in him so deep that he’d kissed her, unable to restrain himself. It rankled, the fact that he’d been in a life-or-death situation and had succumbed to heady desire. He simply couldn’t help himself.

Now he couldn’t help her, thanks to her being highly defensive and untrusting. She was smart to take the actions she had, but it burned his pride nevertheless. 

She turned the corner and was out of sight and Ontarii wanted to howl his frustration to the stars. 

He took a deep breath and set about inspecting every inch of the airlock, looking for a way out of his trap instead.

There was no way out except for the door that was securely locked behind him, and the hatch that, if opened, would kill him quicker than a gnarshark’s bite. 

Ontarii felt along the seams of the window, wondering if there was a way to claw it open and reach through it to the control panel on the other side. The window was firmly in place. He knocked against it exploratorily. The material it was made of was hard, which meant that it wouldn’t break easily like glass.

Taking a deep breath, Ontarii slammed his elbow into the window’s surface as hard as he could. The window was unhurt, but his elbow was on fire. 

He banged against the window, again and again, until blood began to flow from his battered skin. When his elbow could take no more punishment, he switched arms. 

Ontarii beat against the window, over and over. When his second elbow was a bloody mess, he resorted to his fists.

She’s been gone for twenty minutes at least. She could be dead by now. 

The thought filled him with a mixture of terror and rage, driving him to increase the power and speed of his blows. Still the window remained undamaged. 

He was almost mindless with physical agony, but his mental duress was far worse. Ontarii was relentless, lost in his drive to escape and rescue the human female. 

Visions of the captain meeting a horrible end kept flashing before his eyes. He groaned, both fists broken up, the window streaked with blood but without even a tiny crack in its surface. He was getting nowhere, and each second he stood here trapped was a second the Hareema could use to torture the human, or worse. 

Suddenly a noise broke through the haze of his impotent fury. Using his palm to wipe at the smear of blood on the airlock window, Ontarii peered out into the corridor. 

A figure was coming toward him, hard to distinguish through the marks left by his blood. 

Captain Brooklyn stood before him, eyes wide, and a small cut on her left cheek. Her hand was shaking when she reached for the airlock button. 

"Wait," Ontarii said, his voice hoarse, panic kicking him in the chest. "Don't!"

He held his breath, waiting for the sound of the external hatch to open. It didn't come.

Instead, the door lock clicked off and the human opened the door in front of him. 

Quickly stepping through, he stared down at the female in front of him. He wanted to say so many things. Why did you lock me up in there? What did you find? And most pressingly, Are you okay? Who hurt you? 

He settled on a simple "Thank you”.
The captain nodded her head. "No problem." 

"What changed your mind?" he asked, barely keeping his anger locked in.

"Changed my mind?" She turned from him, her eyes scanning the corridor. 

"Yeah," he said, a tendril of confusion climbing his insides. "You were ready to eject me out of the airlock a few minutes ago."

"I need you," she said with a shrug. "They're after me." 

Her words, coupled with her strange behavior, sent a chill down his back. Still, the relief at seeing her relatively unharmed overwhelmed his disquiet. Ontarii settled his hands on her shoulders. "Who's after you?"

"The FIDOs," she said, biting her lip. "They turned on me. One minute they were calmly marching at my back. The next, they had me surrounded."

The FIDOs? Her robot companions had turned on her? "How did you escape?"

"I managed to short one out by smacking its display screen, then squeezed by them and ran. I don't know if I'll be so lucky next time."

Ontarii's eyes narrowed. "Why didn't they use their lasers on you?" 

"Lasers?" The captain's eyes were wild. "I don't know. It all happened so fast, maybe they couldn't get a shot off in time."

"That doesn't make sense. What about the sound? Did you find the source?"

"Sound?" Suddenly the female's face screwed up and she let out a wail. "Why are you interrogating me? Can't you see that I've just been through a hellish experience?" 

Tears streamed down her face, leaving him even more confused. Something wasn’t right, but he wasn’t yet ready to push her.

"I'm sorry. Forgive me." He pulled her close to him. "I just want to help you."

"Then stop asking questions and help me deactivate the FIDOs!" She was beyond panicked, which didn’t sit well with him. Maybe it was due to her own protection unit turning on her. That would cause anyone to dive into anxiety. 

She shook subtly in his arms, sending his protective instincts into overdrive. "I'll help. Lead the way."

The captain straightened, her trembling seeming to disappear in an instant. "Follow me," she said, heading down the hall and into the crew's mess. Containers and rations were strewn all over the floor, but there was no sign of the dead crewman, Smith.

Ontarii thought she would head for the bridge, but instead she made her way towards the cargo bay. He knew he'd have to be ready for a confrontation with the robots and their wicked lasers, so he charged up his bio-weapon, holding the electrical power at the ready. 

Hitting the robot with a sufficient charge would disable it, which was good, and yet he was only one man. Scientists on Zanthar had already pulled apart one of the human's FIDOs to find out what made it tick. His only worry would be hitting all the robots before one could blast him with a laser.

He might be able to squeeze out two discharges, but then he'd need a moment to recharge. That moment might mean the difference between life and death for him and the human captain. 

Captain Brooklyn had managed to escape the robot posse once. He still wasn't sure about her story. If they'd gone into attack mode, why hadn't at least one of them fired on her? 

"These lasers," he said in a low voice as they made their way forward. "What are their capabilities? I mean, they have split-second targeting and firing abilities, right?"

The captain didn't turn back to answer him, just shrugged her shoulders. 

"You don't know?" Now that he didn't buy. His irritation was rising at her behavior. "Why didn't they fire at you during your infamous escape?" 

The human female whirled around to confront him. "How should I know? I told you that they must have malfunctioned. How could I guess what they would do or not do? Maybe their lasers weren't functional. Maybe the malfunction was such that it didn't activate the lasers. Maybe—"

"Maybe they aren't robots at all." A light went on in Ontarii's mind. When Hareema imitated Zantharians, they could give the illusion of an electrical charge, but it was just that. An illusion. They were incapable of generating the energy themselves. It was likely the same with the FIDOs' lasers. 

"What?" The captain was angry, her impatience as apparent as her beautiful golden eyes. 

"Go with me on this. What if the FIDOs aren't FIDOs? What if they're really Hareema agents in disguise?" It would be a very clever ruse for the enemy to impersonate the robots while the unsuspecting crew goes around distrusting each other.” 

"So what if they are?" It was obvious the human wasn't following his line of reasoning, which was disconcerting. Despite his harsh words in the airlock, the captain was anything but incapable. She was clever and quick-thinking. 

Maybe she's in shock. This situation would test anyone. She's only just discovered that humans aren't the only intelligent life in the universe, and now she's been thrust in a war between the Hareema and the Zantharians, unsure of whom to trust. 

"It would be a good way to sneak around the ship without raising suspicions, and if the Hareema are imitating the FIDOs, then their laser weapons wouldn't work. That could explain why they didn't use them on you."

"Sounds plausible." She moved forward into the cargo bay. 

He stopped and studied her as trepidation rolled over him. Had the Hareema gotten to her? Surely not. 

"This is where I left them," Captain Brooklyn mumbled, crouching behind a stack of storage containers. 

Ontarii joined her, scanning the cargo bay for the enemy. There was nothing to see. 

"Could they have left, headed back toward the bridge?" The cargo bay was empty of life. 

"They could have walked through the wall and swam through space for all I know," she said, her flippant tone setting his teeth on edge.

"What's with you?" He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her around to face him. "Where's this attitude coming from? You practically order me to help you, then bite my head off whenever I ask you a question. What's gotten into you?"

"Don't touch me," she said, pulling away from his grasp. "I might need your help, but that doesn't mean you get to paw at me with your filthy fish hands."

"Fish hands? Listen here, you—" Ontarii froze, his words drying up. The FIDOs were creeping through the cargo bay, their shoulder weapons revealed, red lights winking in readiness. 

"No, you listen to me," the captain said, not realizing the robots were on the scene. 

Ontarii slapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late.

The blue displays that comprised the FIDOs' faces turned red, and they turned in Captain Brooklyn's direction. 

"Intruder alert," they said in unison. 

Ontarii pulled the human female behind him, then risked raising his hand around the storage container. He released a blast of bioelectricity and it hit the closest one, causing smoke to rise from the display. The robot tumbled to the floor, deactivated.

The remaining FIDOs wasted no time retaliating. The two behind the fallen one let their lasers blast. 

Ontarii grabbed the human and rolled sideways, right before the containers in front of them melted enough to allow the laser beams to pass through. 

Well, there goes that theory.

They ran to hide behind a neighboring stack of storage containers. The FIDOs were definitely not Hareema. 

Ontarii released another blast of bioelectricity. It hit another FIDO and dropped it. 

"I need a chance to recharge," he said, dragging the captain with him as they retreated behind another bank of storage containers. "You've got to create a diversion."

"What do you mean?" The captain's face was unbelieving. "I can't go out there. I'll be burned to bits by their lasers."

"You don't have to stay out there. You just need to run past them, make them turn in your direction, then dive behind those containers." Ontarii pointed to a bank of containers on the other side of the bay. "That should buy me enough time to sneak behind them, recharge, and blast them both." 

"Please don't make me," she said, her eyes filling with tears. 

Ontarii frowned. Nothing this woman had done since he'd met her would have made him expect her to break down, especially not when their lives were on the line. 

"I'm sorry," he said, pressing a kiss to her forehead. Then he shoved her, hard, pushing her in the direction of the containers. "Now go. RUN!"

The human captain ran forward, putting on a burst of speed that distracted the two FIDOs. 

Ontarii took his chance, creeping down behind the robots and taking shelter behind a support beam. He watched as the human dove behind a stack of containers, narrowly avoiding the robots' lasers. 

It felt like hours before his energy recharged to sufficient levels, but finally he was ready to fight again. It was his last chance to take out the FIDOs though. If he only got one, the other would be able to laser him before he could hit it. He had to take a risk and try to blast them both at once.

Taking a deep breath, Ontarii extended both hands in front of him and released as much of the energy as he could. Twin blasts arced from his palms and into the enemy robots. Both displays shorted out, and the robots fell to the floor, out of service. 

"You got them!" The human ran toward him, grinning at the smoking robot bodies in front of them. 

Ontarii walked up to one of the FIDOs and gave it a kick. The display screen face stayed blank. “They’re down for now, but I’m not sure how long it will last.” 

“How can we turn them off for good?” 

Ontarii’s eyes widened as he looked down at his companion. The human female looked up at him, her lovely eyes questioning.

Why would she be asking me how to turn off the FIDOs? Surely she would know more about it than me?

Wanting to give Brooklyn the benefit of the doubt, Ontarii thought that perhaps the captain didn’t concern herself with all the functions on her ship. That’s what her crew was for, but that kind of assumption didn’t jive with what he already knew about the woman. 

Doubt swept through him, and he brushed his fingers over his lips as he watched her. Something had been off since she’d marched him to the airlock. She’d turned on him then, so how could he trust her now, despite her smile and beautiful golden eyes? 

“I believe the main controls are on the bridge,” he said, concentrating on recharging his energy weapon. Unfortunately, the last double blast had completely depleted him. He wasn’t sure how long it would take to build up a sufficient charge again. 

The last time he’d been so empty, it had been almost an hour before he’d been strong enough to send out a satisfactory zap.

“Of course,” Captain Brooklyn mumbled to herself, then turned, starting toward the corridor that would take her to the bridge. 

Ontarii frowned, but followed behind the woman. She’d made a big deal out of confirming his identity, but he’d now lost the opportunity to confirm hers. Not only could he not zap her to determine if she were human, but if they did confront any others before he recovered his charge, he’d be unable to test them as well. 

They walked to the bridge in silence, Ontarii’s thoughts reverberating through his head like the echoes of their footsteps in the corridor. Everything hinged on him making smart choices, and so far he’d made several missteps. Costly missteps that had gotten his men killed. 

Now he had to put his trust in a human female who’d almost sent him to die in the void of space. A human female that he alternately wanted to strangle and hold tenderly. 

Could he trust her? 

Or would he end up like his men? 

Ontarii shook his head and took a deep breath. Only time would tell whether he’d live or die, and whether his planet would suffer the same fate. 

 


Chapter 17

 

 

 

Brook hid underneath a table in the crew’s mess, watching as the FIDOs headed toward the bridge. It seemed the robots were less help than she had expected.

The automatons had been programmed by NASA as a means of defending against possible life forms hostile to humans. NASA had supposedly set a strict protocol that would not allow a FIDO to fire on a human; however, something had gone haywire. 

Brook didn’t know if it was a malfunction or something more sinister that had caused the robots to turn on her. She had been headed toward the cargo bay and the source of the mysterious sound. The robots had been following behind her, their weapons at the ready. 

At the entrance to the cargo bay, Brook had molded herself to the corridor wall, leaning over to peek into the bay with her laser pistol at the ready. In the distance she saw a shadow, a figure with some sort of weapon in its hands. It was banging the weapon against the oversized hatch, which was the only escape pod on the ship. 

She couldn’t be sure if the figure was trying to break into the hatch to get access to the pod, or whether it was trying to damage the door so that no one else could get to the pod. Either way, she had to do something. 

“Follow me, and stay sharp,” she told the FIDOs. The robots nodded to affirm that they’d processed her voice command. The team of five swept into the cargo bay and headed straight for the figure. 

Distracted by its mission, the figure didn’t seem to realize that they were approaching until Brook was close enough to make out exactly who was pounding away at the hatch. 

Confusion rose sharply inside of her and she stood dead in her tracks. “Talia, what are you doing?” 

Her ship’s engineer spun around, the weapon raised high. She had managed to dent the hatch, and Brook wasn’t sure if it was still functional. Talia stood there, not saying anything. She had an ax tightly in her grasp, which was a bit shocking. 

“Why are you hitting the hatch?” Brook’s eyes narrowed, the possibility that this was not Talia looming large in her mind. 

A whir of motion resounded from behind her and she swiveled her head to see what the hell was happening. The display screens of all four FIDOs blinked from blue to red. 

“Intruder alert,” they said in unison, their lasers beginning to charge.

“Fucking robots,” her engineer muttered. Then without warning, the smaller woman sprang forward, slamming the ax into the FIDO closest to her.

Brook skittered backward, her jaw dropping in amazement. The ax bounced off the FIDO’s sturdy frame causing sparks to fly as metal met metal. Talia rolled out of the way as she narrowly avoided a laser blast from the defense robot. 

Suddenly the woman was on her, tackling her to the ground and knocking the laser pistol out of her grasp to skitter across the cargo bay floor and out of reach. Brook groaned and closed her eyes as her head banged against the floor. When she opened her eyes, she was staring up at an exact duplicate of herself. 

Brook’s eyes widened in realization. It wasn’t Talia at all, but a Hareema agent. Her self-defense skills kicked in and Brook grabbed her doppelganger’s shoulders, yanking sideways as she rolled herself out from under the creature. 

The agent wasn’t quick to let go, and the pair rolled across the floor, struggling for domination. They hit a large storage container and wrestled one another for a moment, each attempting to get the other in a submission hold of some kind.

Brook spared a glance for the FIDOs and realized that the four of them had frozen, their lasers at the ready, but not firing. Apparently they could recognize the distinction between the captain and her identical twin. 

Her opponent took advantage of her lapse in attention and shoved her head back against the floor, the impact making her ears ring. Then suddenly, the Hareema did something so strange, Brook was unable to respond.

The creature, mimicking her so perfectly, leaned in and pressed her lips against Brook’s own. It wasted no time shoving its tongue into the captain’s mouth in a sloppy kiss that made Brook want to retch. 

Using all her might, the captain shoved hard against the Hareema. The agent’s head flew back, and its face crashed into the storage container, coming away with a cut along its cheek. 

It smiled at her, and Brook wanted to vomit. It was a strange sensation, watching the creature wear her skin as if it belonged in it. 

“Intruder alert.” Brook’s eyes flew to the FIDOs. Four lasers charged in tandem. 

The Hareema released her and fled backward, seeking shelter behind a support beam. Two of the FIDOs branched off to pursue her, but the other two still held their lasers pointed directly at her.

“Shit.” Brook rolled to the side, then scrambled to her feet, speeding out of the cargo bay and narrowly avoiding the beams of red light that blasted in her direction. She slid down the hallway and into the mess hall, ducking underneath a table and trying to catch her breath.

What the hell is happening? The FIDOs had seemed to know the difference between their human companion and the Hareema, until suddenly they didn’t. What had changed? Had there been a malfunction? Or did it have something to do with her one-on-one struggle with the creature? 

Brook held her breath as she heard the FIDOs coming her way. They marched through the mess hall, scanning the area, then headed towards the bridge. She stayed put, trying to formulate a plan. 

Knowing there was a dangerous shapeshifter loose on her ship was terrifying enough. Now she had lost her defense weapons. Even worse, those very weapons were being turned against her. What was she to do? 

Brook considered her options. If she could get to the bridge, she could turn the FIDOs off, dealing with one of the problems. But if she deactivated the FIDOs, she might not be able to use them against the agent in the future. 

You could free Ontarii. He could help you figure out what’s happening with the FIDOs and maybe help you capture the hiding Hareema. 

It was a good idea, unless the Zantharian major was also an alien infiltrator in disguise. 

As much as Brook wanted to trust the major, as much as she wanted to lay all of her worries at his feet and watch the strong, capable Alpha-male take care of business, she knew that she could only depend on herself. 

Besides, she barely knew the guy. He was almost as big a mystery as the Hareema haunting her ship. And what was worse, he had to hate her by now.

She’d seen the betrayal in his eyes when she’d locked him in. Although it had made sense at the time, it still hurt when she’d witnessed his reaction. The things he’d said to her bordered on unforgiveable.

No, she couldn’t count on Ontarii to save her. She had to use her own wits and skills to take her ship back on her own. 

Brook decided to make a move, but paused when she heard a noise coming from the direction of the bridge. The four FIDOs were on their way back, marching in formation through the mess and back toward the cargo bay. 

She bit her lip, afraid that this time they would spot her. Thankfully they kept moving and were soon out of sight. There wouldn’t be a better chance to make an escape. 

Sliding out from under the table and praying that she made no noise, Brook picked her way through the chaos of the mess hall and into the corridor that led to the bridge. With as much speed as she could muster while remaining silent, she rushed to the bridge. 

The whoosh of the door opening forced her to pray that the FIDOs weren’t around to hear it. Once the door closed behind her, she headed to the control panel and locked the door against intruders. Although the FIDOs’ lasers could probably burn through the door’s surface, she didn’t think they’d be likely to do so without a specific order. Since she didn’t think anyone would get close enough to the robots to give that order without getting fried, she immediately experienced a sense of relief. 

Taking a seat at the main console, Captain Brooklyn took stock of her situation. According to the display, their course was still taking them straight towards Zanthar. That worried her. She didn’t want to cruise into a heavily-defended planetary zone in a ship housing Hareema. Especially since she didn’t know exactly how many were on the ship. 

Brook considered altering course, but she wasn’t sure where to go. Heading home would likely be the safest course, although the prospect of taking the Hareema back to Earth with her was stomach-turning. 

Still, at least one of the creatures had to have boarded the vessel on Earth. Maybe heading back toward home would enable her to warn her people and get assistance before landing. She could set down on the moon base and call home. If Hareema got loose in the small base, they could be easily kept in quarantine until reinforcements arrived. 

Decision reached, Brook plotted a course away from Zanthar and back toward Earth’s moon. She locked in the course with her personal access code, hoping that the Hareema would not be able to override it. 

It would take a few days to reach her home system, and she hoped she could survive long enough. If not, she needed to warn the people of Earth about the threat of alien invaders. 

Taking a deep breath, Brook keyed in the commands to start the ship’s visual log. “This is Captain Jennifer Brooklyn of the Earhart. We were unable to complete our mission to attempt to locate Dr. Sylvia Cohen due to unforeseen circumstances.”

As Brook laid out the situation for the ship’s log, she reflected on how confusing the circumstances really were. She could be sure of nothing. Was Dr. Sylvia Cohen alive? Were the Zantharians friends or foes? How had the Hareema infiltrated her ship? What had happened to her crew?

Each question led to another question, then another. She hoped whomever received the message wouldn’t think she’d come down with a case of space sickness, and ignore her log altogether. At last she signed off, frustrated and feeling like a failure.

She looked to her left as a blinking light on the panel lit up. The airlock had been opened.

Brook bit her lip. It seemed the major was loose. But how? 

There was no way Ontarii could have opened the airlock from the inside. He would have needed someone to let him out, and that someone certainly wasn’t her.

More likely, it was a Hareema agent. Which meant Ontarii had probably been replaced by the Hareema as well. What other reason would the enemy have for letting him out? It would be more likely that the infiltrator would have jettisoned him out the airlock if given the opportunity, wouldn’t it? 

Brook frowned, surprised at the way her heart contracted in her chest when she thought of the alien major being ejected into space. 

Get over it. He’s probably not the major anyway, but a Hareema agent.

The memory of him kissing her and holding her tight rolled over her. She’d felt so incredibly safe in his arms. She didn’t think he’d been a Hareema then. And now he was...where? He’d been replaced, which meant the real Major Ontarii was…

Dead? 

The word echoed in her head like church bells at a funeral. Tears burned her gaze and she pressed a shaky hand to her face, feeling so overwhelmed all of a sudden. 

Apparently the alien major had made her feel deeply in a very short time, which was highly unusual. Now he was gone, replaced by an evil twin bent on destroying his planet.

Not on my watch.

Suddenly there was a commotion outside the bridge door, alerting her to the fact that they were there to get her. 

Brook searched the bridge for a weapon of some kind, hoping the closed door would keep whoever or whatever was on the other side at bay. Remembering how effective Ontarii’s bioelectric weapon had been on the Hareema they’d met in the engine room, she wondered if there were anything electrical she could use to defend herself. 

Time ran out faster than she’d anticipated. There was a small popping sound, making Brook turn around to watch the door. A green hand appeared, gripping the door and pulling it open. 

Then Brook was left facing an angry Zantharian major with her identical twin standing by his side. 

 


Chapter 18

 

 

 

Major Ontarii’s eyes widened in surprise. Beside him stood the human female, Captain Brooklyn, but across from him, beside the main console, stood the human female, Captain Brooklyn.

Only one of them could be the real captain.

The thought crossed his mind that neither could be the genuine one, that both could be Hareema imitators. He wanted to tear out his tendrils in frustration. 

“How did you get in here?” the female next to the console asked. Her voice sounded like the captain’s to him. 

“I used the manual override lever,” he said. He’d watched her open the bridge door using the lever previously. 

“Of course.” 

Ontarii watched a flurry of emotions play over her face. Fear. Anger. Frustration. And another one, one that caused his stomach to clench into a knot that tightened and tightened. 

Defeat.

“What are you waiting for?” the captain beside him asked. “That’s the enemy right there. Use your electricity and zap it before it gets away!”

The captain in front of him turned to the console and hit a couple buttons. Ontarii heard the door whoosh closed behind him.

“What did you do?” he asked. 

“Sealed the bridge. Maybe I can’t overpower you both, but I can lock us in to try and give my crew a fighting chance if they’re still alive.”

“He’ll just use the manual override again to get us out,” the captain beside him said, rolling her eyes. 

The female in front of him crossed her arms over her chest. “Really? How exactly?” 

The captain beside him scowled. She marched over to the panel in the wall beside the door and knocked on it. “Take this panel off and pull back the lever.” 

The human female by the console shook her head. “That panel can’t be accessed from inside the bridge. For security purposes, the manual override for the doors from inside the bridge is somewhere else. But you’d know that, if you were the real captain of this ship.”

The words hit Ontarii like a punch to the gut. The Captain Brooklyn next to the console was right. That meant the Captain Brooklyn nearest to him was a Hareema agent.

He looked down at the creature by the panel and it looked back, its eyes narrowing. 

“I know what you’re thinking, but she’s not telling the truth. She’s trying to confuse you.” The creature beside him extended its arm and pointed at the captain. “They’ll say anything to gain your trust. That’s how they operate. If you give her an inch, she’ll use it to strangle you with. Blast her now, before it’s too late!”

Ontarii couldn’t blast anyone, even if he wanted to. His powers hadn’t recharged yet after using them to take down all four FIDOs. He felt the lack keenly. If he had his bioelectric power, he could send a charge through both the women to determine their true form.

Unfortunately, he had only his own intuition to use in the situation. Logic would only get him more confused. 

“If you won’t do anything about her, I will,” the captain by his side said, a knife suddenly appearing in her hand. “I’m not going to wait for her to shift into some terrible creature and kill us both.”

“Where did you get a knife?” the captain by the console asked, her hands coming up instinctively to block the expected blow. “We don’t have knives on this ship. Our only defensive weapons are laser pistols, and none of our food rations would require the use of a knife.”

“Shut up, you silly cow,” the creature with the knife said. In a flash it slid forward, slashing at the other one’s cheek. 

The captain by the console was fast, but she couldn’t dodge the cut completely. Soon there was a small, jagged line of blood on her cheek. It was nearly identical to the one marring the face of the creature doing the slashing.

“That’s to pay you back for the fight in the cargo bay,” it said. “But this, this will be just for fun.”

Ontarii wished he could freeze time until his powers recharged, but that wish was as foolish as trying to turn back time to before the Hareema had started infiltrating planets in his system. He had to deal with the present, and if he wanted to do something, it had to be done fast. 

He leapt forward, grabbing the woman with the knife by her hair and dragging her backward. 

“Oww,” it said, turning around suddenly to press the knife against his chest. “Knock it off, or I’ll cut you too.”

Before Ontarii could respond, the other female had slid her arm around her double’s neck and squeezed, moving back a few inches so that the knife no longer touched his skin. 

Ontarii flushed yellow, unable to control his anger and frustration. He slammed his hand into the creature’s wrist over and over, but it would not drop the knife. 

“Let go of your weapon,” the captain said, squeezing her twin’s throat tighter. “Let it go!”

The thing in front of him smiled, an evil, cruel smile. Then its arm extended somehow so that the knife was back at Ontarii’s chest. It slashed, the knife slitting open his skin and causing him to gasp in pain. 

“You bitch!” The captain grabbed her wrist with her other arm, increasing the power of the hold around her double’s neck. At this point, the female being choked should have been losing strength. Her face should have been changing colors, and her breath should have been wheezing in and out. 

Instead, there was absolutely no reaction. Just a sinister smile. 

Ontarii knew what to do. 

Faster than a flash, he grabbed the captain’s arms and unwound them from the creature's neck, flinging her backward after forcing her to release her grip. Captain Brooklyn fell to the floor of the bridge, a look of angry betrayal painting her features. 

Ontarii ignored the look. He had no time to comfort the female now. Instead, he grabbed the creature in front of him. His powerful hands slid around its neck and with all his might he jerked its head around. 

For one terrifying moment he doubted himself. If he’d made the wrong choice, the human’s neck would snap like brittle coral in his grasp. 

But it didn’t. The head just turned and turned, until he was facing the back of its head. 

“Holy crap!” The woman on the floor was scooting backward, clearly unnerved by the sight of her own twin with its head twisted a hundred-eighty degrees around. 

Having ascertained that he was dealing with a Hareema infiltrator, Ontarii moved his grip so that his arm was encircling its neck, elbow under its chin. Then, using all the strength he could muster, he pulled upward hard. 

There was a keening sound, coming from the creature beneath him, he assumed. He could feel its neck begin to stretch, like an Earthling confection called salt-water taffy he’d once tasted. As soon as it started to give, he jerked harder, pulling with everything inside of him. 

Suddenly the head popped off of the thing, the connection between head and body turning into a red goo. He could feel the thing vibrating in his hands, and he turned it around so he could see its face.

“You might have won this round,” it said, its evil eyes glinting golden. “But you won’t win the war.” 

Then the head fell apart, becoming jelly and joining the body on the floor. One moment it looked like a human female, the next it was a pool of red slime. 

Faster than lightning, the pool solidified into a gelatinous mass and scrambled forward. It beat against the bridge door and then liquefied itself again. In a few seconds, it had managed to squeeze itself through the miniscule crack beneath the door. Then it was gone without leaving a trace. 

“Unbelievable,” Captain Brooklyn whispered from the floor. 

Ontarii moved to her side, going down on his knees to face her. 

Her hands were shaking as she extended one toward his chest. 

“You’re hurt,” she said, her voice low. 

Ontarii shrugged. “I’ll be fine. How are you?”

The captain gave a shaky laugh. “Scared shitless. That was disgusting.”

Ontarii pulled the woman into his arms and tucked her head under his chin as he held her tightly. “I’m sorry that you had to see that.”

“No. Don’t apologize. Thank you for saving my life.” 

Cupping her head in his hands, he turned her face up toward his. “I would do anything to make sure you were safe. I would fight any creature, kill anything I had to, if it threatened your life.”

Her beautiful golden eyes filled with tears. 

“I’m sorry I mistrusted you. I couldn’t be sure. I was so afraid after we found Mike’s body that you’d been replaced by an enemy plant.” She laughed, but it was a bitter sound. “Instead, I was replaced, and you still figured out which one was me. How?”

Ontarii gave her a small smile. “Because you’re smarter and braver than them. She was nothing like you.”

Brook wiped at her tears and gave him a knowing smile. “Not too bad for an incompetent captain, huh?”

Ontarii’s gut twisted at her words. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, stroking her hair. “I should have never said those things. They aren’t true. I was just so angry and frustrated. When you marched off down that hallway with your robot pals to fight the whole universe, I was terrified that you wouldn’t come back.”

Her small hands clutched one of his, bringing it to her face. It was inches from her lips when she stopped. “Your knuckles, they’re all split open.”

“I was trying to break that damn airlock window. I had to get out and save you somehow.” 

She dropped his hand and grabbed the other one. It was just as battered. She brought his hand to her lips and awarded him a soft kiss on each knuckle.

Ontarii’s heart expanded in his chest, the feeling so far beyond foreign that he didn’t know how to react. His blood rushed from his center down to his groin and his body stiffened with the need to make the woman in his arms his. He could no longer deny his attraction to this amazing female. He’d do anything to have her. He’d fight an army of Hareema to keep her. It was disturbing, but denying it would be stupid. 

Taking her hands, he pulled her arms up over his shoulders and around his neck. She took the hint and clasped her fingers behind his head. Then Ontarii bent low and kissed her. 

At first his kisses were sweet, tentative. She’d been through so much in such a short time. She deserved all his tenderness. 

But before long, he could no longer restrain himself. He pressed harder, forcing her lips to open beneath his and slipping his tongue inside.

She tasted like ambrosia. Like the delicacy known on his planet as seafoam. Light and sweet and refreshing. He couldn’t get enough of her. 

Under his lips she made little moans and whimpers that drove him crazy, making his cock like steel under his sarong. It was aching, pulsing with every beat of his heart. 

A heart that now belonged to the human female, whether he liked it or not. 


Chapter 19

 

 

 

Brook couldn’t help but sigh in delight. Major Ontarii was incredible. His lips were beyond soft and the sensual way he licked and kissed at her mouth left her melting. Although she hadn’t had a long-term relationship since she’d decided to make space her career, she’d been a wild child in her youth. She’d kissed plenty of human boys, but none of them had the talent that this handsome alien did. 

His arms were firm and comforting, his scent refreshing and a complete delight to her senses. 

And his tongue, my God is he skilled with it. I wonder what it would feel like all over my body. Or in one particular spot…

Brook let out a low moan and clutched him tighter. A wave of pleasure washed through her, and taking their attraction a little farther seemed possible for the first time to her. It felt good to surrender to it, to let go of all her fears and worries for one moment and give in to the alien’s seduction. 

Danger was ever-present and they had a fight ahead of them, but for the moment, they were safely locked in the control room. 

She closed her eyes as his mouth moved from hers to travel across her cheek and to her earlobe where it stopped to nibble. The sensation sent shivers through her body and wedged hot arrows of desire deep inside of her stomach. 

His mouth crept lower down her neck, sending radiating bursts of warmth with each press of his lips against her skin. When he reached the sensitive spot where her neck met her shoulders, he licked it only to receive a deep moan from her. 

Brook’s head fell back in ecstasy. Every fiber of her being was focused on the trail of Ontarii’s lips. He kissed and licked his way down her neck, pausing for a moment at the collar of her flight suit. 

“Tell me I can.” He licked at her neck as his fingers dug into her lower back. 

“Please…”

His fingers shook as he unzipped her zipper, but before she could comfort him, he moved in like a lightning bolt and continued to move down into her shirt. 

He licked along the border of her plain white undershirt, and a momentary flash of regret hit her. Brook wished she were dressed in sexy lingerie and not her boring functional clothes. It didn’t seem to matter to Ontarii though, which helped to ease her anxiety over it. 

She opened her eyes to drink him in. He was beautiful with his exotic masculinity. His skin had flushed to a dusky purple, which was the color of arousal if she remembered correctly. Tingles ran through her at the base knowledge that she had the same effect on him that he had on her. 

“Captain Brooklyn,” he whispered, his lips leaving her chest to return to her ear. “You’re such a beautiful woman.”

Brook wanted to laugh at the formality of her name. “You don’t have to call me ‘captain’. My name is Jennifer, but most everybody calls me ‘Brook’.”

“‘Jennifer’ is a lovely name.” His voice was husky and filled with promised pleasure. “Almost as lovely as you are. I want you out of this suit.”

He leaned in and pressed his lips to hers again, eating up the long moan that rolled off her tongue. He pressed his tongue deep into her mouth and tightened his grip on the back of her head as he made love to her mouth. She held on for the ride and tried not to whimper at the delicious sensations that rolled through her in suffocating waves. 

“Jennifer,” he said, when she finally pulled away for air. “I want you like I’ve never wanted another female.” 

I want you. More than I’ve ever wanted another man. In that we are matched. 

His hands settled under her arms as he guided her to her knees before he unzipped the suit a little lower. “We’re safe in here, right?”

“Absolutely.” 

She pulled away just long enough to stand up, and grabbed his hands to pull him up to join her. She pressed her body against his, looping her arms around his neck, forcing him to bend to kiss her. 

After a few moments of the heated embrace, he growled in frustration against her neck. 

She looked up at him, her eyes wide, her core pulsing with desire to be taken violently by the man in front of her. His growl did something to her insides and her whimpers lifted from her lips whether she wanted them to or not.

In a sudden movement, he grabbed her zipper and pulled it all the way down as he growled again. 

She took the hint and bent low to untie her boots and pull off her socks. Stepping out of her suit, she ripped her undershirt over her head and reached for him again. She was left dressed in her nude satin bra and matching panties. 

He moved back a little, letting his eyes travel over her. Everywhere they roamed, they left a trail of fire behind. 

She put her hands on her hips and straightened her shoulders. “Well?”

His smile was slow and wide, his tongue deep pink as he licked at his perfect lips. “You’re magnificent, but I expected nothing less.”

He reached for her and slid his hand over the curve of her rear, lifting her and forcing her to wrap her legs around him. Ontarii pressed her against the wall and ground into her, the size of his arousal scaring her momentarily. Unlike him, she hadn’t gotten the chance to study other life forms. Were his parts the same as a human male’s? 

Guess I’m finding out. 

Sliding her legs around his waist, Brook wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed herself to the front of him. Then she took her time and kissed his nose, his cheeks, and his eyelids. By the time she reached his mouth, he was ravenous for her and stole her breath in a deep kiss. 

She couldn’t help but roll her against him. He felt so good. So strong. So powerful and masculine. His hands massaged her ass, squeezing and releasing before slipping into her panties and running over the wet skin of her sex. Desire burst through her and she arched, forcing the tip of his fingers inside of her. 

“You like that?” He licked at her ear and played with her, slipping his finger inside of her before rolling it over her swollen flesh. 

“So good,” she groaned and rocked against him, not caring at all how she looked or what he might think. It had been too damn long, and she wasn’t willing to take it slow anymore. Death was most likely sitting at her door. One last fuck would do everyone good. 

She was ready to move from the foreplay stage to something much more hot and heavy, but he was taking his time. She held on to his shoulders and started to work her way down his body with concentration. 

He loosened his grip enough for her to slide down until her hips were nestled next to his. This time, when she pressed herself against him, he let out a long, low moan. The soft wetness of her body rolled against his erection and they both let out sounds of pleasure. The only thing keeping them apart was her thin panties and his sarong. She pressed against him again and he took a sharp intake of breath. 

“You little minx.” He let go of her rear, leaving her hanging against him. She took the hint and lowered herself to the floor, but not before taking the opportunity to further torture him by pressing herself against his cock one last time. 

When her feet touched the bridge floor, she wasted no time divesting herself of the last of her clothing. Her bra came off first, and she had enough presence of mind to make a show of it. She undid the clasps, then oh-so-slowly pulled the cups away from her breasts. 

Ontarii’s eyes widened as he took her in. “Perfect.” 

Brook covered her breasts with her hands and turned around, looking back at him over her shoulder and taking in his look of abject disappointment. 

The amount of power she had over him was heady, and she hoped it would last. She owed him a big apology for not believing in him, but hopefully their sex would bind them together even tighter than before. 

Sliding her thumbs under the waistband of her panties, she began to move them downward, inch by inch, slowly exposing herself to his gaze as she bent over.

His eyes were riveted on her body, and it left her feeling beautiful, desired. She stood, turned and moved closer to him as she bit at her lip. He smiled and glanced down at her, the need in his gaze lighting her on fire. 

Drunk with the power of his attraction, Brook took the last step to reach him, her shoulders back, head held high. He wanted her, right there, right now, and damnit, he would have her. 

She reached for him and he fell upon her like a hurricane hitting the shore. The force of his desire was almost palpable, but hers was just as powerful. 

Wasting no time she began pulling at the straps that crossed his shoulders. He laughed, and it was a low, throaty sound that made her body clench tightly. He pushed her hands away and worked to remove the straps and the sarong himself. She moved back to admire the view and lost her breath in the process. 

His body was the sexiest she’d ever laid eyes on. He was tall and broad, with muscles that bulged and rippled like those she imagined would belong to a god. His skin was a deep purple, and his body was smooth from his face to his toes.

His cock was long and thick, the head large and colored a beautiful violet to match his body. It pulsed slightly and she couldn’t help but reach for him, wanting to stroke it a few times before they made love. 

God, I hope it fits. Those words became a litany in her head. She wanted to drop to her knees in worship, but her body cried out for attention. It was time to make Major Ontarii hers. 

She grabbed his shoulders and jumped, hoping he would catch her. 

He seemed to read her mind and wrapped his strong arms around her, his hands clasping on to her ass tightly. He worked her against himself, forcing her to rub her hot center against his offering. He groaned in tandem with her and kissed her hard again. 

Walking them over to a deactivated console, he settled her atop it. 

She leaned back to give him a view of her, and trembled at the hungry look in his eyes. 

“Mine,” he growled and ran his fingers down her stomach and through the soft patch of hair just above her sex. 

“Yes,” she whispered, not sure she would survive what was to come, but fully willing to try just for the untapped pleasure he was sure to bring. 

He leaned in and pressed his lips to her nipple, sucking softly and circling his tongue around the sensitive flesh. The sensation became even more intense when he gently scored her nipple with his teeth. 

When she didn't think she could take the pleasure anymore, he switched over to her other breast. The torment began anew, and she loved every second of it. 

Brook couldn't take it any longer. If she didn't feel him inside of her, she was going to die from wanting. She grabbed the tendrils on his head, marveling at how soft and flexible they were. Then she guided his face back to hers.

"Please, fuck me," she whispered, licking at his lips. 

Ontarii nodded and moved in between her legs fully, forcing her to loop her knees over his hips. His eyes were on the lower halves of their bodies, but she couldn’t help but watch his face. The very thought of bringing him pleasure left her lost and greedy for more power over him. 

His fingers probed her a little more and she cried out, swatting at him. 

“I need you. Stop teasing me," she said, leaning up and biting his chest softly.

He growled and she shook, loving the sound of the rumble she felt in his chest. "I have to make sure you're ready. I don't want to hurt you."

"I'm ready. Beyond ready.” She glared up at him and gave a growl of her own. 

His eyes darkened as he clenched his jaw and took hold of his erection, pressing against her center and forcing a little bit of himself inside of her. 

“So tight.” He closed his eyes and ran his hands over her shoulders and cupped her neck as he rocked his hips forward rhythmically. 

He was huge. Monstrously huge. 

She let out a shaky breath and slid her hands over his chest as she looked back up to see him watching her carefully. He stretched her as he continued to push forward, and the pleasure was so good that it bordered on pain. 

"Don't hold back," she whispered as he leaned forward and wrapped her in a tight hug. The delicious sensation of his chest pressed to hers left her whining in his ear, “More. I want more.”

"Noruma's ghost, woman!" he cursed. "I'm trying to go easy on you."

"Don't!" she commanded. "I want you. All of you!"

He shifted back as his gaze burned into her. His lips pulled back and he leaned in, pressing his forehead to hers as he pulled out and slammed back into her, leaving her breathless and giving him a cry at the tight fit. 

“I told you, woman.” He licked at her mouth and took hold of her hips. “Hold on tightly.”

He picked her up and used his grip on her to lift her off of him and jerk her back down, effectively impaling her on his arousal. 

She dug her fingers into his thick shoulders and gave herself over to his desires, her own pleasure far beyond anything she’d ever imagined. 

He stopped for a moment, just clinging to her and panting softly and it was then that she could feel the tremor inside of her. A rhythmic vibrating pulse that ran through his cock and into her, again and again. She suddenly realized what it was.

Apparently his bioelectrical powers extended to lovemaking. It was a weapon of epic proportions. She felt the sparks of electricity cascading off his cock. The shocks were pushing her over the edge. When he withdrew, the head of his cock moved across her vulnerable nub and she felt a zap of power at the contact. It forced her into the most powerful orgasm of her life.

"Yes," he grunted against her. "You're squeezing me so tightly. Don’t stop." He plunged into her, over and over, prolonging her climax until she couldn’t stand it anymore. 

She pushed against his chest, causing him to stop his onslaught for a moment while she caught her breath. 

Ontarii straightened and Brook pushed at him as she gasped for air. 

He lifted her and set her down to let her feet touch the ground. “Did I hurt you?”

“Shut up and lie down," she commanded, pointing to the deck. 

He nodded and followed her order, lying down and stroking himself once as she watched him. 

She moved quickly, putting her knees on either side of his hips and straddled him. Brook took ahold of his cock, loving the gasp of breath he gave off at her touch. She settled upon it, and inhaled heavily before taking him as deeply as she could. 

He reached up and grasped her hips as he jerked upward, causing her to cry out. 

"You're not in charge, you know," he growled at her, fucking her harder. "I may bend to your wishes, but it is you who will take it. All of it."

Brook moaned loudly and she slid back and forth frantically on him. As if to accentuate his words, Ontarii grabbed her shoulders to pull her closer to him and hold her in place. He thrust his hips rapidly, forcefully driving into her. 

A spark lit from the pleasure deep inside of her and she cried out against his mouth. She would take all of him, and she would beg him for more if he ever decided to withhold himself from her.

Feels like forever. Be careful. 

"You're so beautiful," he said, biting her earlobe as he held her against his chest. "My perfect human with a craving for a good Zantharian man to take care of your sexy little body."

His dirty words set off a flurry of moisture and caused her to fly over the edge. She cried out and dug her fingers into his chest as he worked her from below. 

“Come for me, Jennifer.” His lips brushed by her ear and she slipped into another orgasm, the feel of him all over her and buried inside of her leaving her helpless against his demands. 

She finished and sat up weakly, unsure if he’d had an orgasm or not. The lack of a condom was only a concern now, but thanks to the high emotion and the incredible sex, she was dizzy with exhaustion. 

“Did you?” she mumbled just before he pulled her down and held her to his chest. 

“Shhhh… close your eyes and rest. I’m here to protect you. Sleep.” 

She groaned at the subtle pulsations of his body inside of hers, but soon enough, exhaustion won out, and she slipped into the best sleep she could remember. 


Chapter 20

 

 

 

When Brook woke, it was to tiny kisses being pressed to her face. She let out a moan but refused to open her eyes, afraid that the spell would be broken. 

Brook lay across his muscled chest, feeling more peaceful than she had in years. She wished the mood could last forever, wished she could lie in Ontarii's arms until the Hareema melted into history.

The thought of the enemy loose on her ship while she lay around in her lover's arms brought a blush to her cheeks. She'd always done things by the book and would never dream of letting her crew down or backing away from a mission. But here she was, letting passion distract her from the business at hand.

Brook took a deep breath and opened her eyes. Midnight black eyes were staring back at her and she smiled.

A scream left her as she jerked off of him, scrambling back in horror. 

Not only were his eyes midnight black, but the rest of his body had gone the same color. His skin was so dark he resembled a shadow. What did black mean? 

Brook scrambled to her knees and stood, wanting to go to him, but not quite sure what to think. 

Hurt rolled across his features as he got up. 

"What is it?" he asked, his face becoming hard. "You already regret your surrender to an alien?"

Brook shook her head. "No. I will never regret what just happened between us. I'm just surprised is all." She ran her eyes over him from head to toe. "What does black mean?"

"Black?" Ontarii lifted his hands to his face and let out a shaky breath. His face became like stone, and a thread of fear ran through Brook. 

"What is it?" she asked. "What's wrong?"

Maybe he regrets his surrender to an alien, she thought, doubt creeping in. 

"The mating frenzy," he said, the words coming out like a curse.

"Mating frenzy?"

"Yes. When Zantharian males go all black, they must mate their chosen female or die."

"Die?!?!" What the hell was he talking about? "But we just mated, didn't we?"

"It's more than that." He ran his hand through his tendrils before turning from her to fasten his sarong. "You wouldn't understand."

"Hey, sometimes I feel like I just have to get laid too, but not so bad that I might actually die from it."

He stiffened and she instantly regretted her words. Padding over to him, she put a hand on his shoulder, but he immediately shrugged it off.

"It's none of your concern." He walked over to the main console and pulled up the display. "Don't worry about it, and thanks for the sex. You were incredible."

Her heart contracted painfully in her chest at him blowing her off. If they hadn’t just shared the most incredible moment of her sex life together, she’d be fine, but they had, and she wasn’t. His casual tone stung her deeply. 

"Look…" She started over to him, but he turned and lifted his hand to stop her in her tracks.

"We have more important matters to discuss," he said briskly. "According to this course heading, we're moving in the direction of your Earth."

"Yes," she said, wishing he wasn't in such a hurry to change the subject. "I thought it best not to proceed to Zanthar, not with the threat we're under."

"A wise move, but that doesn't fully explain these readings. If I'm correct, the display says that we're not reaching our maximum speed. Did you slow the ship down?"

"Slow us down?" Brook shook her head. She had only altered the ship's course, not its speed. She'd wanted to get the hell out of the Zantharian system as quickly as she could. "No. I didn't."

Ontarii continued pressing buttons but Brook moved up beside him, pushing him out of the way. 

She looked at the display and let out a gasp.

"We're too heavy," she said. "That's why we're slowing down."

"Too heavy? What do you mean?"

Brook chewed on her lip. She wasn't entirely sure what the readings meant, but she could make an educated guess. "It means that we've got some kind of stow-away vessel attached to us. It must have come up while we were otherwise engaged."

Ontarii's eyes widened. "Something has attached itself to the hull?"

Brook nodded. "And I'll give you three guesses as to who it might be."

Ontarii's face grew hard once again. "I only need one."


Chapter 21

 

 

 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn ran a hand through her hair, her mind trying to decide what to do next. She risked a glance at the male beside her. He was devastatingly handsome, tall and muscled. His chiseled features left her a little light headed, and his smile had butterflies dancing in the pit of her stomach. 

At the moment, his skin was midnight black, matching dark eyes that stared at her, filled with unreadable emotions. Zantharians, as she was learning, had skin that changed color according to their moods. Brook had seen him shift into many shades: green, yellow, red, and her favorite, deep purple. But never black. 

Black indicated some type of mating frenzy. 

She didn’t fully understand what it was or what it might mean, but that was namely due to the fact that Ontarii wasn’t forthcoming on information about it. He’d made the cryptic remark that he needed to mate his chosen female or die, then turned into the strong-and-silent-type. 

Brook had gotten more than she bargained for. It turned out that Zanthar was teeming with life, including a dominant species. From what she could tell, Zantharians were a demanding, bossy, and brutally handsome lot, but that might just have been her experience with one Zantharian in particular. She needed to sort out her feelings for the handsome, albeit conflicted, alien commander as well. That might prove to be the most difficult of her tasks. 

“Does this bucket of rust have external views? Maybe we can spot whatever’s attached itself to us.”

Brook frowned at his disparaging remark about her ship. The Earhart might not be the prettiest ship in the galaxy, but it was one of the only faster-than-light ships that Earth had. It had taken many precious resources and man-hours to build her; however, compared to the Zantharian flagship Ontarii was used to commanding, the Earhart probably looked like a jalopy. 

“She does have external cameras, yes.” Brook walked to the console and brought up the outside view on the display screen. 

There were several cameras stationed on the hull in order to get an accurate picture of the Earhart’s surface in case the ship was damaged during flight. Brook began slowly transitioning from camera to camera, looking for the stowaway. 

“It must be somewhat large in order to affect the speed of your vessel.” Ontarii put his hands on his hips as his dark eyes scanned the screen in front of them. 

The memory of those hands gliding all over her body caused heat to rush up her chest and coat her throat and cheeks. She pushed it away and concentrated on the task at hand. 

“It can’t be that big. Our ship isn’t very large. Especially compared to your flagship.” 

Brook risked a peek at him out of the corner of her eye. His face appeared as if carved from onyx. She couldn’t help but consider what had gone wrong between them after the most intense bout of lovemaking she’d ever experienced.

Maybe he didn’t enjoy it as much as you did. Maybe he finds you subpar. 

That couldn’t be it. He had seemed to have enjoyed their time together greatly, if his moans had been any indication. Unfortunately, the minute their intimacy was over, and he’d realized that he had entered this so-called 'frenzy’, he hadn't been the same. 

"Stop." His command brought her back to the present moment. 

She refocused to see what he’d seen while she was lost in thought. 

"There," he said, pointing to a shape on the very right edge of the screen. 

She couldn't make out much, but used the console's touch pad to toggle the camera. The shape resolved itself into a small craft. It was oblong and couldn't have fit more than a few bodies. Maybe Hareema could make themselves smaller. Maybe an entire Hareema legion could squeeze itself into a ship that size. 

A wave of fear washed over her, leaving her muscles tense and heart pounding in her chest. The Hareema could be anyone or anything. 

How do you fight something you don’t understand and can’t detect?

"Let's go." Ontarii started toward the door, but was forced to stop due to it not opening.

She had sealed the bridge in their fight with her doppelganger earlier. Only her code would open the door.

"Hang on." She tried to think of a quick resolution, but weariness stifled her. 

They knew at least one Hareema had already been present on the ship before the craft had attached itself to the Earhart's hull. Now there could be untold numbers. Not to mention the FIDOs roaming the halls, looking for intruders. 

"We're wasting precious time," the major said, his impatience broadcasted in his jerky motions. He paced back and forth, running both hands through his tendrils as his eyes narrowed. 

A moment ago he'd been cold to her, calm plastered over seething anger. Now he was agitated. She'd grown used to reading his moods from the color of his skin, but the midnight black he wore now revealed nothing. 

"We can't just run out there half-cocked," Brook explained. "The Hareema could be anywhere, and the FIDOs are malfunctioning. Their laser beams could be more of a threat than the shapeshifters."

Ontarii scowled. "I had a run-in with your FIDOs earlier, and I took them out. Use your console to turn them off."

"I'm not sure if that's a good idea. The malfunction could work out to our advantage against the Hareema. Maybe the best course of action is to stay sealed in here and wait it out."

Ontarii shook his head. "Ridiculous. We must take action, not sit up here like cowards."

Brook looked closely at her handsome companion. 

His body was visibly trembling. He was extremely upset, which was nothing like the man she’d been dealing with thus far. 

Ontarii was not afraid to express himself, but he’d kept a cool head through everything they’d faced so far. Why was he so disturbed now?

You’d be disturbed too if your life came down to fuck or die. Brook swallowed. The mating frenzy. Of course. 

Taking a deep breath, she pitched her voice low and soft as she moved closer to him and placed a hand on his arm. “Ontarii, take a deep breath, and let’s think about this.”

His face warred with emotions, but she wouldn’t let up. He finally relaxed a little, taking deep breaths through his nose, which caused his wide chest to rise and fall rhythmically. The tension seemed to dissipate a little as she stood there, refusing to let him go. 

“You said you ran into the FIDOs. What happened, exactly?”

His muscles stiffened, so she began to rub his arm, trying to soothe him. It seemed to have the intended affect. 

“Your Hareema twin freed me from the airlock and told me the robots had malfunctioned. Then she led me to the cargo bay and when they spotted us, they began firing on us. I zapped them with my bioelectricity and it knocked them out.” 

Brook nodded. It sounded like what had happened when they’d turned on her earlier as well. “I don’t understand how this malfunction started. One moment the FIDOs were obediently following me around, the next they were shooting at me.” 

She thought through what had happened, talking out loud while she did. “I entered the cargo bay and discovered what I thought was my engineer going at the escape pod hatch with an ax. Then the FIDOs started in on their ‘Intruder alert’ shit and targeted Talia.”

“But not you?” Ontarii’s voice was rough. His eyes were watching her hand as it slowly slid up and down his arm. 

“Not at first. It wasn’t until Talia jumped on me.” In fact, even then they hadn’t fired on her. Even after it had transformed into Brook’s double. Then the thing had kissed her and—

“Wait!” Brook thought the kiss had to be significant. What reason would an alien imposter have to lock lips with a spaceship captain? “They didn’t start to target me too until after that thing kissed me.”

His arm turned to stone. 

Brook was so surprised that she stopped rubbing and looked up at him. 

“It kissed you!” Ontarii’s face was a mask of hate. He grabbed her arms and squeezed until it hurt. Brook didn’t cry out, though, not wanting to show weakness. “You let that thing put its lips on you!”

“I didn’t let it, and technically, it put my lips on me, since it was wearing my face at the time.” Her joke fell flat. Like pancake flat. 

His eyes narrowed, his grip tightening until she couldn’t help letting the pain show on her face. 

He must have seen her expression because he dropped his hands immediately and turned away. Brook watched as he struggled to get ahold of himself. After a few moments he turned around to face her. His expression was neutral, his breathing less rapid. 

“So the Hareema kissed you, and then your robots could no longer differentiate between the two of you?”

Brook nodded. “That’s what it seemed like.”

He adverted his eyes from her. “This could be the break we’ve been waiting for.”

“What do you mean?” 

His emotions were flitting by so fast, she couldn’t keep up. 

I guess that’s why they call it a frenzy. 

“We’ve never been able to track Hareema when they’ve taken on a form. We can get trace DNA from their actual shape, but that doesn’t help when they’re not in their gelatinous form.”

He paced in front of her, his huge body taking up so much space that he’d only get a few steps before having to turn around again. “It seems like your FIDOs are able to sort Hareema from human.”

“I don’t know how,” Brook said, scratching her head. “I mean, we didn’t even know they existed, so how could they be programmed to differentiate? If your people don’t even have that technology, and you’re light years ahead of us, then how can our robots do it?”

Ontarii shook his head. “I’m not sure, but they could tell you apart until that kiss. Maybe the Hareema was passing on some of its DNA to you to confuse the FIDOs. And it worked.”

The kiss! Could that have been the reason for it? 

“How can we be sure that it isn’t just a malfunction?”

“I don’t know,” Ontarii replied. “But if they can, that technology will be priceless.”

He moved back to the door, then gestured at the console. “Open up. We’ve got a new mission.”

“What’s that?” Brook moved to the console, but didn’t release the lock on the door.

“We’ve got to find the FIDOs and see if this is just a malfunction, or if there’s something more to it.”

Brook couldn’t find a reason to argue, so she hit the control to release the door. It whooshed open, and with a deep breath, she followed Ontarii back into danger.


Chapter 22

 

 

 

Ontarii tried futilely to get a grip on his emotions. He’d never been prone to mood swings, his skin generally remaining an even light green, which indicated his calm. Since the black mating frenzy had taken hold of him, he’d been riding wave after wave of emotion.

Ontarii stomped down the hallway, seething at his circumstances. He had allowed himself to be distracted by the lovely human female, and it had cost him. Not only had the Hareema agents been able to take out the two subordinates he’d brought with him, but he’d been trapped in an airlock and tricked by an imitation of the captain. 

Now, perhaps worse by far was the mating frenzy. He’d been unable to resist the urge to fuck the exotic human, and now he was paying for it. In fact, he might have to make the ultimate sacrifice. 

His life.

Zantharian men were forever bound to the woman they claimed as a mate. Because Zantharian females had only one egg with which to breed, they mated only once. A release of his seed into his chosen mate was the sole means to relieve the frenzy and save his life.

But to release his seed into a human? The thought was almost laughable.

Ontarii knew that the Supreme Regent of Zanthar had chosen a human female for his mate. The news had been carefully protected during the current state of emergency on Zanthar as a result of the Hareema threat. Still, rumors ran rife through the government, and the populous had been muttering about how much time the regent was spending with the human female. 

Only a few selected officials high up in the government truly knew the full extent of the regent’s actions. He’d claimed Dr. Cohen as his mate, and he’d survived the frenzy by releasing his seed into the human. Because they were from different species, the likelihood of their conceiving was astronomically small. The regent had wasted his one chance to breed on a female he’d never be able to impregnate. 

When word got out that he’d made the female his mate, the shit would hit the fan, as the human expression went. 

Ontarii wouldn’t make that choice for himself. He’d always been married to his position, his duty outweighing everything else in his life. Still, somewhere in the back of his mind he’d thought that someday he might take a mate and breed a child with her. The thought of giving up that opportunity made him gnash his teeth. 

Even if he never took a Zantharian female as a mate, he wouldn’t want to take a human. The infamy he’d experience might be enough to get him drummed out of the service. If not that, he’d always be a joke, laughed at behind his back. It would subtly erode his command, which was the death knell for authority figures. 

“Hey, could you slow down a little? My legs aren’t as long as yours.”

His shoulders hunched as the female’s voice rose from behind him. He slowed his pace, letting out a sigh. For one second he allowed himself to consider the possibility of mating the female. He’d have to be willing to accept the ridicule of his people, but would she want to take on that burden as well? 

Besides, Jennifer Brooklyn was a starship captain. Like soldiers, they were devoted solely to their jobs. Even if he wanted to claim her, he didn’t think she’d accept his claim. Instead, she’d board her ship again and fly back off into space, perhaps never to be seen again. That kind of abandonment could not be borne. 

Because Zantharian biology had evolved such rigid structures to ensure the race remain strong, his people mated for life. Although the dark skin and intense mood swings subsided after the claiming, the same pull that a male felt during the mating frenzy – like he would not survive if his mate was not by his side at all times – lasted a lifetime once the frenzy had subsided. 

Could a relationship with the human captain stand the test of time? He had his doubts.

Still, if he were being honest with himself, he’d have to admit that a tiny corner of his heart felt differently. It bombarded his brain with images of them snuggled together, telling each other their secrets while exploring every inch of one another’s bodies. He thought about showing her his world, taking her to all the places he’d enjoyed in his life. 

Then a stray thought stopped him in his tracks. The image of a child, its skin a green so light it was almost white, dark tendrils covering its small head and golden eyes, froze him in place.

“Oof! Warn someone next time!” The pretty woman behind him ran into his back.

He couldn’t admit that the thought of having a child with her had paralyzed him, so he played it off. “Shh…I heard something.”

Yeah. The sound of my heart breaking. 

“I didn’t hear anything,” she whispered roughly. 

Ontarii made a display of scanning the corridor before he proceeded to enter the mess. As the chamber widened, Jennifer stepped up beside him. 

She looked up at him, and her golden eyes hit him with the force of a blow. 

Why does she have to be so damn beautiful? If I thought I could claim her and keep her, I might risk it. 

“Are you seeing anyone? Back on Earth, I mean.” He realized how foolish the question sounded when he caught sight of her flabbergasted expression. 

“Is that really something we should be talking about right now?” Her tone of voice said it wasn’t.

“You’re right. Sorry.” Stupid!

Her expression softened. “But no, I’m not.” 

He didn’t trust the way he felt ten times lighter after hearing her answer. Get yourself together. The situation is too dangerous to be distracted by the attractive female by your side. 

Still, he couldn’t keep the smile from climbing across his face. He turned and surveyed the mess hall, finding debris still strewn around the tables and chairs, but the place was empty. 

Jennifer turned her attention back to him. “Maybe the FIDOs are still down, after what you did to them.”

Ontarii nodded, but he feared something worse. If the Hareema had realized that the robots were able to point them out when they had taken a shape not their own, they might be bent on destroying the FIDOs. Which meant they needed to get to them before the enemy could.

Once again he picked up his pace. The human captain let out a frustrated huff behind him, but a glance over his shoulder showed that she was keeping up. He stopped before the cargo bay entry, and this time she managed to skitter to a halt before running into him. 

A quick scan of the bay showed the FIDOs were no longer in their previous resting places. 

Shit. We’re too late.

“Where are they?” she asked. 

“Not where I left them.” He scowled, wishing he’d figured things out earlier. 

“Maybe they recovered from your attack and are somewhere else on the ship.” 

Ontarii shook his head, dominos starting to drop in his mind. “I doubt it. More likely, that’s what the ship came for.” 

The Hareema already on the ship had probably discovered the issue while trying to complete its mission, whatever that was. Infiltrating Zanthar, undoubtedly. It found out the FIDOs could trace it and called out for reinforcements. 

He glanced at his companion and saw that she was coming to the same conclusion. “We’ve got to get to that ship.” 

He agreed. “The Hareema craft seems to have settled over the same hatch my men and I entered by.” 

Together they rushed out of the cargo bay and into the corridor, headed back toward the mess hall. 

When they reached the corridor that led to the external hatch, Ontarii pulled the human captain to his side. His back against the wall, he carefully peered around the corner. He was expecting some sort of guard, but the corridor was empty. 

“Maybe we should make a thorough search of the rest of the ship before we go down there,” Jennifer mumbled. 

He thought he detected a note of fear in her voice. 

“Not this time.” Their searches so far had ended badly. “We need to seize the opportunity while we have the chance. They probably think we’re still locked in the bridge.” 

“Maybe, but I don’t know…” she replied, grabbing his arm and squeezing it. A rush of protectiveness flooded through him at her action. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

“Why does everyone inevitably use that line in situations like this? I mean, under what circumstances would you have a good feeling about this?”

Jennifer rolled her lovely eyes at him. 

“Forget it.” She dropped his arm and straightened. “Let’s go.”

He instantly missed her touch. 

Regretting his off-the-cuff remark, he wanted to take her into his arms and soothe her. She had a right to be scared. Alien shapeshifters were crawling all over her ship, her crew was missing, and they were about to head into enemy territory. 

But he couldn’t embrace her, regardless of how much he wanted to. Her body language said she wouldn’t appreciate him pulling her into his arms right now. Not to mention the fact that the enemy could surround them at any moment, or they could run into a squad of angry robots.

Ontarii wished suddenly that he would have met her under different circumstances. He wasn’t sure what sort of situation would have brought him into contact with the brash human captain, but he longed for a chance to put aside the constant fear and nagging distrust and be able to talk to her, to hold her and comfort her, without death hanging over their heads. 

Ontarii started forward down the corridor, charging up his bioelectricity. The charge was faint. He still hadn’t built up enough of his energy since taking out the FIDOs a little while ago. He prayed to Noruma that they wouldn’t run into any Hareema before he could get back to full charge. 

The hatch was closed, and he motioned for Captain Brooklyn to open it. She hit the buttons on the console that would release the hatch, and when he heard the whoosh of air from the seal being released, he grabbed the hatch handle and pulled. 

Ontarii was surprised to see the small craft’s own hatch was standing open. He’d expected it to be closed as an additional security measure. Taking a look around the empty vessel, he stepped over the threshold and onto the ship. 

When Jennifer moved to follow, he held up his hand. “Wait outside. Both of us shouldn’t be on the ship at the same time.” 

She nodded and stood guard at the hatch. 

Ontarii crept into the center of the ship’s small control room. The room was ovoid, and there were no chairs or console stations. Instead, lights blinked from the walls and the ceiling. Hareema weren’t bound into traditional bipedal form, meaning they didn’t need console stations. They could ooze into every nook and cranny the ship could hold.

After a quick inspection, Ontarii realized that there didn’t seem to be any additional areas on the ship. Just one oval room. He turned back to his companion, and that’s when he saw it.

It looked like the corridor wall was moving. The dull gray surface seemed to be slipping forward, looming over the back of his woman. 

“Get down!” he yelled, charging up his bio-weapon. 

The captain stared at him for a second, wide-eyed and afraid, then dropped to the floor. 

Ontarii flung out his hand in the direction of the thing and expelled the greatest charge he could manage. The electric beam hit the creature and it shuddered backward. 

He hit the thing as hard as he could, but to his dismay the charge was depleted too quickly. The wall seemed to melt, sliding down to the floor, but the Hareema held its shape and color. Instead of reverting to a red jelly, it became a gray puddle. 

Ontarii watched in horror as the puddle shot out a tendril that wrapped around Jennifer's leg. 

He summoned up all his strength to blast the creature anew. He held out his hand.

Nothing happened. There was no charge left. 

He grabbed the female's arms and pulled hard, hoping to jerk her out of the thing's grasp. She scrambled along the floor and the tentacle came with her. 

Ontarii yanked her into the ship, then circled around to bring down his boot on the creature's extension. It wiggled beneath him, so he stomped down hard. Then again. 

One more hard stomp and the tentacle released its grip. Drawing back, he kicked the gray beast, propelling it back down the hallway. He wasted no time rushing onto the alien craft and slamming the hatch closed. 

His intention was to wait the creature out, to buy some time for his bio-energy to recharge. But the moment the hatch was sealed, he heard it lock. All of a sudden the craft dislodged itself from the side of the Earhart. Before he could blink, the small vessel was speeding away from the human ship. 

"What's happening?" Jennifer asked, pulling herself off the floor. 

"We're moving." Ontarii spun around, trying to puzzle out the Hareema technology. Not being bound by the typical form of two arms and two legs, the Hareema had built a system the likes of which he'd never seen. Without guidance, it could take him a lifetime to figure out which interface controlled what function. 

Jennifer was scanning the ship's various systems as closely as he was. "Where the hell are we going?"

Ontarii frowned. "How should I know? Do I look like I can operate this contraption?" 

His anger spilled over into his tone, and she growled softly at him. The sound ran down his spine like an intoxicating drug, and he had to force himself not to think about the need to mate the woman next to him.  

They had fallen into another Hareema trap. It seemed like he'd done nothing but stumble through one enemy plot after another. The major was used to anticipating his opponent's next move. He was used to staying one step ahead, outmaneuvering the enemy at every turn.

He was not used to losing. 

Now the Hareema were playing him like a game of skipping stones. First, they'd separated him from his flagship, then killed his men. Now he was shooting off into space, destination unknown. 

In the blink of an eye, the commander of the Zantharian had become a Hareema prisoner. 

 


Chapter 23

 

Brook was a second away from slapping at random buttons on the console, or what passed for buttons. There were all manner of controls: switches, toggles, levers, rolling balls, and several kinds she'd never seen before. Lights flashed here and there on every surface. She thought the floor might even have control panels installed. 

Panic jumped into her throat and lodged itself there. She was thankful, since the constriction made it so she couldn't scream. First her crew had been taken from her, now her ship, and to drop a cherry on the shit sundae, she was a captive on the enemy’s ship and headed into the unknown. 

Brook wanted to tear her hair out in frustration. Instead, she forced herself to try and figure out the controls, attempting to ignore the very large and very agitated male by her side. 

His skin was so dark it shone in the myriad lights of the craft. His face was contorted into a mask of rage, his eyes slits, his smile a rictus of clenched teeth and tightened musculature. He looked ready to explode. 

She only prayed she wasn't in the area when it happened.

Unfortunately, it didn't look like she'd be leaving the area anytime soon to get to safety. Brook needed to calm him down. It was a matter of self-preservation.

First, she took a few deep breaths of her own. They'd never be able to figure out the controls if they couldn't think straight. She concentrated on her breathing. In. Out. 

She circled around Ontarii so that she came up from behind him. Taking a risk, she pressed her front to his back, enjoying the feel of his smooth skin pressed against her cheek. 

Her arms wrapped around his chest and she held him tight. "Breathe with me," she said, couching her voice low. Then she took a deep breath. In. Out. 

He stiffened when she'd first touched him, but after a few breaths she could feel his muscles unclench. He relaxed by degrees, his breathing coming into sync with hers. She held him, breathing in, breathing out, calming him, soothing him. 

She began to remove her arms after several moments, but his hands came up and held them in place. Brook smiled against his back, happy to be touching him, to be holding him. They stood there, arms entwined, as the minutes passed slowly.

"Do you think there is any way to determine which of these controls is the navigation?" She tried to keep her voice calm and low. 

"I've tried to find a display with coordinates, but I don't see anything familiar. We've never captured any Hareema technology. Your Earth controls are accessible to us because we'd had schematics of your ships, and besides, they aren't anywhere near as advanced as our own vessels."

He pointed out a few controls that loomed above his head. "That could be some kind of navigational display, but for all I know it could operate the waste disposal unit. Either way, it doesn't matter because I'd need to grow another two feet to be able to reach it."

His face began to tighten again as the futility of their efforts overwhelmed him. In a minute, all her work would be undone if he became agitated again. She had to do something fast to distract him from his rage.

But what? She didn't have time to think of anything that wasn't another useless question that would only further upset him.

So she did the only thing she could think of to do.

She kissed him. 

Brook grabbed his head, burying her fingers in his soft tendrils, and pulling his head down to her. She pressed her lips against his, hard, holding tightly to him.

He growled against her mouth, but gave in readily to her advancement. One moment he was stone, the next second he was molding her against his hot skin. Not wasting a moment, Brook wrapped her arms around his neck and hopped upward, wrapping her legs around his waist. It was the only way to get close enough to him, to be on his level. 

He slid his hands down her back, cupping her butt tightly as he licked at her mouth. The deep grunts that left him were beyond sensual. She just needed a momentary way to calm him down, but now that she was latched to the front of him, she didn’t want to let go. 

His teeth nipped at her bottom lip, and she moaned. He teased her with his warm tongue, licking her full bottom lip, then around her top, then back to her bottom before sliding deep inside of her, staking his claim on her. 

His cock pressed against her, the thick shape under his sarong so prominent and stunning. Almost deserving of worship.

Brook lowered her feet to the floor as Ontarii let out a groan of frustration and tried to follow her with his lips. She deflected, giving him a kiss on the cheek before dropping to her knees.

With his assistance, she was able to pull off his sarong, baring his majestic body. She couldn't get enough of him, and though it wasn’t the right time, it never would be.

He was onyx perfection, his well-formed muscles flexing, his flawless skin shining. His erection twitched as she ran her hands up his thick thighs and let out a content sound. He was beautiful and she wanted him to be hers in a way that didn’t make much sense. 

His fingers slid into her hair as he watched her intently from above her. “Taste me, Jennifer.”

Warmth buzzed through her and she nodded before leaning in and kissing the thick head of his cock. “Yeah. I want to.”

Ontarii let out a groan that echoed around the small confines of the ship. Brook's eyes moved from his body to his face, making sure that she hadn’t somehow hurt him. His gaze met hers and she found intense hunger there. Without hesitation she returned her mouth to his magnificent cock, running her tongue up the length of him. 

It wasn't until she had pulled him into her mouth that she remembered the electro-stimulation his cock was capable of producing. For one dreadful second, she worried that he would shock her. 

Ontarii's face had relaxed, his eyes closed, his nostrils flared. She watched as his chest rose and fell rapidly. He wanted it badly, and she could deny him nothing.

Willing to risk the danger of a shock, Brook began working him, forcing herself to take more and more of him with each stroke. Her fingers played along the soft tendrils of his sack, scratching and tugging a little just to hear him groan again.

His moan was low and delicious, leaving her filled with lustful abandon. His reaction fueled her own, and Brook began taking him in deeper, trying to fit more and more of his prodigious member into her mouth. 

He hit the back of her throat, and she narrowly repressed her gag reflex, but it was worth every second of his pleasure. 

Suddenly his hands were on either side of her head, holding her in place. Gently he began fucking her slowly as he kept his dark eyes on her. Excitement rushed through her and left her body on fire due to him taking charge.

His strong hands shook as they held her head, and his thighs begin to tremble as well. She'd never had such a powerful effect on a man, and it left her dizzy. 

Brook squeezed her thighs together, feeling her own body prepare for sex that wasn’t going to come. 

Ontarii picked up his pace until he was fucking her mouth, faster and faster. Brook increased her suction until he was groaning with every thrust. Much to her surprise, no shock came with his ecstasy. 

"Don't stop, please," he grunted loudly, his face locked between agony and extreme pleasure. 

Brook wrapped her arms around his thighs, forcing herself to take him deeper. 

"Fuck," he shouted, his knees shaking something horrible. Still he thrust, still she sucked, until finally with a tremendous yell he climaxed. 

His cock vibrated heavily in her mouth, twitching once, twice, and again, but there was no evidence beyond that of his orgasm. He'd released nothing but his yell.

The hands on her head threaded into her hair to gently pull her upward. Then his arms slipped under hers and he lifted her, holding her against his chest.

"Thank you, Jennifer." 

The way he said her name made her break out in shivers. People rarely used her first name, and something about the seductive and reverent way he formed the syllables made her want to melt. 

“That was incredible," he said, nuzzling her neck as he held her face next to his. "I've never experienced anything like it."

What did he mean? The alien commander had never received oral sex before? How could that be possible?

He must have taken in her incredulous expression because Ontarii laughed. "That's right, woman. I've never had that particular pleasure before." 

"But how is that possible?" she asked. "The men and women on my planet do that sort of stuff all the time."

Ontarii's teeth were bright in his face, making the darkness of his skin that much more intense. "I'm sure they do. As you might have noticed when I was deep inside you earlier, Zantharian males' anatomy is not identical to human males though."

"Yeah," she mumbled. "You're a lot bigger than any man I've ever met."

He laughed again, and she couldn’t help but smile. "That's not what I'm talking about." 

"The electricity?" Of course. She'd feared those shocks herself. 

Ontarii nodded. "They are an automatic response for the Zantharian male. Not something we can control. Naturally, Zantharian females are reluctant to risk the shock, but since my charge is completely depleted, we didn't have to worry about my bioelectricity." 

"I'm glad I could share that experience with you for the first time."

"Me too. You have no idea how much it means to me." He brushed her hair back and looked down at her lovingly, the expression stealing the last bit of her resolve to remain inattentive to whatever was unfolding between them.  

When his lips took hers they were gentle, the savagery of their earlier encounter washed away with a tranquil tenderness. Her arms encircled his neck of their own accord and Brook lost herself to his kiss. 

When she could no longer breathe, she had to pull away. 

Ontarii slowly lowered her to the floor, sliding her body along his, making her feel every inch of him. “I want you. Tell me I can have you.”

“Anything you want,” she whispered against his lips as he nipped at her and growled low in his chest. 

She realized then that his cock had not softened. If anything, it was harder than ever. She marveled at this male's sexual prowess. He turned her on like no one ever had. Even in their current situation, spiraling out of control, an alien enemy's prisoner, she could put circumstance out of her mind and focus on her attraction to this stunning man in front of her. 

Taking her zipper between his fingers, the major began to pull it downward, then he peeled her out of her flight suit. She barely noticed when he removed her underclothing, and soon she stood before him, as naked as he was. 

"I know you're no good for me," he said, his voice low, but face beautifully sincere. "And I'm no good for you, but I don't care. I want you so fucking bad." 

Brook wasn't sure what to make of his words. She hugged herself, suddenly cold. Why was she no good for him? 

He wrapped his strong arms around her and tugged on her chin to pull her gaze to his, and nothing else mattered. He smiled, his eyes full of desire, and she let her thoughts go. He wanted her, and she more than wanted him. 

“Good enough” could go to hell.


Chapter 24

 

 

 

Ontarii stared down at the woman in front of him. She was so beautiful. His heart burned in his chest until he thought his entire body would catch fire. Her golden eyes were vivid in her pale face. Her lips were swollen with his kisses. She was absolute perfection.

For the moment, she belonged to him. 

He wouldn't try to convince himself that this was anything more than it was, a much-needed distraction while they hurtled toward their probable doom. What was between them couldn’t last, but it didn’t matter. 

Now that they had been taken prisoner by the Hareema, he likely wouldn't live long enough for the mating frenzy to kill him. It was best to seize the chance to love her while he could. 

Her lustrous hair tumbled over her left shoulder, a striking torrent of darkness against white skin. He slid his hand over her shoulder, pushing the hair away and planting a soft kiss where her shoulder met her neck. 

She shivered under him as he licked his way down from her neck to heavy breasts with their pretty pink peaks. He licked first one nipple then the other, alternating between them until she was trembling, her fingers buried in the tendrils on his head. 

"Mmmmm... " she sighed, her head falling back as he continued to suckle her. Then he bit gently on her breast and she let out a moan. He peppered her skin with soft bites, loving the feel of her in his mouth. Every nip was met with another moan. 

When he thought she couldn't take any more on her sensitive nipples, he moved down, licking over the smooth expanse of her stomach. Then lower, until he was at the core of her sex.

He loved the exotic, musky smell of her arousal. It made his cock throb, made his senses swim, made his blood ignite with lust. He licked around the outside, teasing her and biting at her thighs gently until she started to shake. Was she nervous? He almost hoped so.  

The angle wasn’t favorable in their current position, so he stood and turned his beautiful female around, wondering if she would comply. He bent her at the waist, pushing her torso low so that her back arched and her sexy ass lifted into the air for him. 

"Stay still," he ordered, going to his knees and putting his hands on her hips. He leaned forward and buried his face against her wet flesh.

Jennifer cried out loudly, and he knew he could have her beside him forever. Everything about her drove him mad, but her pleasure was intoxicating.  

He licked at her slit, up and down, over and over again. She rocked her hips back, rubbing herself against his mouth as he groaned over and over. She tasted like honey, and he craved more, though he wasn’t near done with her. 

He used his hands to spread her open and slid a finger deep inside of her. 

"You're so beautiful," he whispered worshipfully. 

Ontarii set about tasting every inch of her sex, thrusting his fingers into her as he turned his face to continue his assault. He couldn't get enough of her, his hunger for her driving him to new heights. He growled against her and heard her moan in reply.

With savage precision, he proceeded to bring her to climax with a hard suck on her sensitive clit. 

She shook around him, screaming in pleasure, her core releasing a rush of moisture which he lapped up greedily. 

That rush sent him into a fever, causing him to redouble his efforts. He licked her again, nibbling on her, sucking her clit, even scoring his teeth against it. 

She quickly tumbled over the edge again, releasing yet another flood of moisture. He set about licking her clean, but she pulled away, her entire body shaking. She went to her knees in front of him, then splayed out on her bottom, resting on her arms. 

"My God." She struggled to catch her breath. "I can't believe how good you are at that."

Ontarii smiled as he licked his lips. "You’re delicious. I couldn't help myself, and I want more of you." 

Her cheeks flushed pink, and he was delighted at the display. It seemed humans had a little color-changing ability with their moods. It was sweet and he appreciated being able to see her in a moment of vulnerability.

Captain Brooklyn was a strong woman, one who didn't back down from a challenge. He respected that strength, but some part of him longed to be able to take her worries away, to let her depend on him, to let down that guard and allow him to protect her.

Then he realized that, in this situation, it was likely he could do little to keep her safe.

A riot of emotion overwhelmed Ontarii. He felt helpless, impotent against his enemies. He wanted to wrap the human woman in his arms and never let her go, but not only would that be impossible once they reached their destination, he wasn't sure that she would tolerate it either. 

He wanted her, more and more each moment they spent together. His desire was futile, just as their attempts to puzzle out the Hareema controls had been. She had been his, for a few shining moments, but now was the time to let her go.

It frightened him to realize that he wasn’t willing to release her. He didn't want to, and his body ached as she pulled herself away, gathering her clothing and getting dressed again. 

He strapped on his own sarong, as he watched her with untapped lust that shouldn’t have existed.

She looked up at him, her eyes full of feeling, but her lips silent. He went to her, pulling her into his arms. She was limp against him, pliant, and he took them to their knees. Then he carefully lowered her to the floor and settled in beside her.

He pulled her against his side so that her head rested on his shoulder. She turned to face him and he could feel her breath on his ear. She felt so good beside him, so right.

Ontarii ran his fingers through her soft hair, wondering if a relationship between them was a real possibility. Although not long ago he'd considered it not only impractical but impossible, when he held her like this, he could almost believe they could make it work. 

"Have you ever wanted to have a family?" he asked, his voice low. It was an important question, and her eyes showed that she understood that it was.

"I'm not sure," she said, and he could hear the honesty in her words. "As a spaceship captain, I don't have much spare time. I'm either preparing for a mission, carrying out a mission, or reporting back from a mission. That doesn't leave much room for a family."

His stomach tightened. It was just as he'd feared. 

"But," she said, her mouth opening in a yawn that revealed how exhausted she was. "Somehow, despite the nature of my job, I've always assumed that someday I'll find space less appealing, and I'll plant some roots. On that day I think I'd like to have a family. A husband. A child or two that I could watch grow."

Jennifer yawned again, and as he watched, those glowing golden eyes glided closed. 

Ontarii was content to let her rest. She would need her strength whenever they reached their destination. Just what the destination would be, he was unsure, but he was certain that, since the Hareema were involved, it would be dangerous. 

The ship could be speeding deep into space, with no course in mind, the only intention of the enemy being to get the Zantharian and human captain as far away from the action as possible. They could float there, trapped in the vessel, until they starved.

Or maybe a course had been set that would take them into the center of a star. They wouldn't have to worry about a lack of food and water when they were being burned alive. 

Ontarii forced the heinous thoughts from his mind. Brooding on their destination served no purpose. They'd figure things out when they got there. If the trip took longer than another twenty minutes or so, he should be charged up again and able to put up a fight. Until then, it made sense to rest. 

Sparing another glance at the woman asleep beside him, he let his eyes drift closed. He felt calm with Jennifer beside him. Although the mating frenzy forced one's emotions into turmoil, a mate could always help calm one. That alone helped him to swallow the fact that Jennifer was his mate, for good or ill. He'd never have another, so he had to seize the chance for happiness. This was all he had, and somehow it was all he wanted.

Despite his earlier reservations, he realized now what the Supreme Regent of Zanthar must have determined as well. Human women weren't like Zantharian women, but that didn't make them inferior. Anyone who said differently was a fucking moron that would get a fist to the face. 

Let people talk. I'll demolish anyone who thinks they can disparage my woman. I'd fight any battle, give up everything, just to possess her. What does my career mean, in the face of feelings like these? She is the other half of my soul, and you can't just give up your soul.

You have to fight for it. 

Ontarii smiled, glad that he'd reached a decision about his fate. No matter what happened, if they could get away from the Hareema, he would claim Captain Jennifer Brooklyn, the human female, as his mate. 

Now, he just had to figure out how to defeat the Hareema on their home turf and get him and Jennifer back to Zanthar. 

With this woman by his side, he was beginning to think they had a fighting chance. 


Chapter 25

 

 

 

Brook woke with a start. She couldn't believe she'd fallen asleep while they were hurtling through space toward God knew where. Then she realized she was resting next to Ontarii and she relaxed again.

Snuggling into him, she watched as the big man slept. He was absolutely silent, the rise and fall of his chest the only evidence that he was alive and breathing. His face wasn't tense as it often was during his waking hours. Instead, he looked almost innocent, and much younger than he did when he was awake. 

Although they'd only known each other for the space of hours, Brook realized now that she'd fallen hard for the alien commander. Not only was he handsome and brave, he was smart, compassionate, and capable. 

Ontarii was everything Brook had always wanted in a husband. She just hadn't expected him to be an alien.

The thought of marrying an alien didn't fill her with discomfort like she thought it might. He's from another planet. So what? 

His eyes moved back and forth rapidly beneath his dark eyelids. He's dreaming. She wondered what visions he was experiencing during his slumber.

Suddenly his eyes opened. He caught sight of her and gave her a tremendous smile. 

"Hi there," he mumbled, then opened his mouth for a huge yawn. "I was just dreaming about you."

"You were?" she asked. "What were you dreaming about?"

He pulled her tighter, his voice rough with sleep as he answered. "We were on Zanthar, on an island near the colony where I grew up. I was showing you the giant sea turtles. I'd just set you up on one of the elder's backs for a ride when I woke up."

The image touched Brook deep inside. It gave her hope that the deep feelings she felt for the major weren’t one-sided. Then he stretched under her and she moved away, coming to her knees and doing her own stretching. 

The ship continued on its path into the unknown. 

"Do you think this rig has anything to eat?" she asked, putting her hand over her rumbling belly. It had been hours since she'd eaten, and she was definitely feeling the lack. 

Ontarii sat up and looked around. "I haven't seen any panels that seem to open for storage. Have you?"

Brook shook her head. "No. The ship seems extremely sparse. Not useful for long journeys or large numbers." 

They both stood, and split up, going to opposite sides of the craft. Then they started a slow scan, running hands over panels, searching for anything that might provide food or drink. Their search netted no results.

"This doesn't make sense," Brook said, her frustration leaking into her voice. "Why trap us here and take us away from my ship? Do you think this is what happened to my crew?"

Ontarii shook his head. "No. I think your crew's on my flagship. That's the only thing that makes sense. One of the Hareema convinced them to board the flagship, then said something that made my ship break formation and head off somewhere. Probably the home world."

His frown couldn't mar the perfection of his features. 

Brook wanted to sigh at his physical beauty. He was an incredible creature, and she felt her desire for him rising. He'd already made her climax repeatedly, but she wanted more. 

She struggled to pay attention to his words and not his body. "But why would they take our people but not us?"

"That is the question. Maybe we were chosen to be imitated. There's probably an Ontarii and a Captain Brooklyn on the flagship as we speak. Although they'd have to have figured out a way to fool the charge test into thinking they weren't shapeshifters." His brow furrowed. "There are so many loose ends in this mess that it's impossible to unravel it." 

She stood close to him, patting him on the shoulder. "We'll figure it out before the end, handsome. Don't worry." Her smile was painted on, but she hoped he wouldn't notice.

He gave her a laugh, and it was only filled halfway to the brim with bitterness. It was a start. 

"You know," he said, turning to her, his expression serious. "I think we should take this opportunity to talk about us."

"Us?" This was a surprising turn of conversation.

His face closed up. Maybe he was nervous. The thought made her heart beat faster. 

"Yes. As you know, the mating frenzy has taken hold of me. If I do not mate my chosen female, I will die." She nodded. He'd said that much before. "It should be obvious by now who my chosen female is. All that remains is to mate you."

Brook swallowed. When he said it like this, it made it all seem so clinical. Where was the passion he exuded? It was entirely missing from his demeanor. 

"If I am able to truly mate with you and release my seed, you will become my mate for life. I will not be able to take another - ever." He tilted his head as his eyes scanned her face.

Brook wasn't sure how to respond to his words. How did this make him feel? Happy? Disappointed? His expression gave no clues. She nodded, but didn’t respond. Staying silent seeming the most prudent course of action.

His eyes tightened. "I could just mate with you, release my seed to ensure that I will not pass away from the frenzy, and we could go our separate ways."

Those words hit her like a punch to the jaw. She could appreciate practicality in most things, but in a conversation like this, she hoped for at least a little romance. 

"What if there's a child?" She thought the question a valid one. If he released his seed, couldn't it take root?

"That isn't very likely. We aren't the same species after all. This could all be a quirk of nature, something that happens once or twice in a hundred thousand times. The chance of offspring resulting from our union is slim, I would think."

Brook wasn't a biologist, so she didn't know if his words held water. It was more the tone of his words than their actual content that bothered her. He was aloof, slightly cold, and calmer than he'd been earlier. 

Did this mean that he thought the wham, bam, thank you ma'am was the best solution? Love her, then leave her? 

"Ontarii," she began, ready to lay all her cards on the table. This was her chance. If he rejected her, she could still thrive on the knowledge that he'd wanted her bad enough once to drive him into a frenzy. If he didn't reject her, if he felt like she did, then they would be able to plot a course into the future together. "I think you should know something. I—"

A buzzing sound came out of one of the consoles near them, interrupting her words. The ship jolted, and Brook stumbled.

"We must be reaching our destination," Ontarii said, grabbing hold of her to steady her. 

Brook bit her lip. She'd just been about to profess her feelings for the handsome alien, and now she wouldn't have the chance. It was time to find out exactly where they'd been brought. 


Chapter 26

 

 

 

Ontarii stood at the ready, starting to charge his energy weapon. The rest had done him well, his bioelectricity back to normal levels. He had a couple of good zaps in him, enough to take out a few of their captors. Now, if he could just get a look at them. 

The buzzing ceased, and three lights above the hatch began to blink. Ontarii shoved the human female behind his back, vowing to himself to protect her from any harm. Even if it meant giving up his life. He would die to keep his mate safe. 

She was his mate. He knew that now. No matter what happened, she belonged to him, and he to her. 

The hatch opened. Outside stood two forms. One resembled Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar. The other looked like his mate, Dr. Sylvia Cohen of Earth. 

"Welcome home," the regent said, extending his hand to Ontarii.

Without warning, Ontarii flung his hands outward and sent a charge through them, flinging the energy into the two beings outside the hatch. 

The bolts hit the pair and nothing happened. The energy dissipated as if it never existed. 

The Supreme Regent smiled widely. 

"Good try," he said with a laugh, "but your energy blast won't work on us."

"What's happening?" Jennifer asked from behind him, her hands gripping his sides tightly. 

"We're meeting the Hareema," he said, nodding his head toward the regent's imitation. The double nodded back. 

"But you blasted them. Shouldn't they change form or something?"

"They've found some way to neutralize my energy. They can't be the genuine article, because my energy beam would have at least knocked them down. Instead, nothing happened."

"That's right," Sylvia said, her smile matching the one on the face of her mate. "Nothing happened because we've advanced. We have technology now that will prevent your little bioelectric shocks. Now nothing will stop us from taking over your planet and making you slaves."

"Wrong," Ontarii said. "I'll stop you."

The regent's double laughed. "I think you overestimate your power, and your chances for survival."

Xivthar and Sylvia stepped aside, and an army of what appeared to be Zantharian soldiers marched into the cramped space. They grabbed Ontarii and his female, easily restraining them with tight metal cuffs. Ontarii considered putting up a fight, but he thought it best to conserve his strength. It made more sense to try and discover more of the enemy's strategy before attempting to escape. 

"What are you going to do to us?" he asked. 

"Well, we'll start by giving you a short tour of the facilities. You might see a familiar face among the crowd." 

The regent motioned and the guards pushed them forward to follow behind the regent and his mate. 

"You see, our invasion of your planet has been in the works for centuries. But it wasn't until we took over a backwards little world called Earth that we discovered the means to actually accomplish our goal. With the ability to neutralize your energy discharges and a few twists and turns to keep you on your toes, we've been able to marshal our forces for a full-scale invasion, one your people won't even see coming."

The regent laughed, a deep belly laugh, and his human-looking mate joined him. The sound made Ontarii's stomach clench. 

They were led out into a sterile hallway, nothing but white walls and a few doors, also white. Ontarii and Jennifer were marched down the corridor that led into a wide room filled with cells. The ceilings were high enough that three cells could be stacked on top of each other. 

All manner of creatures inhabited the cells. There were alien species he'd seen before and many more that he hadn't. Ontarii imagined the range that the Hareema had in being able to mimic anything. Some of the caged creatures looked to be a nightmare of complexity. 

They passed a set of cells and were headed toward another when the regent’s double looked back over his shoulder at Ontarii. "You might find the inhabitant of this next one interesting." 

Ontarii looked and his throat dried up. There, hunched over in the center of the bare cell, was the regent's own brother, the Minister of Defense, Drak'Karren Rasveen. Most of his intimates called him Drake. He'd been missing for months, his place taken by a Hareema operative in disguise. 

His skin was sallow and deep blue. Ontarii wondered if the man had given up all hope. 

"Minister!" he shouted, and Drake's head rose slowly. "Minister, I'll get us out of here. I swear it!"

Drake shook his head sadly. "Go away, Hareema scum. You won't fool me this time. You'll never fool me again."

"But I'm not..." Ontarii's words trailed off. Clearly the Hareema had been toying with the man. Words would not convince him. Ontarii vowed to himself that actions would. They'd escape the Hareema and take Drake with them. 

"And here we are," the regent's double said as they came upon an empty cage. He jerked his thumb at the cell and his men jostled Ontarii into it. Ontarii charged up his energy, causing it to flow in waves over his skin. The soldiers felt nothing and did not release him. He was flung into the center of the cage and the door was locked behind him. 

Ontarii scrambled to the edge, worried about what would happen to his mate. He'd promised himself he'd protect her, and already he'd been defeated easily by the enemy.

"Come here, pretty one," the regent said, taking hold of Jennifer.

"You let her go!" Ontarii hit the door hard, slamming himself into the bars. They didn't give, but he wouldn't stop trying. 

The regent laughed once more. "Stop your fussing." 

Then his legs extended and he moved up, taking Jennifer with him. He used his free arm to open the door of the cage above him, then he settled the human inside, locking the door behind her as she threw a fit.

The regent returned to the ground, his legs once again becoming their normal size. "Well, it was a pleasure meeting you," he said, putting his arm around Sylvia’s double. He turned to go, but Ontarii's words stopped him.

"What are you going to do to us?" Ontarii hoped his fear didn't show in his tone. 

"I'm not going to do anything," the regent replied. "I'm just going to watch. The mating frenzy will do the rest." 

He gestured upward to the cell where Jennifer had gone to her knees and was peering down at them. "She's right up there, but you'll never reach her. Inside you'll die pining for her, and she'll have to watch." 

With those words, the regent and his mate turned and walked away. 

 


Chapter 27

 

 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn sat in her cell, looking out at the array of cages and their inhabitants. There were creatures with humanoid shapes, some with additional arms or legs, some with heads that looked as large and fragile as eggs. Some were towering, some were tiny, but all were interesting to a spaceship captain who had very little experience with alien life forms.

The creatures spanned from interesting to horrific. Brook had to turn away from several of them, fear rushing in to choke her due to their appearance alone. There were ones with mountains of eyes, or things with so many tentacles she couldn’t figure out what shape the body underneath would be. It was a far cry from the familiar animal life on Earth. 

Brook and her crew had been sent on a mission to locate the missing scientist, Dr. Sylvia Cohen, who hadn’t been heard from since her ship entered the atmosphere of JL-398, a planet able to support life. What Brook had discovered was that JL-398 was known as Zanthar to its inhabitants, creatures with color-changing skin and the ability to project electricity from their bodies. 

The Zantharians were at war with their ancient enemy, the Hareema, a race of shapeshifting jellies. Perhaps the most surprising thing about the mission had been her reaction to the alien major. Ontarii was strong, brave, and surprisingly compassionate. Their attraction had seemed to catch them both off guard. The time they spent locked together in the bridge would forever be etched in her memory as the single most fulfilling sexual encounter of her life. 

But the outcome of their coupling had not been so positive. Their joining had caused the mating frenzy to come upon Ontarii. His skin, which had changed with his moods, had become pitch black, a dark so deep it matched his midnight eyes. His moods came fast and furiously, but more importantly, his attraction to her seemed to falter. He’d gone from lustful to resentful, and Brook had no idea if she would be able to wholly reverse that trend. 

Ontarii had told her that he had to mate his chosen female or die. Brook was clearly that female, as he’d started the frenzy after their encounter, but she wasn’t sure if he wanted to keep her. He’d confessed that Zantharians mated for life. As one of only a handful of spaceship captains on Earth, Brook considered her life too busy to support a long-term relationship. Especially a long distance one, like theirs was bound to be. 

Still, she couldn’t deny the feelings she had for her alien lover. Brook had never felt so much for someone, like her heart wanted to explode in wanting when he looked at her with his dark eyes. At the thought of leaving him, her chest locked up and she couldn’t breathe. 

Captain Jennifer Brooklyn had surrendered her heart to an alien who was destined to die, and the fact that it had happened so fast was concerning.

She peered down into the cage beneath her. Ontarii was staring up at her. He’d been staring at her for hours, ever since they’d been locked in these cages after being trapped in a Hareema vessel and brought to this prison. Apparently the Hareema knew about the Zantharian mating frenzy, and they’d designed a punishment that would be both torturous and deadly.

Unless Ontarii mated her, he would die. She wasn’t sure how long it would take, but she knew he would only last a few days. Already his face looked tighter, his eyes wilder. His moods had started shifting rapidly and intensely after the frenzy had taken hold. Brook was afraid that spending much more time in their cells might make him lose it entirely. 

She’d been looking for a way out, but so far no opportunities for escape had presented themselves. The cell doors were locked tight, and the bars were too close together to squeeze through. Furthermore, her captors hadn’t shown themselves since they’d locked her away several hours ago.

Brook’s stomach rumbled for the hundredth time. She hadn't eaten in hours…actually, it was probably at least a day by then. Events had snowballed since Ontarii had boarded her ship making his demands. She smiled at the memory. 

She’d thought him bossy and arrogant, too comfortable with giving orders on her ship. But as they’d searched for her crew and battled Hareema agents, she’d come to realize that he was what he was: A strong, beautiful, and caring individual who wasn’t afraid to take charge. Although she herself was no stranger to command, she found she liked having someone that she could lean on in times of trouble. Someone as strong, or stronger, than she was. 

Ontarii continued to stare at her, his dark eyes full of some unnamed emotion. Could he feel about her the way she did about him? His body certainly liked hers, if his current coloring could be any indication. Their sexual encounters had been incredible, and she knew he felt it too, but a hot time in the sack wasn’t always a solid foundation upon which to build a relationship.

There were so many things that lay between them, not the least of which were the Hareema prison bars. If they did manage to escape and Ontarii somehow survived the mating frenzy, would it be possible to build a life together? They were literally worlds apart with a gulf of stars between them. 

Still, staring down at him now, Brook knew that she wanted to try. It might be impossible, but if there was a chance of spending the rest of her life with the handsome Zantharian commander, she was going to take it.

Now I just have to figure out how to break us out of a Hareema prison and steal a ship, make it out of enemy territory, and back to safety either on Earth or the unknown world of Zanthar.

Piece of cake. 

There was a sudden grumbling from the cell across from her. Brook’s eyes flew to the creature within the cage. It was hairy, so hairy that its features were almost indeterminate. Without warning it let out a throaty howl and leapt several feet in the air to grasp the bars on the top of its cell. It swung back and forth, grunting and howling, its cries echoing through the giant prison chamber. 

The ruckus caused by the hairy creature set off a domino effect of anxiety among the other inhabitants of the prison. Soon there were shouts and calls of all types, some in what resembled words in languages she didn’t know, others resembling nothing she’d ever heard before. In seconds the whole chamber was ringing with noise.

Brook slapped her hands over her ears to block out the chaos. She expected to see Hareema agents attempting to quiet the creatures down. Instead, nothing happened. The rioting continued until the creatures expended their energy. The hairy one near her lasted the longest, but after a while he stopped howling and released his grip on the bars, falling back to the bottom of his cage and staying there. 

The mood in the prison after the outburst was decidedly demoralized. She risked another glance at Ontarii. He was still staring at her, but his face was now a mask of rage. She could see his fists shaking at his sides. It scared her. 

Brook laid down on the bars below her, putting her face in an opening between them and calling out to him. “Ontarii? Are you all right?”

His mouth curled up into a snarl. “All right? What about this situation do you believe is all right?” 

He began to pace, even though his eyes never left hers. “We’re trapped in this prison, kept apart by these blasted bars, and I can’t do anything about it. I’m going to die here, able to see you, to hear you, to fucking smell you, but I can’t touch you.”

His eyes turned sad, and Brook’s heart felt as if it were being squeezed by cruel hands. “The worst part of it all is not that I will die. I would lay down my life a hundred times for you. It’s the fact that I don’t know what they will do to you after I’m gone.”

Brook swallowed. He has a point there. 

She didn’t know what her Hareema captors might have in mind, but she was sure she wouldn’t like it. “Let’s not wait around to find out. Let’s figure a way out of this mess.”

Ontarii’s laugh was bitter. “My people have been researching the Hareema for centuries. We’ve known that the Hareema have taken prisoners, but never once has a prisoner been located after they’ve been taken. Not one has been recovered, and none have escaped.”

“So the odds are against us.” Brook gave him a cocky smile. “So what? The Hareema have never faced the team of Ontarii and Brook. They’ll rue the day they ever fucked with us.”

His smile was small and it soon faded. “I appreciate your attempt at levity, my dear, but I’m afraid I don’t share your optimism.”

Brook felt his sadness like a physical weight on her shoulders. 

“We have to try,” she pleaded. “We can’t just give up.”

Ontarii continued to stare at her, saying nothing. 

Brook felt a sudden overwhelming urge to cry. She hadn’t cried in years, since she’d been in flight school and was sure she’d never be good enough to be selected for an interstellar mission. But seeing the man she loved so broken filled her with such despair that she couldn’t help herself.

Her tears fell into the cell below her. She watched as one hit Ontarii’s shoulder. He peered up at her, his expression one of deep regret. 

“I’m sorry, little one,” he murmured. “I never wanted this to happen.”

“I’m sorry too,” she said. “It seems so unfair. To meet you, to connect in this way I’ve never experienced, and now I have to watch you die and can’t do anything about it. I feel so helpless. So fucking frustrated and impotent.”

“Hush, baby.” One of her tears hit his cheek and he collected it with his fingertip. He examined his finger, a slight smile crossing his full lips. Then he popped the finger in his mouth.

The display moved her. It also made her cry harder. 

“Ontarii,” she moaned, her voice breaking on his name. 

“Jennifer, get ahold of yourself. I don’t want to see you this way. Not with the little time we have left together. I need you to be strong.”

“I’m tired of being strong,” she yelled. “I’ve been strong for so long!”

“And you’ll be strong for a little while longer. For me.”

His words were full of feeling. 

She knew then that her love wasn’t one-sided. The outpouring of emotion washed over her, calming her. The tears that had been falling from her cell to his started to taper off. 

Suddenly there was the sound of an alarm. It was a loud, high-pitched sound that had Brook covering her ears once again. She rose to her knees and scrambled to the side of her cell, looking out at the hubbub around her.


Chapter 28

 

Ontarii couldn’t take his eyes off his mate. He realized that things were happening outside of his cell, but they didn’t seem to matter. Jennifer had moved to the side of her cage and was looking out, watching whatever was going on, but Ontarii kept a watch over her, refusing to let her out of his sight.

A Zantharian male in the mating frenzy was incapable of focusing on much other than his mate. When in a high stakes situation like the one they were currently struggling under, the urge to protect one’s mate became paramount, until it was the only thought that existed in his brain. Protect Jennifer. Keep her safe. 

Unfortunately, that was much easier thought than done. Being kept in a Hareema cage made things difficult, and their chosen punishment for him, to die of the frenzy while being mere feet from his mate, was ironic and effective. They couldn’t have chosen a better one if they tried. 

Jennifer rose to her feet in the cell above him. He remembered from his walk into the chamber that it was full of cages, some stacked on others, each full of an alien life form. He was familiar with the races of some of his fellow prisoners, but not all. Still, the menagerie held no interest for him. His whole world was in the cell above his head. 

He respected her desire to escape, her push to fight against the odds, but he knew better. His enemy had bested him. And it was only a matter of time before he expired from the frenzy, leaving Jennifer alone to face their wrath.

“Ontarii,” Jennifer said from above him. “Someone’s coming.” 

He nodded. Likely they were. 

Maybe they were passing out food and water. They’d have to find some means of keeping their prisoners alive. Drake, for instance, the Minister of Defense, had been missing for weeks and was still alive, if not well, in a cell somewhere in the maze. What did it matter, though? Eating would only prolong the inevitable. He was doomed no matter what. 

“I’ve never seen anything like it,” his mate said. “Look, Ontarii!” 

Doesn’t she understand that nothing else matters but her? 

Still, he took his gaze off of her for a moment to see what had her so excited. His eyes widened when he took in the show beyond the bars of his cage. They were delivery suppliers, their Hareema captors, but they weren’t in their original gelatinous forms. Instead, they resembled Zantharian dragonflies in a way. Each had a set of large, translucent wings that fluttered so fast they were a blur. The bodies were a hybrid of humanoid and insect. The creature had six legs, two that could support it while it walked around, while the other four served as arms. 

They were much larger than Zantharian dragonflies, and much more evolved, but as they flitted around the chamber he remembered a game he and his friends had played when they were younger. They would lure dragonflies into glass jars and keep them there, watching them as they flew about, hitting the side of the glass over and over. 

Now he was trapped, and the dragonflies were the ones on the outside watching him during his slow demise. 

He watched carefully as one flew close to him. It shoved a sac of something into his cell, dropping it to the floor, before it flew upward to Jennifer’s cell. It tossed a sac to her as well and if she hadn’t caught it, it likely would have tumbled through the bars and fallen down into his cell. 

Ontarii kicked at the sac on his cage floor. It was full of something that was between liquid and solid, shaking slightly as he pushed against it. There was a short stub sticking out of the top of the sac, likely a straw. 

So this is what the Hareema serve their prisoners. 

“Should we try it?” Jennifer asked from above. “I’m starving. It won’t hurt us, will it?”

Ontarii scanned the chamber. In the other cages, the inhabitants were sucking at the sacs, clearly unconcerned. It was likely the substance was harmless, that it was just a sac of nutrients. Still…

“Wait,” he ordered, pulling the sac close and sniffing at its contents through the straw. It didn’t have much of an odor. If anything, it smelled faintly of fish. Putting his lips around the straw he took a draw. 

The substance filled his mouth and he was amazed at how benign it tasted. Again, he was reminded of fish. It was like a stew his grandmother used to make from the finfish. He took another drink, starting to enjoy the flavor. 

He experienced no ill effects from the drink. He squeezed the sac, forcing more of the contents into his mouth and then his belly.

“Well?” Jennifer asked impatiently. “Is it safe? I’m fricking starving up here!”

Ontarii swallowed the rest of the contents of the sac and licked his lips. “It’s safe, and it’s actually pretty good.”

Jennifer cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at him and put her lips on the straw. He watched as she drew some of the substance in. The look on her face made him want to laugh. 

“It’s horrible!” she said. 

He could tell she wanted to spit the stuff out but couldn’t find anywhere to do it where it wouldn’t drip down into his own cell. “How can you drink this?”

“I liked it,” he said.

“Then you can have it.” She went down on her knees again holding the sac through the bars. “I’ll drop it down to you.”

Ontarii shook his head. “You need that to keep your strength up. Come on, you can choke it down.”

“It’s gross. It has the consistency of a rotten marshmallow.”

“I don’t know what that is.” He surrendered to the urge to laugh. “Either way, it doesn’t matter. Drink up, Captain.”

Jennifer stuck her tongue out at him, and he laughed harder. She was truly adorable. Then a pang of regret hit him hard. This might be the last time he was able to tease her like this.

Jennifer took another drink, swallowing it but making a show of gagging afterwards. 

Ontarii chastised her. “Come on, Captain. If you’re going to be an ambassador for Earthlings, making first contact with alien species, you’re going to have to do a lot of things you don’t like, the least of which is trying new foods.”

“I hope none of them taste like this. It’s like fish guts.” She took another draw on her straw and choked the substance down. At last she finished the concoction and then tossed the empty sac out of her cell and onto the chamber floor. “Yuck!”

The dragonflies still flitted here and there, their wings creating a whirring noise that was strangely soothing. Ontarii watched them, appreciating in that moment the skill the Hareema had at imitating other life forms. It was a fantastic skill, one that made them a formidable foe. 

Suddenly one of the dragonflies veered off its path and hovered next to his cage. It looked in every direction, then pressed itself against the bars of his cell. One moment the overlarge dragonfly was there, the next second there was nothing.

Ontarii stood there stunned. Where had the creature gone? As far as Zantharian intelligence knew, the Hareema did not have the ability to vanish into thin air, nor become invisible. 

The other dragonflies didn’t seem to notice. Before long they all made their way out of the chamber. Silence reigned as the prisoners enjoyed their meals. Ontarii’s eyes were glued to the spot where the Hareema had disappeared.

It seemed like an hour had passed, but perhaps it was only a few minutes. Ontarii’s senses were on high alert, which made time pass more slowly. Suddenly, as he watched, a shape grew out of the bars of the cage. Low down, next to the floor, a tiny creature appeared. 

It emitted a few squeaks and crawled close to Ontarii. He wondered if he should crush it before it touched him. Then he realized the squeaks were actually words.

“Pick me up, but don’t let anyone see!” 

Ontarii had to steel himself so that he showed no reaction. Should he trust this creature? It was obviously a Hareema. Why should he humor it? 

Deciding that he had nothing to lose, Ontarii bent swiftly and scooped the thing up, closing it in his palm and bringing his hand casually up to his mouth. He made to blow into it, as if he were merely trying to heat up his hands.

The creature looked like a white puff of fur. It had tiny hands, tiny feet and a stubby white tail. It also had a little face that looked almost humanoid. It opened its mouth and started to talk.

“Major Ontarii, please listen carefully to what I say.” 

Ontarii almost dropped the thing in surprise. Watching the mouth speak words he could understand in its creepy semi-humanoid face was jarring. Besides, this thing had to be a Hareema agent. The likelihood was that nothing good would come from the conversation.

He remembered the haunted look Drake had had in his cell. The Minister of Defense had thought that Ontarii was a Hareema trick. Not to mention that the enemy had taken the shape of the Supreme Regent of Zanthar and his mate when they’d taken Ontarii and Jennifer prisoner. This had to be some sort of ruse designed to aid in his downfall.

However, he was already locked in the cell, on his way to a painful death from the frenzy. The Hareema need do nothing but wait and watch. What would be the point of sending an agent to fuck with him? Maybe it was worth the risk to talk to it.

“What do you want, Hareema bastard? And remember, I could crush you with the clenching of my fist.”

The little mouth smiled, and Ontarii felt a wave of revulsion wash over him. “I know. I chose this shape purposefully. I have made myself vulnerable to you. You could squeeze the life from me easily, and I would do nothing to fight you. It is my hope to gain your trust.”

Ontarii barked out a quiet laugh. “Trust? A Hareema? You must have me mistaken for a fool.”

“I expected that reaction, but please, listen. We haven’t much time.”

“What are you doing down there?” Jennifer’s voice came down from the cell above him. She was peering at him curiously. 

“Just stretching,” he said, extending his arm and pulling it back, angling it over his head so he looked to be stretching it while he held the white puffball close to his mouth. 

“Tell me why I should trust you,” he whispered to the creature in his hand. 

“Because, although I am Hareema, I am not a member of the C&C Party. I’m part of a secret alliance that is fighting the High Council’s evil expansionist plans.”

“C&C Party?” 

The organization of the Hareema government had long puzzled the Zantharians. Because they were unable to get near the Hareema home world, and because the risk of taking Hareema prisoners was too great due to their ability to escape, virtually nothing was known about their enemy’s power structure. 

“Command and Control. They took over the High Council almost a millennium ago with their agenda of expansion through the sector, then the quadrant. Their propaganda teaches that the Hareema are the manifestation of perfection, and it is their divine right to rule over and guide lesser beings. Pure manifest destiny drivel.”

Ontarii nodded. That sounds about right. “But you don’t agree with this policy? There are others like you who don’t want to rule over ‘lesser beings’?”

“Yes.” The little face surrounded by white fur made an expression that resembled a mixture of disgust and regret. “We don’t have the numbers to be in open rebellion against the council yet, but so far we’ve been able to get our agents into key positions. We’d hoped to further infiltrate the operation on Earth and on Zanthar before making our move, but the introduction of new technology has forced us to act.”

“New technology. You mean whatever it is that makes you guys immune to Zantharian bioelectricity?”

“Yes. It was an invention of an Earthling engineer, actually. One that he didn’t realize would be used to not only take over your planet, but to cause the eventual downfall of his own people.” 

Ontarii’s brow furrowed. It was a lot to take in. Could the little creature be telling the truth? Were there some Hareema who didn’t like the way their compatriots were doing business in the universe? Could an internal rebellion be the key to his enemy’s defeat? 

“Listen, I don’t have much more time if I’m going to make it out of this chamber alive. When we’re finished talking, you will set me on the bars of your cell, and I will unlock the lock. Then I’ll scramble up to your companion’s cage and free her as well. You two will stand at the entrance of your cages while I shift into something that will hide your escape.”

The little creature’s eyes narrowed. It looked like he doubted his own ability to get them out safely, but, as Ontarii saw it, they had no better chance than this.

“Once we make it out the exit and into the halls, I will shift again, but then I’ll have to leave you. It will be up to you and your human to convince the Hareema that you are one of them, taken the shape of the prisoners. You will make your way to the docking bay, and then onto the Zantharian shuttle you find parked there. They’ve managed to capture one of your smaller vessels. It makes sense that you take it, as you’ll already be familiar with the controls.”

Ontarii had a thousand questions. The plan seemed to hinge on his ability to bluff other shapeshifters. There were too many things that could go wrong. 

“Wait, so you expect us to—”

“You’re a smart man,” the puffball interrupted. “And I’m afraid I don’t have time to repeat myself. We have to go now, while the guards in the surveillance booth are changing shifts. Follow the yellow line to the docking bay. Now, put me on the bars.”

Ontarii wanted to hesitate. The risks seemed almost insurmountable. He risked a glance upward at his mate. She was watching him with suspicious eyes. 

“Be ready,” he told her, then set the creature on the bars.

The thing’s hands and feet had sticky pads on them that allowed it to climb up the bars without difficulty. It made its way to the lock and pointed its tail at the opening. Suddenly the tail became gelatinous, taking on the familiar red tint. The Hareema put a portion of itself into the lock and it clicked open.

Then the white poof was hurrying up the bars again, intent on doing the same to Jennifer’s cage.

She jumped when the creature appeared. “Ontarii, what is that?”

“Just be calm, Jennifer, and stay ready. We’re getting out of here.”

He watched as she steeled herself, stepping closer to the cell door. The creature again inserted its tail, now taken on the characteristics of its original form, into the lock. The door of Jennifer’s cell clicked open. 

“Stand next to the door but don’t open it yet,” Ontarii said to her, keeping his voice as quiet as he could. “Be ready to move when I move.”

Jennifer took up position while the white puffball made its way back down to Ontarii. 

“Here we go,” it squeaked, then scurried out of the cage and onto the floor in front of it. Suddenly the poof was gone. In its place was what resembled a mirror. Ontarii could see himself, as the mirror grew, spreading out to become a flat surface only an inch or so thick but growing taller by the moment. When it had stretched itself high enough to cover the door to both cages, it began to faintly vibrate. 

That must be the signal. It’s now or never. 

“Let’s go,” he said to Jennifer, opening his cell door far enough to squeeze through. The Hareema had clearly made itself reflective to hide them from whoever was performing surveillance on the prison. Ontarii moved as close as he could to the creature and then looked up.

Jennifer had pushed open her cell but stood there. 

“How am I supposed to get down?” she asked him. 

At that moment, a small piece of the reflective surface extended itself to make a platform for Jennifer to stand on. She took a hesitant step, seeming to make sure it would support her weight. When it did she put both feet on the platform. 

Like some sort of living elevator, the platform lowered itself until Jennifer was able to hop down to stand beside him on the floor. She gave Ontarii a smile. 

Even though they were in the middle of a dangerous escape, he couldn’t help himself. Ontarii gathered her into his arms and planted a scorching kiss on her lips. 

Jennifer looked surprised at first but she soon folded her arms around his neck and surrendered to his mouth. 

He put all of his pent-up passion and fear and need into the kiss. When at last he pulled away, his mate was breathless and flushed.

“Wow,” she whispered.

The Hareema was vibrating agitatedly, obviously wanting them to get a move on. Ontarii put an arm around the human female, keeping her close to him. The reflective surface started to bend itself around them, covering them on all sides. 

Soon they found themselves in a bubble of silver. The silver turned opaque on the inside, and they could now see out. But on the outside, Ontarii was sure, it would remain reflective, fooling the watchers while allowing them to travel through the chamber without notice. 

The bubble started forward and Ontarii and Jennifer kept up pace, walking forward as it sheltered them. Ontarii wondered if the other inhabitants would notice anything amiss. No one seemed to cause an uproar, so it seemed they might get away after all. 

Thinking about the other prisoners reminded Ontarii of the Minister of Defense who was being held in the same chamber. 

“Wait,” he whispered, halting immediately. 

The bubble vibrated, clearly upset at his pause. 

“We can’t leave without Drake. I won’t let him remain in the Hareema’s clutches while I go free.”

The vibrations increased in intensity. It wasn’t something his helper agreed with. 

“I mean it,” he said. “I won’t go a step further if you don’t rescue Drake. We can all die here, or you can help me bring out the Minister of Defense alive.”

Finally, the reluctant bubble gave in. It started rolling in the direction of Drake’s cell. When they appeared in front of him, Ontarii noticed the Minister of Defense was in the same position as hours before, his head drooped down until his chin almost rested on his chest.

The Hareema rolled right up to the edge of the cage and extended a thin piece of itself to insert into the lock. It clicked open, and Drake’s head snapped up at the noise.

“Who’s there?” he demanded loudly, his tone confrontational. 

The Hareema bubble folded in on itself to create a slight opening, exposing Jennifer and Ontarii so that Drake could see them. 

“Minister, we have no time. You must come with us.”

Drake’s eyes widened, then he scowled, shaking his head. “This is another enemy trick, and I won’t be toyed with.” 

He slumped back down in his cell, paying no more attention to the spectacle in front of him. 

“Minister, this is no trick. I am Major Ontarii, and this is the human ship captain, Jennifer Brooklyn. We were captured by Hareema and are making our escape with the help of their rebel forces.”

“Rebel forces,” Drake muttered. “Now I know you’re lying. There is no Hareema rebellion. They are a united front, but you would know that. You are one of them.”

“You’re wrong,” Ontarii said. They were running out of time, and he couldn’t get involved in a lengthy debate. How could he convince Drake that he was who he said he was?

Jennifer tapped him on the arm. 

“Do the thing,” she said. “The electric thing.” 

Of course! Quickly Ontarii built a charge of bioelectricity and then held out his hand. Aiming at the captive minister he sent out a short but strong jolt.

The energy zapped the minister and he fell backward. Drake immediately sprang up, his eyes clearer than they had been before. 

“You’re not lying,” he growled. “You are Zantharian.”

Ontarii nodded. The Hareema could not create actual bioelectricity for themselves, only the illusion of it. Drake knew that. 

“Why have you gone black and how long has it been since it happened?” Drake asked, concern brushing across his strong features. 

“It’s been a day or so, and don’t ask. It’s none of your damned business,” Ontarii barked. 

The minister nodded and moved forward, stepping into the bubble beside them. It quickly sealed them all in and began moving forward towards the exit. 

It wasn’t too long before the huge door loomed before them. The Hareema again put forth an extension to unlock the lock, and the door creaked open. The bubble rolled through, coming to a stop right inside the door while it closed behind them. 

It flattened out again, creating a solid sheet over the door and the small window above it. Apparently they were in the area used for surveillance. Now that it had gotten them out, it seemed it needed to cover their retreat. 

Ontarii grabbed Jennifer’s hand and cocked his head to Drake. “Come on. We need to make our way to the docking bay.”

Drake frowned. “Aren’t we going to be stopped the moment someone spots us?”

The minister had a point. They were winging this escape. There had been no time to perfect a plan. 

“We know Hareema take other forms when they are walking around, doing their business. Let’s hope they will assume we are one of them, doing the same.”

“And if they don’t buy it?” Drake sounded beyond skeptical.

His mate put her hand on his arm and piped up, “Then we fight like hell and get as far as we can.”

Drake’s face cracked into something almost resembling a smile. “Agreed.” 

 


Chapter 29

 

Brook kept her head on a swivel as they made their way down the corridor. She quickly realized her actions would make her look even more suspicious, so she tried to act nonchalant. It was hard to pretend she wasn’t afraid when her heart was beating a mile a minute.

Stay calm, she told herself. We can do this. It’s the only chance we’ve got. 

Brook had been beyond surprised when their tiny rescuer had shown up in her cell. And now they were on their own, following the yellow line as instructed and hoping to find the docking bay. 

Suddenly a creature came around the corner. Brook had to try really hard not to recoil. The smell was the main thing that had her reeling. The closest thing she could equate it to was a clogged sink. The beast was big, the color yellow with darker spots, and had barbed spines running down its curved back. Its skin looked moist, like a dripping sponge, but the smell… God, the smell! 

It seemed to pay them no attention. The beast gave them a once-over and kept walking.  

When it disappeared out of sight behind them, Brook breathed a sigh of relief. But their reprieve was short-lived. They followed the yellow line as it led around another corner and there stood three creatures, perhaps the most horrifying she’d seen.

They all had the shape of a human. The same human. Danner Thompson, the head of NASA. 

Three sets of identical eyes turned towards them. The one closest stepped forward. He had a clipboard in his hand. “Where are you going? And why have you taken those shapes?”

“The docking bay,” Ontarii barked. “And because we were ordered to.”

Clipboard Danner looked down at his list, his pen tapping against the sheet. “I don’t see any orders for two Zantharians and a human. Aren’t these the forms of our prisoners?”

The two other Danners drew closer. One pulled a long, thin stick about two inches in diameter from his back pocket. Brook wasn’t sure what it was, but it gave her a bad feeling. 

“Orders just came through. You probably don’t have the latest version.”

The Danner with the stick hit a button and the end started to glow. Definitely a weapon. 

“We’re to take the prisoner to the home world for interrogation,” Ontarii said swiftly.

“Prisoner? You’re all prisoners,” Danner #3 said, his tone harsh.

“This is the Minister of Defense of Zanthar,” Ontarii said, his voice like steel. “We are the escort. Now get the hell out of our way!”

“That doesn’t explain your shapes.”

“Doesn’t it?” Ontarii snarled. “We’ve been mounting a campaign of psychological warfare against the minister for weeks now. Unfortunately, he hasn’t cracked. He’s just become more distrustful and apathetic.”

Drake chimed in. “Can I go back to my cell? I don’t know what game you Hareema bastards are playing, but count me out.”

Clipboard Danner scowled. “You expect us to believe you’re escorting this prisoner to the home world for interrogation, and he’s not even in restraints?”

Ontarii got close to the shorter man, leaning in and using all his muscle mass to intimidate him. “Why bother with restraints? He’s so far gone he doesn’t even know where he is or who he’s with. We’ve scrambled his brains good. He’s not going to run.”

“I’m hungry,” Drake said, sliding into a crouch. “Let me get more of that fish paste stuff. It’s not half bad.” 

“See what I mean?” Ontarii jerked his head in Drake’s direction. “He’s not going to fight us. But if you don’t let us pass, you will be hurt. Not by me, but by the High Council when they find out you were the one to hold him up.”

Clipboard Danner swallowed. Danner #2 looked at Danner #3 who nodded his head. Danner #2 clicked off his stick and stuffed it back in his pocket. 

“I’ll make a note on my order roster, then get an update from HQ to make sure it’s up to date. Go ahead and proceed. Give the High Council my regards.” Clipboard Danner started scribbling on his list, ignoring them.

“I’ll tell the High Council what a sniveling little toad you are,” Ontarii muttered, grabbing Drake’s arm and dragging him down the hallway. 

Brook jogged to catch up, finally letting go of the breath she’d been holding. 

A few more twists and turns and the yellow line led them out into a chamber twice the size of the room holding the prison cells. The docking bay was enormous, and there were ships of every color, size, and shape. How would they locate the Zantharian shuttle? 

“We could fan out,” she suggested, “look for the shuttle separately then meet up again.”

“Too risky,” Ontarii said, turning to look around. “We’ve got to stick to the story we’ve concocted. Let’s start moving down the rows and hope we discover the shuttle before they figure out we’re not who we say we are.”

Ontarii led them as they started making their way through the rows of spaceships. As varied as the ships were, so were the shapes taken by the Hareema. There were a few in their natural state, towering blocks of jelly, here and there, but most had taken the shapes of other creatures. 

Brook ignored them and concentrated on the ships. Then she realized she had no idea what they were looking for. 

“What’s your craft look like?” she asked.

“If it’s our run-of-the-mill Class B shuttle, it will be a little larger than the vessel that brought us here. It’s aqua blue, with fins on the top and along the sides to use for steering. I suppose it resembles a large, spiny fish.”

Ontarii’s description was helpful, and Brook started scanning the rows for a bit of aqua blue.

“There!” Drake said, pointing down a row. “I saw a fin poking out from behind that Cerrelian cruiser.”

The trio headed in the direction Drake suggested, and soon she saw it. It did resemble a spiny fish of sorts, and the color reminded her of the Mediterranean Sea. 

“How are we going to get aboard?” she asked. 

They’d reached the hatch that served as the ship’s entrance and she realized then that there was no entry panel for inputting a code.

“Like this.” Drake held out a finger, emitting a tiny bolt of electricity, right at the seam of the door. The metal drew back, exposing the dark, empty cavity of the interior. 

“In you go.” Ontarii pushed her forward. 

As she stumbled into the main cabin, the lights began flashing on around her. Ontarii and Drake followed after her, and Drake sealed the door behind them. 

Brook hung back as the males went to work. They waved hands over consoles that popped up holographic displays. She marveled at how advanced their technology was compared to Earth’s own. 

No wonder they located and boarded my ship with no problems. 

“According to the scan, we’re in sector XJ-3. I’ve input coordinates for a small moon not far beyond this station. I can’t put in coordinates for their bloody home world because I don’t know where it is.” Drake’s voice was strained. 

“Let’s hope no one questions it,” Ontarii replied. “I’m going on manual navigation until we clear the chamber. Have scans found an exit yet?”

“Yes. I’m sending the information to your console now.”

Brook seated herself on the bench that ran along one of the walls and watched. It would be no easy task, smuggling them out of Hareema hands and back into space. Would they make it to Zanthar? Or would the Hareema find them out and come after them? 

Ontarii proved to be a deft pilot, and the small ship gracefully sailed over the other ships and the creatures below. 

Drake brought up the main view screen and Brook watched as they approached the exit. 

“It’s not open,” Ontarii growled. “How are we supposed to get out?” 

“It will open,” Drake said, his voice rough but full of certainty. “It has to open.”

“Well, the trip might end before it begins, if we crash into that hatch.”

“I’m giving you an order, Major,” Drake barked. “Head straight for the hatch. It will open.”

Ontarii nodded and they pushed forward. 

Brook closed her eyes, not wanting to see her own death when it came for her. 

Nothing happened. There was no crash, and the ship sailed smoothly onward. 

“See, Major,” Drake said, his voice sounding cheerful for the first time since she’d met him. “Have a little faith, for Noruma’s sake.”

Ontarii laughed, then his face became serious again. “We’re not out of the woods yet.”

“Can we get a view behind us?” Brook asked. She wanted to see where she’d been kept. 

The station was massive, made of a dark material that didn’t reflect the light from the stars around it. Instead, it was almost like a shadow in space. Several ships moved around it, looking toy-sized compared to the gigantic station. 

All of a sudden lights began to flash around the station. Bright red lights. 

“They’ve raised an alarm of some kind.” Brook’s heart jumped into her throat. 

“It could be something else,” Drake said. 

Ontarii frowned. “Or it could be that they’ve found our cells empty. That doesn’t change anything yet. Let’s make tracks.”

“Course laid in.” Drake glanced at the major. 

“Let’s go.” Ontarii made a few taps on his display and Brook felt the craft put on a burst of speed. The crew of three spent a tense hour watching all displays and scans for any sign of the enemy coming after them. 

They reached the moon that Drake had input as their original destination, and no one had come after them. 

“Let’s hope it’s safe to put in our actual course,” Ontarii said, punching in the coordinates to his home planet. “We’ve got about four hours until we reach Zanthar.” 

It was almost anticlimactic, their escape, in hindsight. Brook was still a bundle of nerves, sure that at any moment they would be intercepted. She shot a look at her companions. 

Drake’s face was closed, too hard to read. 

Ontarii’s expression was another story. There was so much there, she wasn’t sure she could untangle all of his feelings.

I wish his skin was back to normal, she thought. At least then I’d have a clue about his moods. 

The thought made her feel guilty. Ontarii was still undergoing the frenzy, his skin still midnight black, and she was at least partially to blame. She shouldn’t be so insensitive, even in her own thoughts. 

“I think if they were coming after us, they would have already done it.” Drake’s gruff voice broke the spell she was in. 

The Minister of Defense turned to Ontarii, giving him a serious look. “We have a few hours before we reach home. That will give you the time you need to do what you need to do.” 

“What do you mean?” Ontarii asked, his voice high-pitched. 

He’s nervous. But why? 

“You know what I mean, and you’re right. It is none of my damn business, but I’m making it as such. Take your mate into the back and do what you need to do.”

Ontarii’s face went from puzzled to furious in the space of a second. “Like I said before… That’s none of your damn business!”

“It is my bloody business,” Drake roared, and Brook was taken aback. She’d yet to see such emotion from the minister. “You can’t serve me efficiently if you’re under the frenzy’s effects. Now take that girl in the back and mate her. By the time we get to Zanthar, I want to see you green-skinned and ready to work.”

“You can’t order me to mate this woman. Who I take is my own choice.”

“The hell I can’t! You will mate her, and you will recover yourself. We need men like you in the coming days. And apparently, you’ve got a contact in the Hareema rebellion. They pulled you out for a reason. Whatever that reason is, whatever you know, we need to know. So get in there and fuck that human.”

“Hey!” Brook shouted. “You can’t order him to fuck me! Only I can choose who I sleep with, thank you very much.”

Drake eyed her. “Of course. Although I’m thinking you wouldn’t mind another piece of this one here. And don’t act like you haven’t already had a piece. You had to do something to touch off the frenzy.”

Brook blushed. “I cannot even believe we are having this conversation.” 

“Believe it, Earthling.” 

Ontarii growled, his fists curling into tight balls at his side. He moved closer to Drake, moments away from doing violence to his superior officer. 

Drake turned to her. “If he won’t listen to reason, maybe you will. I need him. Hell, I need you too. We have a problem that needs to be dealt with. Do the responsible thing and deal with it. Now.”

Ontarii pulled back his arm, his expression saying he was about to murder his leader. 

Brook stepped between the two men, looking up at the alien she loved. 

“Stop,” she said, putting her hands on his arms. “He’s right.”

“I don’t care,” Ontarii snarled. “He doesn’t get to talk about you like that.”

“I appreciate your anger, I really do, but we’ve got to do as he says. Your people need you, and if this is the only way to prevent your death, then we have to try.”

Ontarii’s face softened. His fists uncurled, and he took her hands in his. 

“All right, but only because you want to.”

 


Chapter 30

 

The shuttle was equipped with a small room behind the main chamber. It had a bed for sleeping, a desk, and little else. His mate walked into the room and took a seat on the little bed. 

His mate. 

He still couldn’t get over it, but he realized that she was all he’d ever wanted in a female. He was proud to claim her as his mate. No matter how long it lasted. 

“I apologize for the timing and circumstances under which our mating will take place,” Ontarii began, wanting to explain to her how special she was to him, and how much he’d wanted this moment to be perfect. 

She should be settled into a shell bed on the shores of his colony, nestled like a beautiful pearl to be mated in the moonlight. Instead, they were stuck on a ship headed back to help change the fortunes of his planet in the war against their enemy. Not very romantic. 

“No need to apologize.” She awarded him with a sweet smile. “We get to be together again, and this time on a bed.”

Ontarii laughed, again marveling at the female he’d chosen as his. 

“Besides,” she said, her face turning serious. “I was certain we wouldn’t ever get this opportunity again. This is a blessing. Let’s treat it as such.”

She’s right. Ontarii went to her, dropping to his knees on the floor before her and nestling himself between her thighs. He leaned in to give her a kiss. It started out as sweet, but before long it exploded into something that engulfed them both. 

His mouth devoured hers until they were both moaning. His teased her with his tongue, licking at her lips while she tried to force him to tangle with her own tongue. 

He laughed into her mouth as she growled, then gave her what she wanted. 

As he kissed her, he pulled down the zipper of her flight suit. Ontarii was sick of the damn thing, of always having to pull her out of it, only to have her seal herself back inside it again. He imagined her in the clothing that Zantharian females wore and his cock swelled under his sarong. 

“Ontarii,” she mewled, her head falling back and her eyes sliding closed. “I need you. So badly!”

“Me too, baby,” he said, nuzzling her neck as he exposed her shoulders. “Let’s get you out of these damn clothes.” 

He stood, helping her to her feet, then impatiently pushing down the flight suit. She hopped out of it, then pulled off her undershirt and bra, then panties. Finally, she stood gloriously nude before him. 

Ontarii gave her a wide smile, appreciating what he saw. Then he undid the ties on his sarong and stepped out of it. They were both as naked as when they were born, and he pulled her close to feel her skin against his. 

“My little human,” he sighed into her ear. “I want you to be sure this is what you want. Once we do this, I will be forever connected to you. If you insist, I will try to let you go, but I cannot promise that. I will never want to let you out of my sight, and when we are apart, I will go mad with anxiety until I see you again.”

He frowned down at her. “I know you have a career, and it would take you far away from me. I’ll attempt to accept that, but I don’t know if I can.”

His human gave him a slow smile and put a finger up to his lips to silence him.

“Hush,” she whispered sensually. “I know what I’m doing.”

She stood on her tiptoes and planted a kiss on his mouth. “Besides, I don’t think I’d like being separated from the man I love either.”

“You love me?” The words were like the elixir of life. His heart swelled in his chest. 

“Of course I do. How could I not?” 

Ontarii picked her up and swung her around and around in the small chamber. 

“Stop it!” she cried out with a laugh. “I’m getting dizzy!”

“Space captains don’t get dizzy,” he said, but he stopped his twirling even if he didn’t let her go. “I love you too. How it happened so fast is beyond me, but our union was blessed by my gods no doubt.” 

He laid her on the bed and climbed on, pushing her thighs open to crawl between them. Taking his time, he moved to his knees and ran his finger down her swollen sex as she closed her eyes and lifted her hips, whimpering softly. 

“Fuck me,” she murmured and reached out, stroking his cock with a tight grip. 

"Yeah. I want to. Every night for the rest of my life.” He crawled up her body and splayed out across her, pressing himself deep inside of her and groaning. 

“So tight and wet, Jennifer.”

“Only for you.” She dug her nails into his back and desire tore through the center of him, the intensity of it leaving him breathless. 

He glanced up, pressing his elbows by her face and watched her as he began to pump in and out of her luscious body. She looked so perfect, and he wished he could stop time and enjoy her for as long as they needed together. 

The frenzy rushed up the center of his stomach and caused him to cry out. He worked faster, undulating his hips rapidly as he took her with him toward ecstasy. This time was different. He thought he'd experienced pleasure before, but this time was insanely intense. Every other instance of joy seemed a paltry shadow beside the bright sun of this coupling, of their mating. 

"You feel incredible. Like heaven against me, Jennifer,” he moaned against her lips. 

She cried out and leaned up, kissing him hard and stealing his breath.

He wanted to make love to her, but the frenzy wouldn’t allow anything but a hard fuck between them. He drove into her, over and over again, each thrust taking him higher, pushing him closer and closer to the pinnacle of pleasure. 

There was no turning back. He could feel that this was different, that for the first time in his life, he was going to release his essence. In only a few more strokes, his seed would enter his mate. Nothing had ever felt more right. 

Her hips bucked up to meet his thrusts and he could tell she was close to her own climax. Ontarii bit his lip, trying to hold out, trying to make sure she came hard. 

"I can't stop myself," he moaned, driving into her as deeply as he could. "Come with me. Now."

Jennifer obeyed his command. 

As his orgasm ripped over him, making his entire body shake, he felt her inner walls clench around his cock. It took him to a level of elation that bordered on agony. He felt his seed spurt from him and into his chosen mate, and knew that he'd reached the culmination of his life in that moment.

Afterwards, they lay together, her head resting on his shoulder. He felt her sigh of contentment against his neck and smiled. 

This is what perfection feels like. 


Chapter 31

 

Brook might have felt embarrassed when Drake knocked on the door to inform them that they'd be landing on Zanthar in fifteen minutes. She might have, if she weren't so exhausted.

She'd been napping, curled up around her mate, the first real rest that she'd had since the whole ordeal began. She sat up, rubbing her eyes and hoping she'd have enough energy for what came next. 

Brook glanced over at her man and couldn't help the smile that spread across her face. Ontarii was staring back at her, his midnight eyes now the darkest thing about him. His skin was a light green color, as it had been when he met her, although she could catch sight of a few purple spots here and there. 

"We're home," he said, sitting up to plant a kiss on her head before standing. 

She watched as he wrapped his sarong around himself, and her breath caught in her chest at his beauty. His body was masculine perfection. 

And he's all mine.

Brook was still amazed at the whirlwind of events that had brought them together. But as she stood and put her own clothing on, she thanked every god in the universe for putting her in his path. This was the man she was made to love, and against all odds she’d found him. Now she would never let him go. 

They piled out of the room and into the main chamber of the ship. Brook’s attention was instantly drawn to the view screen where JL-398, better known as Zanthar, was growing in size.

It was a lovely planet, almost entirely water, with swirls of purples, blues, and greens. It reminded her of Ontarii’s skin in all of its myriad shades.

He moved up beside her, taking her hand in his. Meanwhile, Drake was steering them towards the surface, hard at work at his console. 

“I managed to convince them that I am who I say I am, but just barely,” he said. “I don’t know what kind of greeting we can expect, but I’m heading into the hangar now.”

The shuttle landed, and Brook took a deep breath, preparing to meet her mate’s people in earnest for the first time. 

Her jaw fell open when the first person she saw when the shuttle door opened was the lost human scientist, Dr. Sylvia Cohen. Standing beside her was a large Zantharian male. 

“Supreme Regent,” Ontarii said, walking forward and holding out his hand.

“Halt,” the man said, holding up his own hand. “Initiate energy exchange.”

Drake laughed. “Good to see you too, brother.” 

The regent scowled, holding out his hand and emitting a charge of electricity that Ontarii matched from his own hand. Drake did the same, and their identities were verified.

“Long time no see, brother,” the regent said, slapping Drake on the back. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do. But first, what about the human female? She needs to be tested.”

Ontarii’s chest swelled, his voice turning tough like leather. “No one touches the female but me, understood?”

The regent cocked an eyebrow at him. “It’s like that, is it? Okay, you test her yourself then.”

“She doesn’t need to be subjected to that! We just proved our identities. It should be enough that…”

Dr. Cohen stepped forward, addressing Brook directly. “I see your mate is as protective as mine. To protect me, he has to make sure you are who you say you are. So instead of these two alpha males butting heads, let’s just get this out of the way so we can move on to discussing important things.”

Brook nodded, then placed a soothing hand on Ontarii’s arm. “You did it before. I can take it. Just do it.”

Ontarii’s face was rigid, his color lightening to yellow. Despite his anger, he extended his hand and touched hers, running a charge through it. 

Brook stumbled, but her mate was there to catch her. He held her gently in his arms, and she knew that no matter what happened, as long as they were together, things would turn out all right. 

Drake and the regent began talking in low, urgent tones. 

Dr. Cohen put an arm around Brook once Ontarii released her, drawing her into conversation. “These Zantharian males are a bit irresistible, aren’t they?”

Brook blushed. “Yeah.”

“Your crew has informed me of your mission. Let me assure you, I’m alive and doing well.” 

“My crew? You’ve talked to them.”

Dr. Cohen nodded. “Yes, they’re here. I’ve asked them to assemble in the conference room, well, I call it a ‘conference room’. I haven’t quite figured out Zantharian protocol completely yet.”

Dr. Cohen’s words filled Brook with joy. Her crew was alive! And safe! 

In a daze, Brook followed behind the human female as she led her into an adjoining room. At least part of her crew stood assembled there. 

Dr. Tan and Amanda Chao were talking quietly to each other. Their faces lit up with twin smiles when they caught sight of her.

“Captain!” Chao said. “You’re alive!”

Brook gave them a wave. “Glad I can say the same about you.”

Lieutenant Brunt, a.k.a. Lieutenant Cheerful, looked to be anything but happy at the moment. He was talking to a Zantharian female, his hands gesturing wildly, his face frustrated. “You aren’t listening to me!”

Brook moved beside him and coughed politely, but that didn’t seem to capture their attention. So, using her Captain’s voice to its fullest, she said, “Lieutenant, report!”

He trailed off mid-word, noticing her, and immediately grabbed her and pulled her into a tight hug. “Captain! I didn’t think we’d ever see you again.”

There was a growl from behind her. “Get your hands off my mate or lose them.”

Brook moved away from her second-in-command and looked back over her shoulder to see Ontarii, having gone full yellow. 

“It’s okay,” she said, wondering what she’d gotten herself into. They’d have to have a talk about overprotectiveness soon. 

Turning back, she spared a glance at the lieutenant’s companion. The Zantharian female was tall, her body lithe and muscular. Her dark eyes were boring into Brook’s, looking confrontational. Her skin seemed a shade lighter than before. 

Hmm… What’s going on here?

“Fill me in on what’s happening,” she told her crew. 

“After you’d left with this one,” Cheerful said, gesturing at Ontarii, “we waited. After a few moments, you both came back. He told his crew to remain on the ship with you, Talia, and the others, while the rest of us were taken to the flagship. We thought it was you, so we followed orders, even though I didn’t want to leave you alone.” 

Brook nodded. “It’s understandable.”

He continued. “On the flagship, we met this one, Kat’Chinna, Ontarii’s second. Long story short, we figured out that the Ontarii we’d brought back wasn’t the real one.”

He frowned suddenly. “Where’s Mike? And Diego? And Talia?”

Brook shook her head sadly. “Mike and Diego didn’t make it. Talia was the Hareema plant. Although there had to be more.” 

“Oh, there were more, at least two others.”

“How do you know this?” 

Cheerful gave her a smile. “Because I caught one, and it talked.”

Kat’Chinna frowned at her companion. Apparently his enthusiasm didn’t sit well with her.

Ontarii sounded amazed. “You have a Hareema prisoner? We haven’t managed to catch one in centuries. How did you do it?”

“It’s all in the wrists,” the lieutenant joked. 

This made the Zantharian female’s expression darken even further. 

The Supreme Regent stepped forward and silence reigned. “We will discuss all of this further shortly. We have briefings scheduled all day. For now, I’d like to discuss assignments.”

Brook felt overwhelmed suddenly. She’d just broken out of prison, escaped death at the hands of the Hareema, and landed on an alien world. What she really wanted was a hot meal and an even hotter shower. 

Dr. Cohen came up beside her with a knowing smile, and patted her on the shoulder. “We’ll make this quick,” she whispered, “then I’ll show you to your quarters.”

The regent jerked his head toward Ontarii. “We need to debrief, obviously, and I want your help in interrogating the Hareema prisoner. Drake informs me that you have information about a rebel alliance among the enemy. I want to see what our captive has to say about that.”

Ontarii nodded, and the regent moved on, focusing on the lieutenant and his companion. “You two, you’re charged with recovering the missing Earth vessel and reclaiming it from the Hareema. I want this done as quickly as possible. I think the next step in this war will be a trip back to Earth, and I want it to be in your vessel.”

“Wait!” Brook didn’t like taking orders from someone she’d just met, especially where it concerned her ship. “If anyone is going on this mission, it’s me. It’s my damn ship.”

Ontarii pulled her back into his arms. “You’re not going without me. If you go, I go.”

The regent’s face was a storm cloud, his color beginning to lighten. “Listen up, I need you both on Zanthar. I need you to help plan the Earth excursion. Your lieutenants have proven themselves more than capable. They will recover the ship. You will remain here. Am I clear?”

Ontarii nodded, then looked at Brook. 

Although it didn’t sit well with her, she had to admit she needed rest. Besides, she could be helpful in planning what came next. “Fine.” 

Dr. Cohen put an arm around her. “I think that’s enough for now. I’m going to take Captain Brooklyn to her quarters. The rest can wait until after she’s had time to eat, rest, and freshen up.”

Ontarii made to follow but the female held up her hand. “She’ll be just down the hall. You can come find her when you’re finished here. Right now I want to talk to her alone.”

Without waiting for a response, Dr. Cohen led Brook out of the room. 

“You have to be firm with them,” she said. “They hate letting a mate out of their sight. But it isn’t practical to be tied to the hip all the time. This should buy us at least five minutes to talk.”

Brook laughed. She could see she was in for quite an interesting life with Ontarii. 

Dr. Cohen led her down a corridor that reminded Brook of ocean coral. She took her into a chamber that was warm and welcoming, with a desk and something that looked like dried flowers that had come from the sea. 

“The bedroom is in there,” her escort said, pointing to the next room. “And the bathroom’s attached.”

Dr. Cohen took a seat on a sofa and gestured for Brook to join her. “We don’t have much time, so I’m going to get right down to business. Drake told his brother that Ontarii had mated you.”

Brook was nonplussed. She didn’t like her business being told to the world behind her back.

“I know you’re upset.” Dr. Cohen waved her hand in the air as if to brush past the concern. “It really was a matter of planetary security though. The way these males get about their mates is not like human males. The regent needed to be informed.”

“And the regent is your mate?”

“Yes.” The scientist’s face grew soft, a rosy glow coming over her. “He is, and trust me, it hasn’t been easy, but it’s definitely worth it.”

Seeming to come out of a daze, she continued, “Since his coloring is back to normal, I’ll assume that Ontarii was able to…er…come to completion with you?”

Brook’s face warmed. Her answer was a curt “Yes”. 

“And I assume he might have said something about not being able to breed?”

Brook nodded. 

Dr. Cohen gave her a small smile. “Well, as an astrobiologist and an expectant mother, I can tell you that he’s wrong about that.”

Brook’s eyes widened. “You’re pregnant?”

“Yes. I will be the proud mother to the first human-Zantharian hybrid.” 

This changes everything. Then she shook her head. No, it doesn’t. At least, not in a negative way. Not only do I get to be with the man I love, but now I have a chance to bear his baby.

The transparent membrane that served as the chamber’s door split open and two Zantharian males entered. Ontarii made a beeline for Brook, sitting down beside her and stroking her hair. 

The regent took his mate’s hand and pulled her up off the sofa. “Come on, dear. Let’s give them some time to rest.” 

“We’ll talk later,” Dr. Cohen said, waving at Brook before following her mate towards the door.

“You can count on that, and congratulations!”

“Thanks,” the scientist said, putting a gentle hand on her belly. 

After they’d left, Ontarii turned to her. “What were you congratulating her for?”

Brook gave him a wide smile. “The Supreme Regent is going to be a father.”

Ontarii’s face filled with surprise just before he stood up and pulled Brook into his arms. 

“Oh, my love, that’s wonderful news!”

“Yes it is.” She pulled him down for a long kiss. “Now let’s go see if we can make our own.”

“But we just mated. I would think that was our opportunity.” His eyebrow lifted in question. 

“Are you refusing to make love to me?” She smiled nefariously. 

“Right. Get in the bed, woman. What was I thinking?”

“You weren’t.” 

 

The End

 

 

AUTHOR NOTE: Did you like that? If so, feel free to start Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt and Kat’Chinna’s story, The Lieutenant's Luck. 


The Lieutenant's Luck
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It was supposed to be about capturing the enemy. Nothing else. 

Kat’Chinna, second in command to Major Ontarii, is known for her legendary control. When the world is falling apart and her people are lost to chaos, she’s calm, cool and collected. No one knows the thoughts racing through her head or the worries laid upon her heart. She’s only interested in one thing… bringing down the heinous Hareema, a shape-shifting gelatinous enemy that’s plagued the Zantharians for far too long. 

Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt is a human known for his positive outlook on life, being labeled as Lt. Cheerful. With his Captain gone and his ship stuck in captivity in the Zantharian world, he’s now in charge, and the best man for the job. They don’t need a fighter or an explorer, but a lover. The only woman capable of helping the human crew gain their freedom back is strong, determined and unyielding, until she meets Jeff. 

Somehow no one is immune to Lt. Cheerful… not even Miss Doom and Gloom.


Chapter 1

 

 

Kat'Chinna Yarr stood on the observation deck of the Zantharian flagship, staring out at the much smaller vessel currently attached to the hull by a retractor beam. Her hands were clasped behind her back, and she hoped her stance projected the disciplined calm she was nowhere close to feeling. 

Kat'Chinna used every ounce of her legendary control to keep her emotions in check. To keep her skin the even green her colleagues would expect from her at all times. None of the turmoil she felt inside could be allowed to show. 

Major Ontarii, the flagship's commander, and Kat'Chinna's fearless leader, was at this moment exploring the small Earthling vessel with two of his security team. She'd been left behind in charge of the crew. As Major Ontarii's second in command, it was expected that she be here to take over in case of any emergency. 

Nevertheless, it still stung. Being left behind while Major Ontarii risked his life ferreting out the enemy caused her anxiety to rise. 

The Hareema, Zanthar's notorious shapeshifting nemesis, were able to hide in plain sight as anyone or anything. Your grandmother, your own child, even the floor you walked on could be an enemy agent. Her crew had picked up signs of Hareema DNA on the Earthling ship and they’d moved quickly to intercept the vessel. Now Major Ontarii and his men were interrogating the human crew. 

Saying the mission was dangerous was an understatement. They'd been as careful as careful could be since the discovery of Hareema on the Zantharian home world. The six-foot blobs of jelly had even impersonated the Minister of Defense, brother to the Zantharian supreme regent himself. The minister was still missing, perhaps dead at the hands of the Hareema. If they had hands at the time. 

What they were doing was of the highest importance. Kat'Chinna locked her hands tighter all the while trying to fight to keep her muscles relaxed. 

Deep breaths, Kat, she told herself. Major Ontarii's a big boy. He can take care of himself. 

In the five years she'd served under Major Ontarii's command, the major had time and again proved himself an excellent commander. He was strong, brave, and powerful, but at the same time respectful of his colleagues. He demanded the best from his underlings because he held himself to an even higher standard. It was an honor and a privilege to serve under him, and Kat'Chinna had never once been disappointed at being assigned to his crew. 

It doesn't hurt that he's also handsome. And smart. And probably the most loyal and honest man I've ever met. 

Although she would never admit this anywhere outside of her own mind, Kat'Chinna was half in love with the dashing Major Ontarii. He'd only ever been professional with her, so she couldn't tell if perhaps her feelings would be returned. And because of her position as his second, they weren't free to pursue a relationship.

That didn't stop Major Ontarii from starring in her fantasies each night. 

She’d always wondered what kind of lover he would be, even if her curiosity filled her with embarrassment. He was a man of quiet strength, one who had always been fair but firm with his crew. She wondered if that strength and firmness would translate to his lovemaking.  

Kat'Chinna shook her head to clear it of such perilous thoughts. They had an easy working relationship, and the major trusted her with high-level, classified information. She couldn't risk losing what they had by exposing her desire for him. 

An alert sounded and she turned from the viewport, her body springing to action. In a few steps, she was out the door and headed down the corridor, toward the hatch that served as the entrance to the Earthling ship. It was heavily guarded, an additional membrane established to act as a quarantine in case any life forms attempted to invade the flagship. 

As she approached, the membrane between the Earthling ship and hers opened. She watched as Major Ontarii stepped through, followed by three others.

Humans. 

Kat'Chinna made her way to the barrier, waiting as Major Ontarii breached the second membrane. She charged up her bioelectricity, seeing similar ripples tracing up the skin of the four guards gathered around the quarantined area. They would be ready for anything. 

Major Ontarii cleared the second membrane and nodded at his crew. He then gestured for the humans to follow. As they stepped into the corridor, Kat'Chinna sized them up. 

The first one through was small, with dark hair that framed her face. A female, Kat'Chinna surmised. All Zantharians officers were required to have a working knowledge of other species' biology. Human females were generally smaller and more delicate than their male counterparts. The same was not exactly true of Zantharian females. 

Next came another female, this one slightly taller, and with almost no hair on her head, just the barest hint of dark fuzz. She hurried to the other human's side, putting an arm around her and staring daggers at the rest of the crew. 

Kat'Chinna almost smiled. At least that one has some fight in her. 

The last human pushed through the membrane, and for a moment all thoughts fled from Kat'Chinna's mind. 

A human male, tall and well-muscled (for a human), with hair that was cut close on the sides and neck, giving way to longer waves on the top. The color reminded her of the Southern Sea under moonlight, a glowing yellow that she'd spent long nights admiring during her training with the Zantharian guard. They'd done several night missions, long nights at sea, and that color had always brought her a strange sense of inner peace. 

Kat'Chinna forced herself to continue her inspection, pushing away her wayward thoughts. The male's skin was lightly tanned, and she wondered how he managed that while spending so much time in a starship. His eyes were a deep blue, and she noted immediately the intelligence she found there. 

She realized those eyes were staring back at her and blinked, unsure why the human's gaze unsettled her. 

"I want these three taken to the brig," Major Ontarii commanded, pulling her attention away from the male. Kat'Chinna was almost grateful for the distraction. She set her mind back to her duty.

Major Ontarii was already striding down the corridor, headed for the bridge. Kat'Chinna nodded at the guards to stay put, knowing they would keep an eye on the humans. She then jogged after her leader. 

"Major, if you'll excuse the interruption, we need to follow protocol."

Major Ontarii turned back to face her. She was struck for a moment by the coldness of his expression. "Protocol, Yarr?"

Kat'Chinna swallowed. "Yes. We have to initiate the energy exchange."

Major Ontarii cracked a small smile. "Worried I've been taken over by the enemy?"
Her brows furrowed. "It is protocol." 

"Of course. Follow me." His strides resumed, and in another moment he was sliding through the membrane to the bridge. 

Kat'Chinna ran after him, crossing the bridge right behind him. "Major, if you please!" 

Major Ontarii stopped and nodded at her. "Of course, Lieutenant. Your devotion to duty is, as always, appreciated."

Kat'Chinna let out the breath she'd been holding in. Her body rippled with the energy charged up inside her. She held out a hand, expecting him to accept the shock required to prove he was not one of the Hareema. 

Instead, he turned to the bridge crew. "You," he said, pointing to the navigator. "Initiate energy exchange." 

Kat'Chinna was barely able to stop her jaw from dropping. Why would he not accept her charge? They'd completed the energy exchange together countless time, per Zantharian protocol. 

The navigator stood and held out his hand. Kat'Chinna watched as the charge arced between the two men. 

Major Ontarii turned to her and smiled. "Satisfied that I am who I say I am?"

"I...I never doubted you," she replied, confusion barreling around inside her like a circling school of shinerfish. 

The membrane once again opened, the guards from the corridor escorting the humans onto the bridge. Major Ontarii scowled. "I thought I ordered the prisoners taken to the brig."

"Prisoners? Now wait just a minute." 

Kat'Chinna watched as the human male approached her commander. His voice was smooth, but with an edge he didn't bother to hide. "You never said we were prisoners. Captain Brooklyn trusted you to keep us safe while your crew and ours hunted for these supposed shapeshifters, but she never agreed that we were to be your prisoners." 

Major Ontarii's expression betrayed his annoyance, even as his skin stayed an even green. "Your captain understands the situation. You're no match for the Zantharian fleet. And whether you want to call yourselves our guests or our prisoners, the point remains that you will be kept here, under guard, until we get the answers we seek." 

The human women huddled together, their faces belying their fear. But no fear was evident in the male's expression. His face was dominated by unbridled anger. "Take me back to my ship immediately!"

Major Ontarii ignored him, speaking instead to the guards. "Put them in the brig." 

While the guards attempted to herd the humans back toward the membrane, the male dodged around them, rushing toward the major. 

Without thinking, Kat'Chinna stepped into his path, slapping both hands against his chest and letting loose her bioelectricity. 

The human froze, his face a rictus of pain as the charge ran through his body. He dropped to his knees, his muscles clenching and unclenching uncontrollably. After a moment he slumped, his chin against his chest, his breathing heavy. 

"Well, at least we know this one's still human," Major Ontarii said with a light chuckle. "Get them out of here."

One of the guards pulled the male up and dragged him toward the membrane. The women followed, eyeing the guards warily and putting up no further protest.

Kat'Chinna watched them clear the membrane, then turned back to her commander. “What happened on that ship, Major?”

For a moment she thought Major Ontarii would ignore her. He pulled up his command console and began pressing buttons. 

It was unlike him not to respond. He’d always shared everything with his second in command. Was that about to change?

“Things are still underway on the Earthling's vessel,” he said at last. “I’ve spoken with their captain, and she’s agreed to help search her ship for any Hareema. I’ve left two of my best men behind to aid in the search.” 

Major Ontarii’s eyes met hers. “Things are going to be different,” he said, not bothering to speak to her privately but allowing the whole bridge to hear his words. “The Hareema threat is worse than we could have thought, and we have no idea how these humans play into their plans. But make no mistake, the humans are involved somehow. It is imperative that we discover how.”

Kat’Chinna nodded, eager to show her obedience. "Your orders, Sir?"

"Find out what they know. The Hareema have been on that ship. I need to know how they got there. Don't let up until you get me the information I need."

"Understood," she said, almost relieved to break eye contact and leave the bridge. Major Ontarii was never one to laugh at his adversaries. 

He's under enormous pressure to root out the enemy, she told herself as she headed toward the brig. Stress like that can have strange outlets. Stop worrying and focus on what's at hand. 

Kat'Chinna concentrated on emptying her body of doubt and anxiety. She'd been charged with a task. And by Noruma, she was going to complete it. 

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt watched as the membrane closed behind the guards, leaving them in a small cell the color of coffee liberally doused with cream. He was weak after the shock he'd received, but a glance at his companions told him he couldn't allow that weakness to show.

Chao had her arms around Dr. Tan and both women were watching him carefully with eyes wide with fear. 

"Well, isn't this a delightful pickle," he said, forcing a smile. "I'd hoped our first contact with an alien life form would result in some kind of intergalactic welcoming party. I guess I just rub some life forms the wrong way."

Chao gave him the barest hint of a smile while Tan shook her head. "Come here," she said, shrugging off Chao's arm. "Let me have a look at you."

"Aw, Doc, I'm fine," Jeffrey replied, widening his smile.

"Don't give me that nonsense," the doctor replied, approaching and grabbing his chin to pull his face down to her level. "You just received God knows how many volts of electricity through your system. We don't know what effect that might have had on you."

"Well, I guess now I'm a master of the electric slide. If they hit me again, maybe I can learn to electric boogaloo."

Chao laughed. "Nothing gets Lieutenant Cheerful down. Not even being taken prisoner by aliens." 

Jeffrey winked at her. He'd been given the name "Cheerful" after completing a dangerous mission, and he'd decided to let the name stick. It made more sense to keep things light when exploring space. There were so many untold disasters that could happen at any moment. If his joking manner kept the crew's mind off what terrible things might happen, then he was proud to bear the silly moniker. 

He let Tan have her way, moving to a crouched position so she could look into his pupils and run her hands over him. "This would be so much easier with my equipment," she muttered. Before long she gave him a slap on the back. "Well, I can't see any lasting damage. Looks like you'll survive. For now." 

"Thanks, Doc, but you don't have to sound so disappointed about it."

Tan's face broke into a smile, but it quickly vanished. "What do we do now, Lieutenant?" 

What could they do? They were imprisoned here, outnumbered by superior forces. He shrugged. "Anybody for charades?"

Chao laughed. "You're ridiculous." 

Jeffrey gave her a grin, even though he felt like doing anything but. Their situation was dire. They were held captive here, while on the Earhart Captain Brooklyn and the crew were perhaps at this very moment being overrun by shapeshifting aliens. 

Either that or the whole thing was an elaborate pretense by their captors. No matter what, they were screwed. 

Jeffrey rolled his head around and then his shoulders, working out the stiffness caused from being hit by electricity. Boy, that lady really packs a punch. 

He had noticed her right away after being brought aboard. She stood out from the others, and not just because she was dressed differently. 

When he'd caught sight of her, he'd immediately been struck by her appearance. This is the most exotic female I've ever laid eyes on. She was tall, his own height, and he was considered tall for a male of his species at 6'5". The Zantharian males were even taller. 

Her eyes were almond shaped, pitch black with the most enchanting golden ring around the pupils. Her hair, or what passed for it, had been pulled back behind her head in a severe bun, serving to highlight the strong bone structure of her face. High cheekbones, perfectly arched brows, and lips that looked plumper than pillows. 

And her skin, by God, her skin was a revelation. It was a beautiful light green and looked smoother than goose down. His hands had itched to touch her. 

And yet, she'd been the one doing the touching. And striking me down with her damn bioelectricity. 

Jeffrey shook his head. He couldn't let the fact that he was severely attracted to the alien female get in the way. They had to figure out some way to make contact with the Earhart and Captain Brooklyn. 

Suddenly the membrane to their cell opened and the Zantharian female entered, flanked by two male guards. 

Think of the Devil, and the Devil appears, Jeffrey thought with a wry smile. 

She made eye contact with him, and he tried not to feel the tingle that set fire to his skin. Well, he tried, but the tingle still ran through him. 

He stood there, expressionless, while the alien female took his measure. Then she turned to her guards. "The male has withstood my energy blast, but the females have yet to be tested. Make sure they're not Hareema." 

Jeffrey watched energy waves start to ripple over the guards' skins. "Now, just hold onto your horses, missy." He positioned himself in front of his fellow crewmembers. "I'm not gonna let you do to them what you did to me on the bridge, so call off your goons."

She turned back to face him. One of her perfectly-shaped eyebrows arched. "There is no cause for concern. The charge will be weaker than the one I sent through you."

Oh, so I deserve special treatment?

 Jeffrey shook his head. "No."

The alien female's lips pursed slightly. It was the only reaction he received. 

"I'm the ranking officer here," he continued. "It is my job to protect my crew. And that means no zaps on my watch." 

"Our scanners detected traces of Hareema DNA on your vessel. Any member of your crew could have been replaced by the enemy. These energy exchanges ensure that you are who you say you are." 

"What happened to being hospitable?" he asked. "You guys just met us. Instead of a friendly handshake, you've been badgering us from the moment you locked down our ship. Now we're supposed to thank you for electrocuting us? I don't think so." 

"Step aside," the alien female said, her voice like steel. 

"Make me," he growled, going toe to toe with his captor. 

One corner of her lips curled up, and he watched as energy began to ripple up her own beautiful skin. "Once wasn't enough for you?" 

Jeffrey tensed, anticipating another charge. But he relaxed slightly when Dr. Tan put a hand on his shoulder. "Settle down, Lieutenant Cheerful. You withstood the charge, and so did Captain Brooklyn back on the Earhart. I think Chao and I can take it." 

He turned to look down into her face. "On our ship, you said it could cause damage. Why change your tune now?"

Tan shrugged. "What choice have we got? Sure, I can't say I wouldn't enjoy watching you breakdance to her electric touch again, but there's no point." 

The doctor looked over at the alien female. "Do you give us your word that your test will not permanently damage me or my crewmate?" Tan asked her.

The female nodded. "We are familiar with human physiology. While the charge will be quite uncomfortable, there will be no lasting damage. And we’ll immediately be able to determine whether you've been replaced by the enemy."

"Let's do it, then," Chao said, stepping up to one of the guards and holding out her arm. "Let me have it." 

Jeffrey shook his head. "Now wait-" but before he could interfere, the guard grabbed hold of Chao's arm and sent a charge through her. 

Chao yelled and went to her knees, gritting her teeth. "Goddamn, that hurts," she said, wrapping her arms around her middle. 

Jeffrey raced to her side, helping her to stand. "You okay?"

Chao nodded. "Hurts like a bitch, but I'm all right."

"Now me," Tan said, moving toward the other guard. 

"Doc, are you sure about this?"
She turned back to him and gave him a nod. "I want to prove that I'm human. It's the first step to establishing real relations with these creatures." 

 

He glanced at the alien female and noticed that her forehead wrinkled. Someone doesn't like being referred to as a ‘creature.’ 

The remaining guard put a hand on Tan and the doctor shook under the onslaught of the charge. As she fell, Jeffrey grabbed her, getting a residual shock that caused his jaw to lock. Tan's eyes closed and her breathing was rough, but after a moment her eyes reopened.

"I'm okay," she said, and Jeffrey helped her back onto her feet, steadying her. 

"Happy now?" he grunted, his attention back on the alien female. 

"Ecstatic," she replied with a straight face. 

She's made of ice. He furrowed his brows. What kind of monsters are we dealing with?
"Well, now that the unpleasantness is out of the way and we've all proved we're human, how about you let us get back to our ship?"

"You've proved you're human, yes," the alien female replied, "but that doesn't mean you aren't in league with the Hareema. We need to find out exactly what's happening on that little ship of yours." 

"Our captain already told your commander what's happening. There's no need to keep us prisoner here." 

"That remains to be seen," she said. "I've been ordered to find out what you know."

"The only thing we know is that we've been boarded by hostile life forms, and I'm not talking about these alleged shapeshifters." 

"The lieutenant is right," Dr. Tan said. "We don't have any information to give you." 

The female ignored her. "You," she said, stepping closer. "You're the ranking officer, as you said. Follow me." 

"No thank you," Jeffrey bristled at her commanding tone. "I'd prefer to keep an eye on my crew." 

"Unfortunately your preferences don't take precedence over my orders. You will come with me." 

The energy waves rolling over her skin seemed to grow stronger. She was ready to back up her words with force, it seemed.

"Go," Tan said softly. "Maybe once they realize we have no information for them, they'll leave us alone." 

Jeffrey opened his mouth, ready to respond that he didn't have to take orders from some alien creature. That the entire situation was ridiculous and that they should stick together and stand up for themselves. 

The barely-checked fear in the doctor's eyes caused the words to dry up on his tongue, unsaid. His crew needed him calm and collected, not going off half-cocked. His crewmates didn't seem to be in any danger, having proved they were not the enemy. 

He looked the alien female up and down. Maybe I'm going about this the wrong way. Grandmama always said you catch more flies with honey. Besides, no female can stand up to my charm for long. 

"Time to move, human," the Ice Queen said. 

Jeffrey gave her his easiest smile. "Don't get your panties in a bunch, sweetheart. You'll have me all to yourself soon enough." 

For a moment, the cool green of her skin was mottled with light yellow spots. Her face tightened, and the energy waves picked up their pace. 

Just as suddenly her skin evened out, back to green, and her face relaxed. "Guard the females," she said to her companions, then walked back to the membrane, sliding a finger along it to open it. 

Jeffrey looked back at his crewmates and gave them a wink. "Don't worry," he said with a roguish grin. "No woman, human or otherwise, can resist my charisma." 

The laughter of Dr. Tan and Chao followed him into the corridor. 

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Kat'Chinna pretended to ignore the male at her side, all the while watching him out of the corner of her eye. He was making a strange noise by somehow pushing air through his pursed lips. It could have been entertaining, perhaps, under the right circumstances, but at the moment it was making her nerves stand on end.

Not that I'll ever let him know that he unnerves me. 

The first rule when interrogating a prisoner was to never seem rattled. She would project calm assurance. Even if his nearness was causing a curious reaction in her body. 

She'd felt attraction to many males in her lifetime. Her current crush on Major Ontarii had existed since she'd first laid eyes on the handsome major. But this, this was something else entirely. 

It's almost like I can't catch my breath around him. And when he challenged her command, she was annoyed sure, but also a strange thrill that had caught her off guard. 

Kat'Chinna arrived at the entrance to the interrogation room and slid her finger up the membrane to open the chamber. She gestured for the prisoner to precede her and with a lopsided grin and a short bow, he walked into the room. 

As the membrane closed behind her, Kat'Chinna took a deep breath. She knew the interrogation before her would be a challenge, and the pressure was on not to disappoint her commander. 

Just get the information, she told herself, and get back into Major Ontarii's good graces. Her nerves steady, she walked to the seat on one side of the small table and motioned for the human to claim the lone seat across from her. 

"Now," she started, interlocking her fingers tightly and placing her hands on the table's smooth surface, "let's begin."

The standard opening tactic, according to the Zantharian handbook on prisoner interrogation, was to start with the facts. Sometimes when confronted with a rational argument of the evidence against him, a prisoner would cave and confess. 

"Your ship was found in a zone marked for interplanetary commercial shipping, patrolled by the Zantharian fleet. As we do with every ship who enters this zone, you were scanned for signs of Hareema DNA. We detected traces of that DNA on your vessel."

The human male leaned back in his chair and stared at her. She paused, leaving the room at the mercy of a near-deafening silence. Oftentimes a criminal would become anxious at the yawning silence and would begin volunteering information. 

The human, unfortunately, was not subject to such anxiety. He gave a shrug and continued to stare at her. 

Kat'Chinna wanted to frown, but kept her expression carefully schooled. I don't know why I thought the rational approach would work. Humans are clearly irrational creatures. 

Time to try out Zantharian interrogation tactic number two. 

"My commander is a man of little patience," she said with a soft sigh. "He trusts his crew and his equipment. The scan was checked and double-checked. There is Hareema DNA on your vessel."

Kat'Chinna loosened her fingers and set her hands down flat on the table. "I know this situation must be difficult for you and your crew to accept. However, your captain did ask that you cooperate with us. Just tell me what you know, and I'll see what I can do to help you."
The lieutenant cocked an eyebrow at her. Despite the insolent expression, Kat'Chinna couldn't help but appreciate the fine details of his face. 

His skin was smooth and pleasing, it's color the lightest brown. Unlike the ever-changing skin of her fellow Zantharians, the human's skin had a consistency that was somehow pleasing in its exoticness. Combined with the contrast of his clear and clever blue eyes, she didn't think he could be called anything other than handsome, bordering on beautiful. 

His nose was straight, its slight rounding an excellent complement to the sharpness of his cheekbones. The angles of his face were strong, more than a match for the strength of his well-muscled physique. 

One could get lost in those eyes, she thought as she continued her appraisal. Their light lured her in, like the trapfish of her planet who displayed a light right above a mouth of razor-sharp teeth. Before its hapless prey realized the danger, they were ripped apart. 

A lesson to remember. 

Kat'Chinna brought her mind back to the task, continuing her tactic at drawing out information. 

"I'm afraid Major Ontarii won't be pleased if I don't return with the information he wants. He's not a man one likes to upset. I want to help you and your crew. And the only way I can do that is if you talk."

Still no response from the human. Painting a sympathetic expression on her face, she continued. "If you don't talk, I can't ensure your safety or the safety of your crew. So please, help me to help you." 

Suddenly there was a burst of noise from the prisoner. It almost startled Kat'Chinna into jumping up from her seat. Then she realized what the noise was. 

Laughter. 

"You find something amusing in this?" she said, unable to still her emotions properly so that little striations of yellow found their way into her pale green skin. 

The human continued laughing. "Yes," he said after swallowing a gulp of air. "It's good to know that Good Cop/Bad Cop is literally universal."

Good Cop/Bad Cop? Kat'Chinna gave the expression some thought, then realized what he meant. Although the Zantharians called the tactic 'Punisher and Savior,' the method must be similar to this Good Cop/Bad Cop of Earth. 

"There's really nothing to laugh about," she said, her voice showing her annoyance at her ploy being so easily exposed. "Let's be realistic about your situation. You're a prisoner here on the Zantharian flagship, the most powerful ship in our fleet with a crew of nearly 100 and weapons you earth dwellers couldn't even dream of.""You're trapped," she continued, "outgunned and outmanned. And a very real threat right now resides on your ship. If you don't cooperate, we have to assume that you're in league with the enemy. That makes you our adversary, and we do not take Hareema co-conspirators lightly."

"I may be trapped," the human said at last, not making eye contact but rather seeming to pick a piece of lint off his gray flight suit, "but the way I see it, you guys are the enemy. You refuse to confirm that Dr. Cohen is alive and safe, other than spouting off some nonsense about her being on your planet with your Supreme Leader. You've taken us prisoner, captured our ship and are now trying to force me to talk with the threat of violence to my crew. So excuse me if I don't jump to do your bidding." 

He looked up at her then, a smile gracing his face. "I'm sorry sister, but you're barking up the wrong tree with your threats. Us humans don't rattle that easily." 

Barking up a tree? Rattle? Damn his penchant for colloquialisms! 

Kat'Chinna stared at him, trying to think. His wide white smile made it difficult for her to stay on task. 

Why does he affect me like this? A primitive human, one who might be conspiring with the enemy? The Hareema had already infiltrated Zanthar, and if they didn't figure out what the enemy's plan was soon, her entire planet could be enslaved by the dreaded shapeshifters. This was no time to be distracted by a pair of pretty eyes and a nice smile. 

So why does my body feel like this? Why am I so mysteriously drawn to him? I've never had a reaction like this to another male in my life, but five minutes after meeting this one, I'm wondering what his body looks like under that flight suit. Wondering whether we might be compatible in a certain way...

One deep breath wasn't enough to quiet her emotions, so she took several more. She stared down at the table and realized her hands, which had been flat, were now balled tightly into fists. If she didn't get a hold of herself soon, she could lead to the downfall of an entire planet. 

And no male, no matter how sexy, was worth the sacrifice of an entire planet.

 "What's the matter, little lady," the human said, causing Kat'Chinna to at last look up at him. "Cat got your tongue?"
"My tongue is none of your business," she shot back before she could stop herself. 

"Ah," he said, the corner of his mouth quirking up, "so there is some fire beneath that cool facade. I was beginning to think you were made of ice." 

Kat'Chinna stared at him and tried to remember her training. Methods one and two had failed. She went through the list of other possible interrogation tactics, quickly discarding all but one.

This human male was a difficult subject, and she didn't have time to waste in trying to crack his shell. So she would try one more method, one that followed on the remark he'd just made. 

For a moment she didn't want to. This tactic, it wasn't like the others she'd tried. There were no bare facts, and no threats or intimidation. This tactic was a last resort for Kat'Chinna, and in fact, she'd never tried it on any other of the species she'd questioned in this room. 

She loathed to try it now, but the clock was ticking and she really didn't have much of a choice. Still, she sensed the danger of it, the possibility that it might reveal feelings that she wanted to keep hidden from her prisoner at all costs. 

Have courage, she told herself. If he thinks it's something other than it is, you can set him straight soon enough. He'll realize it was just another tactic to pry information from him. And then he'll feel like the fool. 

She hoped the thought of him realizing his mistake afterwards would make her feel better, but it didn't. All she felt was anxiety over the gambit she was about to try. 

At least it won't be hard, she told herself. He really was the perfect subject. Perhaps it would be a safe way to get out these feelings, to lay them on the table and make herself realize how stupid they were. 

Her mind made up, Kat'Chinna slowly let an inviting grin spread over her face. She leaned forward, instilling interest in her dark eyes and batting her lashes a few times. 

She saw the human swallow and sit up straighter in his seat. 

Good. I'm already getting a reaction. 

This will be a piece of cake. She remembered the human expression. She'd always liked that particular turn of phrase because cake, or at least the Zantharian version of the dessert, was one of her favorite foods. 

Her elation was short-lived, however, as she remembered the other human expression having to do with the dessert. Let them eat cake. 

The way the human was looking at her right now, she had no doubt whom he thought the cake was. 

Too bad. She steadied herself for what was to come. If he thinks to gobble me up, he'll soon find himself struck down with the worst indigestion in his life. 

Tracing a finger over the smooth surface of the table, she gave her prey a shy smile. "So, lieutenant, tell me. Do humans mate for life?"

 


Chapter 4

 

 

The look the alien female was giving him was causing an uncomfortable tightness in Jeffrey's flight suit. She'd gone from Ice Queen to something else, something that made his mouth dry up and his muscles tense, and not with unease. 

Her gorgeous almond eyes blinked up at him, her smile so cute he felt an unaccustomed tension in his chest. Her elegant finger drew patterns of air on the table as she gave him a small smile that made his pulse speed up. But it was what she said that set his blood on fire. 

"So, lieutenant, tell me. Do humans mate for life?"

His brain put out an alert, warning his body not to take the bait. This had to be yet another attempt at getting information out of him. Still, his body refused to obey his brain's warning. 

Jeffrey started to answer her and realized his throat was too dry. He gave a cough, then spoke again, not liking the rough quality of his voice. "It depends on what you mean. As a species, no, the desire for variety often overwhelms our cultural penchant for lifelong pairings. However, there are some rare humans who do choose a mate and stay with them for life." 

"Fascinating," the female replied, resting her chin on her hands and staring deeply into his eyes. "And do you have a mate?"

"No. Not at the moment." But the way you're looking at me right now is seriously making me consider taking one. 

"A pity," she stated with a grin that said it was anything but. 

Jeffrey could feel the effect that grin had on his insides and was worried. He'd easily fended off her earlier clumsy attempts at interrogation, but this was less cross-examination and more innocent seduction. And with a creature as gorgeous as this, he wasn't sure he could stand up under the onslaught. 

"You said in your cell that no woman can resist your charisma," Kat'Chinna said, standing up and walking around the table to lean a hip on the corner closest to him. "I'm beginning to think that might be true." 

Jeffrey knew in his mind that she was playing him. Her tactic was as blatant as could be. But his body, stupid idiot that it was, didn't seem to care. When she leaned in close, his cock grew stiff in half a second. 

"You're very attractive, human," she whispered, putting a hand on his shoulder and angling in so that her face was close to his. Close enough to feel her sweet breath on his skin.

Her touch sent arcs of electricity through him, but this time it wasn’t her bioenergy. This was pure attraction, plain and simple.

Jeffrey had never had such instant lust for a female before. Sure, he’d had his share of women back on Earth. His easygoing demeanor and fancy job title brought the girls running like sugar attracts ants. He’d always enjoyed the company of women, had had plenty of girlfriends, but he’d always kept them at arm’s length.

His job didn’t make having a relationship easy. He was off the planet for months at a time, his crew his only family. So he always kept his relationships light, his flirtations playful. And his dalliances always ended when his ship blasted off for a new region of space. 

Her finger began tracing those same patterns of air on his shoulder, bringing his thoughts back to the matter at hand. 

"Do you find me attractive as well?" Her voice was soft, her eyes gentle. 

"Yes," he said, without a moment's hesitation. "You're beyond beautiful." 

"Good," she said, her voice sounding like a purr. "Cheerful, if I may be so bold as to call you that, I think we've got a lot in common. I'd like to get to know you better." 

"You can call me Cheerful if you like, but my given name is Jeffrey. And sure, I'd love to get to know you better. What exactly have you got in mind?"
"Nothing much," she said, lowering her eyes, a demure expression on her pretty face. "Can we just talk for now? Find out more about one another?"

Jeffrey took a deep breath. There it was. Her tactic revealed. She would turn his lust for her into a tool in his undoing. 

"Of course. Let's talk." And he would talk, but no matter how much he wanted her, he wouldn't reveal anything that might endanger his crew or his planet.

With a little hop, his seductive interrogator seated herself on the table, her long legs swinging out before her. "Although I've never been to Earth myself, I've always been intrigued by your species. I've heard that you humans are particularly creative in the, shall we say, amorous arts." 

Jesus, she goes right for the balls. The alien female had to know the effect her words were having on him. Her mention of amorous arts had immediately caused him to think about the two of them intertwined. 

You want to know about the amorous arts? I’d be happy to show you how humans bring each other pleasure. The things he would do to her… with her.  

Her grip tightened on his shoulder. "It's the little differences about other beings that are the most intriguing, don't you think?"

Jeffrey leaned back, causing her to disengage her hold on him. "I wouldn't know," he said. "You're the first alien being I've met."

Her eyes narrowed slightly, and he realized that he'd parried her first feint.

With an admirable quickness, her face softened again. "Ah yes, that's right. We're the first aliens you've met." 

She jumped off the table and moved closer to him. Sweeping out her arms to the side, she gave him a grin. "So what do you think of us?"

Her nearness was filling him with impure thoughts, and he flirted with the idea of telling her exactly what was on his mind. I think you're the most intriguing creature I've ever seen and I want to bury myself deep inside your lush heat.

Instead, he kept his wits about him. "Not bad," he said, hoping disinterest was evident in his tone.

"Oh," she said. "I suppose we're not that exciting to you. Are we too much like you humans to pique your interest?"

Without warning she gave a slow spin, attempting to highlight her toned body. When facing away from him, she gave him a coy look over her shoulder. "We're not striking enough for you?"

Jeffrey swallowed hard as his eyes made their way down her supple back to her behind. It was just slightly rounded but with a firmness that made his mouth water. 

Kat'Chinna finished her spin and faced him. She raised her arms, running her hands along her carefully-confined hair before clasping them behind her head. "I suppose we're not as plush as most human women." 

He couldn't stop his eyes from traveling down her luscious body. Her breasts were small but pert, in this position barely confined behind a band of woven fabric that resembled seaweed. Her torso was smooth but clearly concealing tight and well-toned muscles. 

Tight shorts highlighted her well-developed thighs, and he almost lost it for a moment when he imagined those thighs wrapped around his waist, or better yet, resting on his shoulders while he tasted the sweetness trapped between them. 

And her legs, now they were truly remarkable. Lithe and limber, he knew she would be an agile sexual partner. Those legs seemed to go on forever. 

Jeffrey could imagine himself licking her from her toes upward, traveling every inch of those sinuous curves until he reached her sweet center. 

The alien female dropped her arms and moved a couple of paces closer until he could smell her faint aroma. It reminded him of his trips to the Gulf Coast when he was a child. She was such an alluring creature, it was almost impossible for him to hold back his desire when she put herself on display in such a manner. 

It took every ounce of his strength to say nothing. He gave a short shrug of one shoulder and looked down, pulling up one hand and pretending to examine his nails. 

Apparently, his indifference drove her to increase the intensity of her interrogation. She reached out and put a finger under his chin, lifting his face up to meet her gaze. "Even if you don't find the Zantharian female form pleasing, I can't admit to the same. You're very handsome."

Jeffrey almost couldn't make out her words through the haze of longing he felt when he saw her eyes again up close. That golden ring around the deep dark of her pupils was hypnotic. He didn't know how long he'd be able to hold out against her feminine wiles. Not when he wanted her as badly as he did.

"It's hard to believe you have no mate," she said, her voice almost cooing. "Human females must throw themselves at you constantly."

"I do alright," he managed to croak at last. "I've had no complaints." 

"I can believe that," she said, her tongue peeking out to lick her lips. "I wouldn't complain if I had a handsome, strapping mate like you." 

She removed her hand from his chin and straightened again. "Still, I imagine it must be difficult, stuck on a ship out in the depths of space. It's not easy to maintain a relationship under those conditions."

"It's not," he admitted, not seeing the harm in agreeing. 

"Always on duty, one mission following the next, never knowing when you'll be home again to kiss your sweetheart." 

She clasped her hands behind her back and seemed to stare off into the distance. "It's lonely out in space. Only your crew to keep you company. Relationships between crewmembers are heavily discouraged on Zanthar. I imagine it is similar on Earth?"

Jeffrey nodded. Although some crew were known to engage in extracurricular activities while aboard their ships, it was generally frowned upon and could lead to a court martial. Duty came first in space. Relationships were a very distant second.

"It can be so hard, sleeping alone each night. Missing the feelings of another's arms around you. Trying to remember how your lover's skin felt against yours to ward off the coldness of space." 

Her soft sigh was nearly his downfall. She sounded so sincere. Kat'Chinna was a creature of duty like him. Her loneliness was almost palpable. 

"It would be nice to have a friend," she said softly. "Someone beyond the crew. Someone I could trust to keep me warm. To keep my secrets. Don't you agree?"

"Yes." He hadn't realized he'd said the word until it was already out of his mouth. "Yes, it would."

"I can be that friend," she said, leaning close again until her lips were mere inches away from his ear. "I want to be that friend. You can trust me, Jeffrey."

She blew gently on his ear and he couldn't disguise the shiver that went through him. "You can tell me anything." 

Although he saw through her, although he knew that she was only trying to get him to talk, he suddenly found his defenses down. When she was so close, within kissing distance, he couldn't help himself. He wanted that closeness. 

He wanted to trust her.

"I swear to you, I know nothing about any enemies of Zanthar aboard my ship. We left with a crew of eight, and all eight of them I've known for years. I would put my life in the hands of any one of them. There is no way they can be working for an enemy we didn't even know existed."

"I understand," she said, her voice soothing. Her hand gently brush some of his hair away from his neck. "I trust my crew as well. And my scanners. Please believe me that Hareema DNA is present on your ship."

"But I don't know how it could have gotten there. We've met no one on our travel to JL-398, except you. There was nothing out of the ordinary until you boarded our ship." 

"The Hareema are sneaky," she whispered, her voice so seductive. "They've infiltrated so many planets we've almost lost count. They could be disguised as anything and they are virtually undetectable."

Her words cleared the fog in his brain long enough for him to think about the situation logically. "If they are so undetectable, then how did your scans pick up their DNA?" 

"A Hareema shapeshifter can only hold a shape for about twelve hours. Then they are forced to change back into their true form, a solid block of jelly. Although they can almost instantly change back into their disguise, those few seconds are enough to leave a faint DNA residue. And we picked up that residue on your ship."
Jeffrey turned to face her, instantly regretting the move as he could no longer feel her breath against his ear. "You are absolutely certain you picked up this DNA on our ship?" 

He stared at her hard, wanting to make sure her answer was the truth. She stared back with clear eyes and a sincere expression. 

"Yes. I'm certain. There was, or is, at least one Hareema aboard your ship."

Jeffrey stood suddenly. She wasn't lying, or she was the best liar he'd ever seen. And if she wasn't lying, that meant the crew remaining on the Earhart were in grave danger.

"Let me contact my ship. I need to talk to the captain." Captain Brooklyn had to know that the Zantharians could be telling the truth. They needed to be strategizing how to detect the Hareema aboard the Earhart. 

"I can't let you do that," Kat'Chinna said, her expression tightening. 

"Please," he said, grabbing her hand. "If my crew really is in danger, I need to talk to them!" 

She shook her beautiful head. "I'm sorry, I truly am, but I can't let you talk to them yet." Kat'Chinna gave him a persuading look. "Now, if you could tell me more about your mission, about your crew and who helped you plan the logistics of your trip, maybe I could convince Major Ontarii to let you contact your ship."

Jeffrey stared at her. She was so beautiful, so alluring. Even now, her wide dark eyes begged him to tell her all of his secrets. But it was clear now that she wouldn't take him at his word that he knew nothing about her enemy. 

He could talk until he was blue in the face, but she wouldn't let him out of this room until she was satisfied. And she looked like the kind of female that took everything a man had to be satisfied. 

In that moment, Jeffrey made up his mind. There was no more time to play the game the way she wanted it to be played. His crew was in danger, and he was a prisoner, helpless to protect them. 

It was time to turn the tables on the alien female. Time to regain the upper hand for good. Although he'd let her toy with him, let her flirt and use her wiles, he no longer could afford the luxury of a long flirtation. 

If she wanted to play at seduction, he'd show her how it was done. It was time to see if she enjoyed the benefits his friendship would bring. 

 


Chapter 5

 

 

Kat'Chinna felt a change in the room as Jeffrey stared at her. She knew her tactics had been having an effect on the man, and he'd even started to open up. But suddenly, things had changed. 

"You're damned cute. But you know that," he said softly. The human began to pace around her. "You showed off your body to me, leaned in close to blow in my ear and drown me in your enthralling scent. But it was all part of your game to make me talk."

Kat'Chinna didn't dignify his words with a response. So he'd seen through her tactic. It didn't matter. He'd been responding. She could tell by the way his breathing had grown more rapid when she was near. She'd seen it in the way his hard facade had begun to soften. 

But it seemed he was no longer content to play along. Kat'Chinna steeled herself for whatever might come next. 

He came to a stop behind her, and she could feel him there, looming. He leaned in and whispered in her ear. "It's time to stop playing games. The safety of my crew is paramount. If you want any more information, you'll let me contact the Earhart."

Kat'Chinna stood rigid, refusing to let his closeness affect her. "The safety of my crew is just as important to me. I'm sorry, but I cannot let you do that." 

"Afraid I'm going to let the enemy know you're on to them? If the safety of your crew is so important, then you should want me to contact the ship. We should be working together to help each other." 

"I'm sorry, but we just can't trust you. We need more information before we can plot a means of discovering the shapeshifters." 

"You can't trust me?" 

Did Kat'Chinna detect an undertone of hurt in his voice? The thought gave her a start, causing confusion to coil around her insides. It doesn't matter. Carry out your task. Don't let him distract you. 

He put a hand on her shoulder and whirled her around. Kat'Chinna was temporarily thrown off guard by his strength. 

"What was all that you were saying earlier then? About space being lonely? About needing a friend you can trust?" 

She stared into his hard features, saying nothing. What was there to say? 

"All a ploy to get me to let me guard down, huh? You never had any intention of cooperating with us humans, did you?" 

His eyes narrowed, and he moved to grasp both of her shoulders in his tight grip. "We're just too primitive, too stupid? Is that it? Or are we already corrupted by the enemy?"

Kat'Chinna stood tall, her expression tightening. She stared over his shoulder, refusing to answer his questions. 

"Ah, the Ice Queen is back I see." His voice was rough, his hands gripping her harder. "Your little act was very convincing, but I see now that it was only that. An act. You're a cold fish, aren't you, Kat?"

She was startled for a moment by the use of her nickname. Only her mother had ever called her that. To hear it on this human's lips made her chest ache in a way she didn't understand. 

"You're probably too cold to ever display the passion you just hinted at in reality, aren't you? 

Kat'Chinna lifted her chin, trying to ignore his words. They hit too close to home for her liking. She'd always held herself apart, always been distant from others. She'd felt that she'd had to be that way in order to earn the respect of her crew and her commander. 

She knew that some of her crew felt that way about her. She'd heard the gossip when others hadn't known that she was around. 'Cold-hearted Kat'Chinna' they called her. She'd told herself that it didn't hurt, that it didn't matter. When she chose to take a mate, he would discover that she could be as passionate as anyone else. 

At least she hoped she could. She longed for the day when she could let herself be free to just feel. 

But that day wasn't today. 

Suddenly his hands were moving, slowly sliding up from her shoulders to her neck. He held her throat, loosely, in his hands. His fingers caressed her gently. 

"What's the matter, Kat? Afraid I might put some cracks in that icy exterior of yours?" 

"Hardly," she said with as much disdain as she could muster. Unfortunately, her voice was soft, her words unconvincing. 

"That's right, you'd never stoop to enjoying a human as a bedmate, now would you? Such a primitive, backward race that you've so easily outgunned and outmanned?" 

Kat'Chinna closed her eyes. She didn't want to look into the piercing blue of his gaze any longer. His words had too much bite. 

As handsome as she found him, he was absolutely right. She could never act on her attraction to him or she'd be the laughingstock of her planet. Sure, it might be acceptable for the Supreme Regent to take a human as a consort, but she wasn't the regent. She was just another cog in the Zantharian military's wheel, and being friendly with an alien who might be conspiring to plot the downfall of her planet would be career suicide. 

"Look at me, Ice Queen," he said, his voice guttural with some emotion she couldn't name. 

Kat'Chinna shook her head, her eyes remaining firmly shut. 

He gave a soft laugh, and she tensed in his grip. "Shhh..." he said, his fingers massaging her shoulders, tempting her to relax. "Let this primitive human show you how good it could be."

His touch was like fire across her skin. The warmth he created caused her muscles to lose their tension. Her breathing evened out. Slowly, without her control, her eyes began to slip open. 

He was staring at her face, a look of hunger in his expression. Kat'Chinna shivered, wanting to surrender to that hunger. 
She'd never had a man look at her like that, as if he wanted to devour her. For a moment she let herself imagine what that might feel like, to fully give herself over to him. Her knees started to give out as her pulse spiked. 

"That's right, Kat, just relax." He maneuvered them around so that her behind touched the table. His hands moved up from her shoulders, along her neck with a teasing sweep, and then buried themselves in the tightly-wound tendrils on her head. 

"Amazing," he said, his voice soft with astonishment. "I've never felt anything like this." 

She saw the wonder in his eyes and it eroded the last of her strength. She leaned back against the table, needing the support.

Jeffrey returned his hands to her shoulders and pushed, forcing her to lean back against the tabletop as his breathing got a little off. 

He stared down at her for a moment, and she noticed how flush his skin was. He wanted her, and Kat'Chinna had to admit to herself that she wanted him too. 

"So magnificent," he said, running his hands over her bare skin, down her shoulder, onto her stomach. 

She closed her eyes and let herself feel for the first time in a long time. His touch was like wildfire and her body was ablaze, her pleasure points humming with energy. 

"Your skin," he murmured. "It's changing."

She opened her eyes and looked down to see what he meant. As she watched, a faint purple glow began to mix with the green, soon overpowering it. 

"You're turning violet," he said with wonder. "Why?"

Kat'Chinna shook her head, not willing to admit that she was aroused and her skin had betrayed her. She sat up before pushing his hands away. 

"Oh no, no no," he said with a chuckle, using his strength to hold her down. He climbed up on the table and covered her body with his, trapping her beneath him. "We're not done getting acquainted."
"Let me go," she said, trying to put some power into her voice. The pressure of his strong chest pressed to hers left her faint. She was afraid she failed. 

"I don't think so," he said with a charming smile. "We're friends, right? Let's become even closer friends." He dipped his head down to her neck and brushed his lips across her skin, causing her to shiver.

“Please,” she whispered and ran her hands down his back, memorizing the thick muscles that lined each side of his spine.  She had no clue what she was asking for, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t moving, and if she were being honest, she didn’t want him to. 

"You taste like nothing I've ever known," he murmured against her neck. "Delicious." 

His words made heat flare through her center. When he licked his way up to her ear, she thought she would burst into flames and scorch them both.

"So beautiful," he murmured. "Your body is the most perfect I've ever seen. Who cares if human females are more plush? You are exquisite." 

“As are you.” 

He put his hands on either side of her face, forcing her to look at him. "You're the loveliest thing in the galaxy. How could I resist you?"

He leaned down and pressed his soft lips to hers, and she understood for the first time in her life how it could be between a male and female. Her body felt like an exploding star as he claimed her lips. As he nibbled the bottom one, moisture pooled between her legs. Her surprise caused her to open her mouth, and his tongue took the opportunity to explore. 

Although Kat'Chinna wasn't entirely inexperienced, she'd never been kissed like this before. He kissed her like he owned her, like she belonged to him. 

And for a moment, she wanted to belong to him. 

And then the sensation was gone. He lightly kissed his way across her cheek and over to her ear. 

"Kat, I can see that you feel the way I do. I'm not your enemy, and I do want to be your friend. So how about a show of good faith? Let me call my ship, and once that's out of the way, we can get down to the business of really getting to know one another."

It took a moment for his words to penetrate the fog of desire that had wrapped itself around her. He was nibbling her ear, making it almost impossible to concentrate. But in a flash, she realized he could play the seduction game far better than she ever could. 

"No." Kat'Chinna mustered all of her strength to shove against his shoulders. 

He could have fought her, but instead, he let her push him and rose up. His hands on either side of her, he held his weight above her. 

"What's wrong, precious?" he asked, his voice like gentle ocean waves. 

"You. You're wrong. Now get off of me!"

His eyes turned cold suddenly, and his grin was feral. "So I am too barbaric, is that it? Can't mate with a dirty Earthling?"
"I don't even know what you're saying but it doesn't matter," she said, turning her face away. "I tried my little ploy, and you tried yours. Neither of them worked."

"Oh, I think they both worked pretty well," he said, his mouth coming down all of sudden to steal another kiss. "In fact, I'd call both efforts a success." 

She turned her face from him, taking several deep breaths to regain her composure. "You're being ridiculous. Now let me up and we can continue this conversation like civilized beings." 

His eyebrow quirked upward. "Civilized huh?" His gaze burned into her, so she made her expression as calm and cool as possible. Jeffrey shook his head and made a strange tsking sound with his tongue. "It's a shame, Kat. Such a beauty like you committed to being made of ice." 

Her eyes narrowed, and her skin flashed yellow. She was tired of his baiting, tired of his words that aimed to break her down. "Get off of me, you ignorant creature," she said, then pulled up her knees and kicked out her legs while pushing with all of her might. 

The human tumbled off and onto the floor. She leaped off the table, planting her feet on the bulkhead and readying herself to do more damage if necessary. 

Suddenly, the world shook around them and she almost lost her footing. The human on the floor slid until he hit the wall with a dull thud. 

"What the fuck is happening?" he yelled with a groan. 

"The ship," she said, her cool shattered. "It's moving." 

"What?" Jeffrey stood, rubbing his arm. "Where's it going?"

Kat'Chinna shook her head. They wouldn't be moving the ship if it were still attached to the human vessel. She hurried over to the room's console and brought up the display.

Hitting the button to display the ship's exterior, she let out a heavy breath. The flagship was moving away from the human ship, which already appeared to be a small toy in the distance. 

Hands grabbed her suddenly and pulled her around. "Where are we going?" Jeffrey asked, his face full of anger. 

Kat'Chinna's eyes widened. "I don't know." 

 


Chapter 6

 

 

Jeffrey let out a ragged exhale and ran both hands through his hair. Out of the fucking frying pan, into God knows what. But it’s definitely worse. 

He stared at the alien female before him. She tapped at the station in front of her, a flush of red creeping into her mint-green skin. The station most resembled a rugged outcropping of coral, but a holographic display screen had risen from the rocky surface when she’d touched it. 

“Damn,” she muttered, hitting the button with more force and speed. “I can’t get into the navigational display. It’s been locked to Tier 1 access.”

“What does that mean?” He stood behind her, leaning in to try to decipher the screens that were cascading in front of them. 

“It means I can’t see where we’re going.”

“But you’re the second in command. You don’t have this…this Tier 1 access?” 

She turned to him, a slight frown pursing her lips and causing a small wrinkle to crease her otherwise smooth forehead. “No. Only the Flagship Commander has Tier 1 access.” 

Jeffrey couldn’t help his hands from balling into fists at his side as his anger spiraled. Kat’Chinna noticed his reaction and blinked, then her expression became neutral, her skin tone once again evening out.

Keep a level head, his inner voice counseled. His counterpart seemed able to calm herself, but his own equanimity was hanging on by a thread. 

He glared at his companion. She was back in Ice Queen mode. He did his best to match her frigid demeanor, bringing his logical mind back online. “Is this standard operating procedure for missions of this sort? Like your energy exchanges?” 

The female’s eyes narrowed, as if she was debating her answer. “No,” she said at last, turning back to the console. “I’ve never been locked out like this before.” 

In that moment, Jeffrey’s gut twisted. Something’s wrong. A conspiracy at the highest level.

He was distracted when a face filled the screen in front of them. 

“Yes?” It was Major Ontarii, and he seemed to be staring daggers at his second. 

“Sir, we’re moving away from the human ship.” Kat’Chinna’s voice was level, giving away no hint of the emotions she must be feeling. 

“And?” The Zantharian commander had the appearance of a picnicker annoyed that an ant had crawled up his arm. 

He saw Kat’Chinna swallow. The major was intimidating her, even if she was doing her best not to show it. “I’ve been locked out of the navigational display. I wondered…what is our current heading?”

An eyebrow arched and the major’s face tightened. “That’s a need to know right now, Lieutenant. Have you gotten the information I need from the prisoners?”

“Not yet.” Her voice sounded smaller to Jeffrey, less sure of itself.

“Then stop worrying about things that don’t concern you. You have your orders.”

The screen went blank. 

“That guy’s an asshole,” Jeffrey muttered. 

Kat’Chinna turned to him, her eyes narrowing. “He’s right. I haven’t done my job.”

“Are you serious?” Jeffrey threw his hands into the air and turned around, slamming himself into his seat. “He knows I don’t have any information for you. He’s stalling you, keeping you distracted while he makes his move.”

“That’s ridiculous.” The alien female stalked to the table, putting her hands on the surface and leaning in, giving him a delicious view of the cleavage between her tightly-bound breasts. This time, though, it was an unintentional display, and not an attempt at seduction. “Major Ontarii doesn’t hide things from me.” 

“Except our current course.” 

She frowned, but then quickly blanked her face. “There is no need to argue. I trust the commander. And I’m going to follow his orders. So start talking.”

“Look,” he said, leaning his chin on his hand. “I’ve told you absolutely everything I know. I haven’t heard of the Hareema until your crew invaded my ship. We were on a rescue mission. I’ve been with the same crew for years now, and I trust each of them implicitly.”

“Then how do you explain the Hareema DNA?”

“I can’t.” Jeffrey rubbed a hand across his face. “If, like you say, they could be anything, then maybe they’re masquerading as a table. Or a lamp. Or a goddamn peanut butter sandwich, for all I know.”

“Or a member of your crew,” she fired back. 

“Yes,” he said with a sigh. “If these things exist and they can take any shape, then I suppose they could be disguised as a member of the crew. But if the enemy has infiltrated my ship, I have no knowledge of it.” 

“Oh, they exist, Lieutenant Brunt,” she said, leaning closer, a sinister cast coming over her face. “They’ve taken control of seventeen planets in the systems around Zanthar. Seventeen that we know of.” 

“And you think Earth has been infiltrated?” Jeffrey countered. “Why? We’re a backward, primitive planet, according to you Zantharians. Why bother with Earth?” 

“That’s what I’m here to find out.” Her features hardened. She slid into the other chair, leaning back and pinning him with her glare. “Who gave you your orders? Who sent you to find Dr. Sylvia Cohen?” 

Jeffrey shrugged. “NASA HQ. Likely at the insistence of the government, and the public. Everyone wants to know what happened to the scientist in search of life on other planets.” 

“Your HQ, is it possible that they’ve been infiltrated? Couldn’t your orders have been a front, a means of getting more Hareema onto Zanthar?” 

Jeffrey gave her words consideration. Could NASA have been infiltrated by some alien menace?

The command for the rescue mission had come from the top. From NASA director Danner Thompson himself. If the director had been compromised, then who else could have been taken over by the shapeshifting jellies? 

All of this is conjecture, he told himself. “We could sit here all day debating whether the command back on Earth has been taken over by the enemy. It won’t help us out of our current situation.” 

He stood, circling the table and approaching the alien female. “Right now your ship is headed God knows where, and my ship is gone too. Things are spiraling out of control, and command personnel from both ships are locked in this room bickering.”

He leaned in close. “Don’t you think that’s strange? Doesn’t it worry you that your commander no longer seems to trust you with vital information? Can’t you consider for a moment that your orders might be a distraction, a tactic to get you out of the way while your ship is diverted?”

Kat’Chinna looked up at him, her widening eyes the only hint that his words might be getting to her. 

Jeffrey had to press his advantage. Instead of continuing to loom over her, he squatted, bringing his face level to hers. “I know you think my crew, my ship, hell, my entire planet has been taken over by your enemy. But, just for one moment, please consider that your ship is in just as much danger of infiltration.”

His voice lowered, his tone earnest. “And who better to impersonate than the commander of the Zantharian flagship? Who could question him?” 

The alien female shook her head, but he saw the red flush from earlier begin creeping into her skin again. He took her hand, clasping it in both of his. “What is this?” he asked, momentarily distracted by the change in her skin color. “Why does your skin change like this?”

Kat’Chinna seemed to be staring at their hands. He felt a faint tremor in her body. “Our skin changes with our emotions,” she said, her voice small. “Green is calm. Yellow is anger. Red…well…”

“Fear,” he murmured. It made sense now. 

A flash of memory hit him then. The gorgeous alien female underneath him as he kissed her. Her skin has changed then, too. 

“And purple,” he asked, his voice gruff. “What does purple mean?”

She blinked at him, then turned away, standing up suddenly. “Stop wasting time.”

The spell was broken. Once again, he’d tried to get her to open up, to let down her guard and relate to him. And once again she’d turned away. 

Jeffrey stood from his crouch and crossed his arms across his chest. “Stop pretending that my idea has no merit. You’re just as much a pawn as I am right now. But it doesn’t have to be this way. We could work together, figure out what’s going on aboard your ship, confirm for ourselves that the enemy hasn’t taken over.”

“The idea is ludicrous. You saw yourself on the bridge. Major Ontarii exchanged energy with another crewman. He can’t be Hareema.” 

Jeffrey’s brows furrowed. “Are you absolutely certain? Couldn’t the energy exchange be faked somehow?”

Kat’Chinna shook her head. “No. Not that I’m aware of.” 

“You said the Hareema were on seventeen planets. Surely all of those planets weren’t entirely defenseless. They must have found a way around those defenses, so why not a way to fake the energy exchange?”

“Our energy is bioelectric. It’s a part of our genetic makeup. Although the Hareema can impersonate solids and liquids, they still have substance. They can’t create energy where none exists.” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but Jeffrey thought he detected a hint of doubt underlining her lecture. 

“I assume your people have studied the Hareema. Have you done a full genetic analysis?”

He saw her lips purse slightly. She didn’t like what she was about to say. He held his breath, paying close attention to her answer. 

“Because the Hareema are considered an extinction-level threat, protocol dictates that they be destroyed on sight.”

Jeffrey frowned. “You’re telling me that your scientists have never studied one?”

Kat’Chinna stared at the floor, raising one shoulder slightly in a shrug. “We’ve studied their remains, what little was left after our energy blasts.” 

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.” 

His harsh tone brought her gaze back to his. “They’re the most dangerous force we’ve ever encountered. It’s considered too dangerous to try and take one prisoner. If it escapes while on Zanthar, we’d have no way of recapturing it. It could lead to our downfall.”

Jeffrey shook his head. He understood the risk. If a Hareema operative could be anyone, it would be very dangerous if it escaped on the home world. Still, for such an advanced race as the Zantharians, it seemed complete folly not to study the enemy in detail.

“You’re telling me that you’ve never had a Hareema captive in your labs? No Hareema has ever set foot on Zanthar.”

The alien female looked away, her face like stone. She’s hiding something. 

Jeffrey grabbed her shoulder, pulling her back to face him. “Tell me. The safety of both our worlds hangs in the balance.”

“There have been Hareema infiltrators on Zanthar,” she admitted at last, her icy demeanor cracking, giving way to anger. “Our Minister of Defense was captured by the enemy and impersonated. Because of his position, it took days to discover the truth.” 

Jeffrey let her slip from his grip. It was Kat’s turn to pace the room it seemed. 

Words tumbled out, freed at last. “It was due to the minister’s infiltration that Dr. Sylvia Cohen’s ship got past our planetary defenses. The Hareema are very clever. They made it seem as if her ship brought down the shields. They turned us against the human race while they attempted to take control of our government.”

Jeffrey almost slapped his own forehead. “Don’t you see?” he nearly shouted. “They’re doing it again, right now! Playing you and me against each other while they plot both our planets’ downfalls!”

He strode to her side, grabbing her again and putting a stop to her pacing. “Goddamn it, Kat, why won’t you trust me? I trust you. I believe you when you say that an alien enemy has left its mark on my ship. I trust that you have your people’s best interest at heart. So trust me.”

His voice was low, urgent. “I don’t want these creatures to take over Earth any more than you want them to have Zanthar. I’ll fight them with every fiber of my being. But I can’t do that if you keep me locked here, asking the same questions over and over again. Questions I have no answer to.”

Her eyes stared up at him. He was struck again by their beauty. She trembled, and he pulled her closer until he embraced her tightly. She felt too good in his arms. It nearly drove him to ignore the danger swirling around them, just to taste her lips again. 

“Please,” he whispered, drawing closer. “We have to work together if we are going to have a chance against them. I trust you.”

His mouth was an inch away from hers. “Now you have to trust me.”



Chapter 7

 

 

Kat’Chinna fell into the human male’s deep blue eyes and fought against drowning. His words hammered against her mind just as his body tried to persuade her in a different, more sensual way. Could she risk it? Could she trust him?
Trust had never come easily to her. There were few that she allowed into her inner circle, and since being stationed on the Zantharian flagship that number had dwindled to one. Her commander. 

And now this human was asking her to stop trusting Major Ontarii and put her faith in him. But I know nothing about him. He could be collaborating…

In that moment, as she floated in the calm sea of blue that was his eyes, Kat’Chinna realized that she did trust him, at least in this. Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt was not a Hareema collaborator. 

He genuinely cared for his crew. He was worried about his people. About his planet. 

But does he care for me? 

The thought came out of nowhere, and it gave her pause. Why should she care if this human, a virtual stranger, cared about her? 

If he wants your trust, you have to know that he will protect your interest, her logical mind replied. You have to know that he won’t jeopardize you unnecessarily. You need to be certain that he has your back when danger comes calling. 

That was part of it, she was sure, but not all of it. 

I want him to like me, she realized. I want him to desire me. Because I desire the hell out of him.

Kat’Chinna tried hard to ignore the well of feelings that was springing up at this most inopportune of times. It didn’t matter that she felt safe in his arms. Nor was it important that she wanted to be pinned beneath him again, but this time she wanted more than his drugging kisses.

This time she wanted to feel him inside her.

No, she told herself. I can’t be distracted by his body and my own desire, not now. It took every ounce of her strength to make sure her skin didn’t flush purple and betray her.

She had to concentrate to bring her mind back to the task at hand. “Say that I do trust you,” she said, unwilling to admit anything. “what’s your plan?”

His grip loosened as he took a step back. She tried not to mourn the loss of close contact with him. “I don’t have a plan,” he said, “not yet. But I will tell you that I think that a Hareema, at least one, is aboard your ship right now.”

Kat’Chinna stepped away from him and returned to the console. She pulled up the display and called up the latest interior scans. 

“Look at these,” she said, calling his attention over to the screen. “The last interior scan of this ship, completed not even twenty minutes ago.”

The human stood beside her and her skin tingled at his closeness. 

“This doesn’t prove anything.”

“What?” she asked, turning to him in disbelief. “If we were infiltrated, there would be some sign of Hareema DNA, like we found on your ship.”

“Not necessarily,” he replied. “You said yourself that a Hareema can hold its shape for twelve hours before it has to change back.”

“So you’re saying that someone infiltrated this ship less than twelve hours ago?”

He nodded. “Possibly.”

Kat’Chinna frowned. “But the only ship we’ve come in contact with is yours.” 

Jeffrey peered at the screen. “If that’s true, then perhaps you were right all along. There was a Hareema aboard our ship. And now it’s come across to yours.”

“But that’s impossible,” she fired back. “You’ve all been tested. None of you humans could be Hareema or you would have melted under our energy blasts.”

“That still leaves one person who could have been impersonated by the enemy.” 

Kat’Chinna knew exactly who he meant. “Major Ontarii. You keep insisting that the commander isn’t who he seems. But what evidence do you have?”

“Only what you’ve told me,” he said, his hand coming up to tick off the points backing up his supposition. “He broke protocol when he entered the ship by not initiating the energy exchange immediately upon boarding. He also had the prisoners brought aboard without testing. Why have them tested when he already knows he’s the Hareema?”

Jeffrey continued. “He’s distracted you with a meaningless task. He’s disengaged from my ship and plotted a course somewhere. He’s locked you out of the navigation display, and he’s refused to tell you where we’re headed. What else do you need, a declaration signed in red jelly?”

His words made sense, even though she didn’t want to admit it. The human was clever. Smarter than she would have expected from a primitive race. 

Still, she’d trusted Major Ontarii with her life for years. He’d never before let her down. “It could just be the stress of the situation. It would be easy to forget-“

The human male shook his head. “You didn’t forget. You immediately insisted on protocol being followed. You understood the risk of the situation. If your commanding officer is as trustworthy as you insist, then he would have made doubly certain to confirm our identities and his own. He would be sure not to risk the flagship’s security.” 

Kat’Chinna lowered her head into her hands. “Just stop. Give me a moment to think.” She ran through the events of the last couple hours, trying desperately to find anything to refute his logic.

Her mind rebelled at the thought of her commander being compromised. If the Major Ontarii on her ship were a Hareema plant, that meant the real Major Ontarii was still on the human ship. 

No, Major Ontarii wouldn’t let himself be captured so easily. He’d been the solid rock of her life since she’d taken the assignment under his command. If the human was wrong and she moved against him, her career, not to mention her personal relationship with Major Ontarii would be flushed down the tubes. 

The personal risk to her in making that move was too great. Even though she’d never felt the kind of lust the human engendered in her before, she would have given her heart to Major Ontarii a hundred times over if he’d wanted it. They had a history, of sorts, one that she couldn’t risk on such a dangerous gambit. 

“Let’s assume for a moment that Major Ontarii is still himself. That would mean this scan is correct, and there are no Hareema on the ship.”
Jeffrey’s brows furrowed. “Not necessarily,” he said after a moment’s pause. “That scan could be faked.” 

Kat’Chinna didn’t like the thought of that. “But that would mean that the Hareema were already on the ship before we encountered your vessel.”

The human agreed. “It isn’t too big a leap. You wanted me to believe Hareema agents were hiding among my crew. So why not yours?”

“Our protocols, for one,” Kat’Chinna countered. “Each hour we initiate energy exchanges between our crewmembers.”

“And you still insist that the exchange couldn’t be faked?”

Kat’Chinna nodded. “How could it? If a Hareema came in contact with our bioelectricity, it would not be able to hold a stable shape. We’d discover the agent immediately.” 

“Unless both crewmembers were Hareema.”
Kat’Chinna’s mouth fell open. “What?”

“You’ve been fighting this enemy for how long now? You don’t think it would be familiar with your tactics? You told me yourself that they’d managed to impersonate your Minister of Defense. You don’t think they’d leave themselves vulnerable to being discovered by an energy exchange, or a scan for that matter, do you?”
Although she didn’t want to, she had to admit that the human had a point. How could the minister have made it so far unless they’d figured out a way around Zantharian exposure protocols? 

“If you’re right, then that means…”

She heard the human step closer, could feel his warm breath on the back of her neck. “It means your crew could be infested with enemy agents.” 

“No.” The word came out in a whisper.

His warm hands were on her shoulders, turning her around. “I know it seems unthinkable, but we have to face facts.”

His hand came up to brush against the tendrils on her head. They had become agitated as her worry increased. 

“Fascinating,” he said, his eyes filled with wonder as he stroked her head. “So soft. A thousand times softer than silk.”

His touch was unsettling, and for a moment she considered breaking the contact. But the truth was, it felt too good. 

The human had a calming effect on her, one that was entirely unexpected. She wanted to lean into his arms and rely on him to make her feel safe.

But this was no time to give in to temptation. She couldn’t relax if what he said was correct. The enemy could already be in control of her ship, and his. Kat’Chinna couldn’t afford to lower her guard, no matter how badly she wanted to.

“Jeffrey,” she said, her voice low. She took his hand and returned it to his side. 

“Kat.” His voice was gruff, his tone urgent. “Don’t shut me out. Not now.” His hands rose to cup her face. “We could be the only two people in the universe who understand what’s at stake.” 

His words pounded against the barriers she had carefully erected over the years. She could feel cracks starting to form. 

Kat’Chinna knew it was wrong, that now was not to the time to give in to urges she could barely understand. But he was right. He’d thrown doubt onto every other person on this ship and beyond it. The world had shrunk to the two of them, locked in a room together and forced to rely on one another to survive.

It didn’t seem so bad, then. She could have done worse than a tall, strong male whose kisses set fire to her insides. 

She watched his face as she leaned closer. His eyes widened slightly, and she thought she saw a dazed look on his face. 

“Your skin is changing again,” he whispered, his mouth a breath away from hers. “I think I’m beginning to see what purple means.”

Kat’Chinna smiled. She couldn’t help herself. 

His face changed when he caught sight of her smile. The expression was one she wasn’t entirely sure of, but the longing in his eyes was familiar. It must be mirrored in her own eyes.

“Kat,” he groaned, this seized her lips in a ferocious kiss. 

She surrendered immediately under the onslaught, opening her mouth and allowing his tongue entry. She twined her tongue with his and he moaned into her mouth, tightening his grip on her. 

When he pulled back, the look in his eyes set her blood to boiling. “I want you like I’ve never wanted another woman,” he said, his lips against hers. 

Kat’Chinna ran her tongue along his bottom lip, and he growled. Moving his hands to her hips, he lifted her and wrapped her long legs around his middle. Then he claimed her mouth again, stealing her heart. 

Her vision went dim, her mind swirling the possibilities. Unable to make complete thoughts while he ravished her mouth, Kat’Chinna gave in to the feelings and stopped trying to think. She tightened her legs around him, wrapping her arms around his shoulders and holding on for dear life. 

She kissed him back with all the passion inside her, a passion she’d kept hidden for most of her life. He’d told her earlier that she was incapable of feeling the kind of desire she’d pretended during her mock seduction.

Now he’d see how wrong he was. 

“My God,” he groaned against her lips. “I can’t resist you. I knew it from the moment I saw you that I had to taste you.”

He walked them across the room, lying her down gently on the table without loosening his grip. His lips continued their explorations, his kiss increasing in intensity until Kat was writhing beneath him, begging for more than just his mouth on hers. 

“Shh….” he breathed as he pulled away. 

She whimpered, instantly missing his kiss. 

Jeffrey gave a throaty chuckle. “I knew you were made of fire, if I could just melt the ice.” His hands slipped down, tracing over her throat, across her breastbone. 

She closed her eyes and arched under his touch, wanting so much more. Her eyes opened as he tugged hard on her top. He’d pulled it down to expose her breasts. 

“Fucking magnificent,” he said, his voice reverent. “You’re so goddamn beautiful.” 

He moved down and licked along her neck, slipping lower, and leaving a burning trail of kisses along her flesh. He licked at her right breast, finding the nipple and teasing it, which drove her into a frenzy. 

His slow, tormenting licks were like nothing she’d ever felt, driving her passion higher and higher. 

“Just look at you. Your skin flushed purple. Even your nipples are a dark violet. Incredible, baby.” 

She reached up to grab the back of his head and pressed him back down toward her breast, not wanting him to speak. She only wanted his lips on her skin. 

He gave another laugh and returned to his torture, licking and sucking her until her nipple was a stiff peak. Longing drove through her stomach. She wanted to belong to him more than she’d wanted anything in her long life.  

Then his mouth was on her other breast, giving it the same treatment. His actions seemed to increase in urgency, the small noises of enjoyment he was making was causing her hips to lift of their own accord. 

“I never want to stop,” he whispered, moaning and capturing her nipple between his teeth. The little nip he gave her made her cry out, at the same time causing a rush of liquid to her core. 

“Please don’t stop,” she whispered and ran her fingers through the soft hair on the back of his head. 

He continued teasing her breasts with his mouth as his hands slid lower, soft touches feathering over her taut belly, lower, until he was pulling her shorts away, exposing her skin to the air. 

A moment of hesitation hit her. 

She was nearly naked on the interrogation room table, allowing a human access to her most intimate parts. Then his mouth started moving lower, long licks down her belly until his tongue encircled her navel. 

At that sensation, she surrendered entirely, giving herself over to the pleasure that he was bringing her. 

His breath hit the apex between her thighs, and it caused her to shake. He looked up at her and smiled, and she relaxed, spreading herself wider for him.

“My God,” he breathed in awe. “I’ve never seen anything so beautiful.” He planted a soft kiss above her entrance, and her shaking increased. 

Jeffrey lifted her legs to settle them over his shoulder. “Your scent. It’s driving me crazy, Kat. You smell like…I can’t describe it…but it’s so fucking hot. It’s making my mouth water.”

She groaned and tried to keep from pulling back. She’d never been willing to give herself over to anyone for exploration, but Jeffrey was different. 

“I have to taste you,” he growled. “Nothing could stop me.”

Then his lips were on her, parting her folds, licking and sucking as she gripped the table and arched forward. He continued his torture, kissing and licking before allowing his tongue to probe deeper. His teasing was making her insane, causing her hips to lift, begging him for more.

Still, he wouldn’t be rushed. He was patient in his explorations, delicate, as if he didn’t want to miss one detail. But when her thighs started to flex and tighten, he seemed to take the hint. 

Using two fingers he spread her open and let out a long breath. “So gorgeous. I can’t believe how perfect you are,” he said, then licked her nub, causing her to cry out. 

It seemed like once he got a taste of her, he couldn’t stop. His motions became less gentle, more urgent. His licks increased in speed and intensity, and Kat started to moan, over and over, until she was mindless with the pleasure. 

His tongue buried itself deep inside her and he groaned. “You taste amazing, baby. I can’t describe it, but I want more of it.”

Her hands on his head, forcing him back to his task, ended his talk. He seemed to know just want to do to bring her arousal to even higher heights. He buried himself in her, licking, sucking, drawing her moisture out and savoring it before demanding more. 

Kat’Chinna could feel her bioelectricity start flowing. She tried to hold it back but it was impossible. The energy was part of the sexual act for Zantharians and she was unable to stop it from flowing.

“Jesus,” he whispered. “You’re…your pussy is humming for me, Kat.” He increased his motions, causing her body to vibrate under the barrage of his kisses. 

She was drawing closer to her climax and she’d never wanted it more. Then she felt a finger slide inside her and she was lost. 

“That’s it,” his voice whispered. “Come for me, precious.” 

His finger picked up speed as his mouth fastened itself over her sensitive little nub and sucked hard. 

Kat’Chinna fell over the edge of her orgasm and cried out in pure ecstasy. 


Chapter 8

 

 

Jeffrey drank her climax and glanced up, smiling and licking his lips. 

He’d never experienced anything like her before. He’d known it would be different, since they were different species, but he’d never expected anything so…perfect. 

She was everything he wanted in his life. In his bed. Her body, her beautiful face with those hypnotizing eyes. Her intelligence. Her strength. She left him feeling as if she were made for him. Mine. 

The vibration he’d experienced increased in intensity as she surrendered to her orgasm. He held on tight, pushing his tongue deep inside to taste more of her unique flavor. There was a complexity to it that couldn’t be replicated. There was a layer of sweet, chased with a musky undertone that left him starving for more of her.  

She panted loudly beneath him as he continued to lick up her juices. Then he rose, his body covering hers, and took her lips again. “Taste yourself, Kat. Suck it off my tongue.” 

She seemed surprised at first but quickly gave in, accepting his tongue and even licking his lips as he pulled back. 

Jeffrey groaned. “Feel what you do to me,” he said, shifting his hips, brushing his erection against her stomach. His cock was engorged, needing release fast. 

“I love it.” She ran her fingers down his chest before smiling and wrapping her legs around him. She lifted her hips to meet his. 

“Fuck,” he ground out, almost losing his control and coming in his flight suit. 

He spread kisses all over her throat, giving a little nip to the place where her neck met her shoulders. Her fingers tightened on his shoulders, her nails digging in, making him even more aroused. 

“Kat,” he whispered in her ear as he nibbled the lobe. “I need you. I’ve never needed a human woman like this.”

Suddenly she stiffened under him. “Stop,” she whispered. 

Jeffrey looked into her eyes. “What is it?”

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” she said, looking away and covering her breasts with her arms. 

He couldn’t understand what had happened to change the mood so drastically. No, I can salvage this. I can’t stop, not now, not with my cock aching to claim her, to spill itself into her perfect heat. 

He brought his hands up to cup her face again. “Why stop now? I know you enjoyed what just happened. Let me make you feel even better.” 

Jeffrey moved in to kiss her but she twisted her head away so he went back to kissing her neck. 

“Please,” she whimpered. He took that to mean she wanted more, so he licked down to her breast again, capturing a nipple in his mouth as he pressed himself into the valley of her thighs. 

“I said stop,” she demanded, pushing against his shoulders. 

“We can’t stop,” he groaned. “You feel too good. And I know you want more.”

“Stop, human.” 

Her tone made him lift his head and look into her eyes again. They were filled with moisture. 

“What is it, Kat?”

“Don’t call me that.” 

How had everything gone so wrong? “Talk to me,” he said, stroking a hand across her cheek.

“Stop touching me and let me up. Now.” 

“But-“

The shock came out of nowhere. One moment he held her in a loving embrace, the next he was shot through with a thousand volts. 

She pushed, and Jeffrey tumbled off the table, twitching on the floor as the energy ran its course. 

When he could open his eyes again, he saw the alien female jump off the table and begin straightening her clothing. Her skin was changing, the purple fading, the light green creeping back. 

“What...what happened,” he said, letting out a groan. “Why did you shock me?”

“I told you to stop. You wouldn’t listen.”

“You could have just talked to me,” he replied, trying to keep his voice level. The pain from her bioelectric warning was great, but her rejection hurt worse. 

She stood there, staring at him. He stared back, wondering how everything had gotten so fucked up.

Suddenly there was a sound at the entrance. The membrane was opening. 

In walked Major Ontarii, and Jeffrey’s blood turned to ice. 

“Ah, I see we’ve resorted to violence to get our answers,” the major said as he moved into the room. “Good.” 

Kat’Chinna glanced at him, and Jeffrey noticed the riot of emotions that crossed her face in the second before she could compose herself. Anger. Fear. And…embarrassment? 

Rage flashed through him. She was embarrassed at what they’d just done. Why?

Because you’re a primitive human, remember? His inner voice gave vent to his frustration. You don’t deserve to touch her pristine body with your brutish hands. 

Fuck that. 

He shifted into a seated position, then made to rise. 

“Stay where you are, human,” the major ordered, pinning him with a glare. Then he turned to his second. “Report.” 

Kat’Chinna swallowed. “He says his mission was ordered by NASA HQ.”
“And?” The major wasn’t impressed. 

“And…that’s all I know.” 

Her cheeks flushed with some color, darker than green. Was it shame? 

Major Ontarii grimaced. “I see.” He jerked his head at Jeffrey. “Continue.”

“Sir?” Kat looked confused. 

“Continue your interrogation. I will observe.”

“I…I don’t understand.”

“What’s the matter, Lieutenant. Lost your nerve? Or was I wrong about what was going on in here?”

“No,” she hurried to say. “I was interrogating him.” 

“Well then continue.”

Kat’Chinna drew closer to her commanding officer. “I don’t think there’s anything else to get out of him, Sir.” Her eyes were wide, belying her unease even as her words sounded steady. 

“So you have lost your nerve,” Major Ontarii said, shaking his head. “A pity. I expected more from my senior officer. 

The major moved closer to Jeffrey. “It seems you’ve compromised my lieutenant. That means I’ll have to take over.”

A sudden kick hit Jeffrey in the stomach, doubling him over. 

“I’m not as kind as my second officer. I don’t have any more time to waste. Give me the information I want, or I’ll bring you more pain.” 

“I don’t know what you—“

Another kick, this one with more force, hit him on the side. Jeffrey slumped over. The pain was intense, causing his vision to waver. 

“Wait, Major! I really believe he doesn’t know what’s going on with his crew. He’s told me everything—“

“And you believe him?” Major Ontarii growled, turning to his officer. “You trust this human, and not the readings we received on his ship? You trust him, and not your C.O.?”

“That’s not what I’m saying!” Kat’Chinna shouted, but Major Ontarii turned his back on her. He squatted, grabbing Jeffrey by the hair to pull him back into a seated position.

“Talk, human,” he ordered, then hit him once in the face. 

A line of blood dripped from his mouth. I wouldn’t doubt if he knocked a few teeth loose with that one. 

The major’s fist came in again but this time Jeffrey blocked, knocking it away with his forearm. He struggled to break Major Ontarii’s grip on him, but the alien pulled harder on his hair, stretching his neck. 

“Give it up, human,” the major said, wrapping a huge hand around Jeffrey’s throat and starting to squeeze. “You will talk, or you will die.”

“Is this how you treat your prisoners?” Jeffrey said, using part of his precious reserve of air. “I wouldn’t have expected such brutality from a so-called advanced race.”

“We do what we must to protect our planet,” Major Ontarii answered, squeezing harder. 

Jeffrey struggled with all his might, using both hands to try to pry Major Ontarii’s fingers away from his throat. 

“To protect your planet, or to fool these Zantharians into thinking you’re one of them?”

Major Ontarii’s face was plastered by a feral grin. “Oh, is that the game you’re playing? Trying to convince my lieutenant that I’m the real enemy? It’s not going to work.” 

“I think you’re helping to prove my point right now,” Jeffrey countered. His neck was on fire, his oxygen reserves at a low. He decided to change his tactics.

Removing both hands from their task of trying to dislodge Major Ontarii’s grip on his neck, he locked his fingers and swung his hands at the side of Major Ontarii’s head. 

The blow landed, and the major’s head fell back, the shock causing him to loosen his grip. 

Jeffrey pulled away and scooted backward until his back hit the wall. His gaze shot to Kat’s face. She stood there, paralyzed with confusion. 

He couldn’t fault her indecision. Major Ontarii had been her commanding officer for years, and he had obviously earned her loyalty in that time. How could a couple hours with a human compete with years of training and trust? 

Still, he knew what those hours had meant to him. He was half in love with the alien female. He could still taste her on his lips. He’d never wanted anyone as bad as he wanted her, and he didn’t know if he ever would want anyone more. 

Had their time really meant so little to her? Jeffrey hoped not. 

Then the time for thinking was over. Major Ontarii stood, moving forward with menace written large on his features. “You’ll pay for that, human.” 

“Major Ontarii, wait,” Kat’Chinna said, stepping up and putting a hand on the major’s shoulder. “The human brought up some interesting points while we were talking. He thinks our ship may have been infiltrated already. Hareema could be on board as we speak.” 

Major Ontarii stared at her, then burst out laughing. “Well, I see the prisoner was able to get into your head during the interrogation. I thought that’s what you were supposed to be doing to him.”

Kat’s eyes fell to the floor, her head hanging down. Come on kid, don’t give up so easily. He tried to meet her eyes, to send some strength to her, but she wouldn’t look in his direction. 

“The fact that he tried to convince you that we’d been taken over by the enemy proves to me that he is a Hareema collaborator. And if he won’t talk, there’s only one thing to do.”

Major Ontarii approached, his face a mask of wrath. “You’re a danger to my ship, and to my entire race.” He aimed another kick at Jeffrey’s midsection, but by moving quickly, Jeffrey was able to grab the foot. He attempted to pull the alien off balance, but he was outweighed by almost a hundred pounds. 

The major growled and pulled his leg out of Jeffrey’s grip. “Insolent little shit,” he said, this time aiming for his chest.

The kick landed, knocking the wind out of Jeffrey. One kick was followed by another, then another, until he was huddled in a ball on the floor, trying to protect his vital organs from the onslaught of pain. 

“Major!” Kat’s voice broke through the barrier of his agony. “Please, this isn’t how we treat our prisoners. According to the Intergalactic Convention, we—“

“Save your rules and regulations for another time, Lieutenant. This prisoner poses a threat to every person on this ship. If you think I’m going to allow him to survive to wreak havoc on the home world, you’ve got another thing coming.” 

Major Ontarii squatted beside him, tugging his head out of the ball to rain more blows upon his face. “You’re gonna die here, human. You understand that, don’t you.”

Jeffrey glared at him. “That might be true, but you’ll never accomplish your goal, Hareema.” 

As he said the words, he knew they were true. Kat’Chinna would never put her loyalty in a commander who would treat a prisoner, even if he were a threat to planetary security, in this fashion. Beating him to death in his own interrogation cell. That didn’t sound like the leader of the Zantharian fleet to him. It definitely didn’t sound like the man Kat had pledged herself to follow.

Major Ontarii laughed in his face. “You humans have a good sense of humor. Too bad you won’t be able to tell your jokes for too much longer.”

Major Ontarii hit him again, hard enough to cause Jeffrey’s head to bounce off the back wall. His vision wavered, and it took all of his control not to pass out. 

“Lieutenant, I want you to finish this creature. Use your bioelectricity to end it.” 

Kat’s eyes were round, her mouth twitching. “Sir?”

“This isn’t the time for discussion!” Major Ontarii roared at her, his body shaking at being challenged. “I gave you an order!”

“Can’t do it yourself, can you?” Jeffrey asked, his suspicions confirmed. “That either makes you a coward or a Hareema plant.” 

Major Ontarii’s scowl was fierce but Jeffrey continued, hoping he could convince Kat that he was right. “A plant couldn’t zap me with electricity, could he? A plant would pummel me to death because he didn’t have any bioelectricity of his own.” 

“Shut your mouth, human, or I’ll shut it for you,” Major Ontarii growled, launching a kick that connected with Jeffrey’s chin and caused his head to once again bounce off the wall. Consciousness was a fleeting friend as his world narrowed to a pinpoint of light. 

 


Chapter 9

 

 

Kat’Chinna was torn. More torn that she’d ever been in her life. Her commanding officer was ordering her to kill the prisoner, a man she’d just allowed to make love to her with his hot mouth. Events were spiraling out of her control, and she knew she had only seconds to make a decision. 

The human’s words made sense, when she considered them, but at the same time, years of following the major’s orders made her hesitate. If she was wrong, if she disobeyed a direct order, her career was finished. 

But the real danger was bigger than her career. If she made the wrong choice now, her entire planet could be at risk. 

Kat watched as Major Ontarii brutally kicked the captive. She felt as if the blow had hit her instead of the human. 

Could she risk it all, now, to save a man she’d known for only hours? She’d always trusted her C.O. before without a doubt or hesitation. But would the Major Ontarii she knew behave in this savage? 

The major had always kept his cool before, in the face of any threat. Although he was strong and sure, he’d never been hotheaded. She’d seen him fight, had seen him take down opponents before. But there had never been any joy at their demise. Major Ontarii was doing his job, nothing more.

This was different. The grin on her major’s face said that he was enjoying inflicting pain on his prisoner. 

Her emotions were rising beyond her careful control. Without warning, her bioelectricity surged over her skin in waves. 

“That’s it, Lieutenant,” she heard Major Ontarii say. “Finish this.” 

Kat’Chinna wasn’t sure that she had the power to finish anything. The blast she’d hit Jeffrey with to end their dalliance had drained some of her reserves and it would take time to replenish them. Still, she had enough power to send a shock through someone.

But whom? Kat risked a glance at the human. His eyes were closed, his mouth a tight white line.

Could I do it? Could I kill him, to save my planet? 

Major Ontarii turned to her, his face filled with rage. “Fucking finish him!” he shouted. 

Kat could feel the energy filling her. It was time to make a choice. 

“I’ll have your uniform for this,” Major Ontarii said. “You’ll face a full court martial and will be lucky to come away with your life for such gross insubordination.”

The major turned back to the helpless human, his fists balling. He leaned into the human, about to deliver the final blows that would end the confrontation once and for all. 

It was time to choose. Kat prayed that she made the right choice.

Charging up her bioelectricity, she extended her hand and made a decision. 

The electricity arched from her hand and into the major, stopping him cold, filling him with bright white light. 

Major Ontarii groaned, his face spasming. Then his body began to change. 

Because she didn’t have her full powers, she could only send a medium-level charge through him. But it was enough for his shape to destabilize. 

Major Ontarii began to lose definition. Kat knew then that the commander of the Zantharian flagship had been replaced with a Hareema plant.

She wondered if she had enough charge to finish him off. She pulled on all of her reserves, about to deliver the biggest blast she could.

“Wait!” 

Her eyes flew to the human. Jeffrey was crawling toward her. “Hold that charge. Don’t blast him to oblivion yet.”

“It’s protocol,” she answered. “Take out the threat immediately.”

“You’ve got a damn Hareema prisoner. Doesn’t it make sense to take him prisoner and find out what he knows? Don’t waste this opportunity by following your foolish protocols.”

Once again, the human’s words made sense. It was an opportunity to find out what the enemy knew. Even if he wouldn’t talk, Zantharian scientists could determine what advances the Hareema had made that had allowed them to slip past Zantharian defenses. 

She watched as the creature before her vibrated. Its form still resembled the major, but it was blurry. Like a reflection in a mirror coated with steam.

Its mouth started to move, and Kat had to strain to hear what it said.

“It’s too late. There are more of us than you could ever imagine.”

Kat recoiled, almost losing her hold on her bioelectricity. 

“What did he say to you?” Jeffrey asked, pulling himself to his feet beside her. 

“He said there were more of them.”

“More,” Jeffrey said, standing as close as he could to the creature without getting shocked. “Here on the ship?”

The Hareema laughed, the sound coming out more like a sick gurgle. “On the ship. On her world. On yours.”

Jeffrey frowned. “Who are they?” 

The creature just laughed again, then doubled over, collapsing under the constant current. It seemed the time for talking was over.

“I won’t be able to hold this forever,” she warned her human companion. “I wasted some of my reserves when I zapped you.” 

“It’s okay,” Jeffrey said, putting a hand to his side, no doubt at a tinge from one of the many bruises hidden by his flight suit. “Just hold it long enough for reinforcement to come.”
He limped over to the console. “Tell me what buttons to push to call your soldiers.” 

Kat gave him instructions as she struggled to keep her energy focused on the Hareema. Jeffrey cursed over the console but at last a Zantharian face appeared. 

“Get your asses down here,” he shouted. “We’re under Hareema attack!”
“What are you doing, prisoner?” the officer asked. “Where is Lieutenant Kat’Chinna?”

“She’s keeping the goddamn Hareema occupied while I get help. So order your men down here immediately.”

It didn’t seem as if the Zantharian officer was impressed. She could hear Jeffrey sputtering at him, but the officer still delayed. 

“Chief, send a team down here on the double,” she yelled, hoping he would hear her voice and respond. “We don’t have long before the Hareema escapes. Hurry!”

“Fuck!” Jeffrey shouted. 

“What?” she said, unable to turn away from the prisoner to find out what was happening at the console.

“The fucking screen went black,” he swore, slumping over the powered-down console. 

Kat frowned. Would they send men in time? She hoped so. Then a dark thought entered her mind. What if another Hareema had answered the call? There could be more than the major’s replacement on the ship. Would the enemy send reinforcements in place of her own men?

“We don’t have much time,” she groaned, using all of her power to keep the current flowing through the prisoner. 

The Hareema continued to vibrate, the melting form of Major Ontarii showing signs of restabilizing. The creature began to smile, and she knew it would soon be too late. 

“You can do it.” 

Jeffrey had pulled himself over to her, and he held his hand out, about to touch her. 

“Don’t!” she shouted. If he touched her, he would deflect some of her current into himself, draining it off of the major and perhaps allowing the Hareema to escape. 

Jeffrey recoiled as if slapped, hurt apparent in his face. She opened her mouth to explain, hoping to wipe that look away, when the sound of the membrane opening drew her attention.

“Get back!” One of the Zantharians was powering up, aiming at the human, assuming he was a danger to her. 

“Stop!” she shouted. “He’s not a threat. Get over here now!” 

Kat prayed that the Zantharians who had responded were not enemy soldiers in disguise. Two men rushed to her side, another two pulling the human away and holding him back from the action.

“I’ve got it frozen with my energy, but my reserves are running out!”

One of the Zantharian soldiers gasped. “Major Ontarii!”

“That’s not your commander, kid,” she heard Jeffrey say. “He’s been replaced. Now help your lieutenant hold the charge on him.”

Kat could see that both soldiers were charged up and ready with their bioelectricity. One extended his hand, his arm flashing white.

“Wait!” she ordered. “No full blast!”

“But it’s protocol,” he replied. “Take out the enemy before he can escape.”

“Not this one,” she contradicted. “We’re taking it prisoner.”

“The risk is too great,” the other soldier said, his arm extending, fully powered as well.

“I’m in command of the ship,” she said, summoning all the authority she could and filling her voice with it. “I’m giving you a direct order. You are to hit it with a medium grade current, just enough to keep it destabilized. We’re not going to destroy this one.”
“He’s a danger to our race,” the second soldier said. 

“Not knowing what the enemy is planning is the real danger,” she argued. “It’s clear that they know how to get past our defenses, how to fake the energy exchange. It’s time for protocol to change.”

She could see that her words were having an effect. “Obey my order,” she said, her voice firm. “I want a current on him. Mine is almost depleted.”

The soldier closest to her nodded, holding his arm steady.

Kat breathed a sigh of relief, but tensed up again when she realized the energy transfer would be delicate. Too little current, and the Hareema might escape. Too much, and they’d blast their prisoner to bits. 

“On three,” she said, nodding at the soldier. “Remember, a medium current only. Ready?”

The soldier nodded. 

Kat counted, realizing that her energy was almost at its limit. “One. Two. THREE!”

Her electricity faded just as she shouted, but in that second the new current hit the Hareema. The thing with the major’s face screeched, and she saw its form continue to melt and reform, melt and reform. 

“Good,” she said, slumping back against the table.

“Kat!” Jeffrey yelled, struggling against the soldiers’ holds. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” she said shortly. She turned to the remaining three soldiers. “I want you to keep him under rotating current until we figure out what’s going on. You four are to stay here. I’ll send reinforcements to guard the door.”

“What about the human?” one of the men asked. 

“He comes with me.”

“Begging your pardon for questioning an order, lieutenant, but how do we know he isn’t dangerous?”

Kat frowned. “He’s the one who convinced me Major Ontarii was a Hareema plant.”

The man nodded, and the soldiers released Jeffrey. He stumbled a little, then gave her a smile. “Thank you.” 

She nodded. “Likewise.” 

Kat headed for the door. “Time to find out where the flagship is headed.”

 


Chapter 10

 

 

Jeffrey followed behind the alien female, struggling to keep up in his condition. He’d assumed they were going to the bridge, but instead she made the turn to the brig. 

“Where are we headed? You said we were going to find out our current course.” 

“I will,” she replied without turning back to look at him. “But first you’re going back to your cell.”

“What!” he shouted, jogging to catch up with her. “Haven’t I proved myself to you yet?” he asked, grabbing her shoulder to stop her. 

“That’s not what’s going on,” she said, turning around. “You’re hurt. There is a human doctor in your cell. She’s going to check you out.” 

“It can wait,” he growled. “We need to figure out what’s happening on the bridge.”
“And I will. But you’re going back to your cell.”

Jeffrey frowned. “You need my help.”

“You’re wrong,” she said, pulling his hand off her shoulder. “You’ll be a distraction. I might trust you, but my men won’t.”

She’s shutting me out. 

The realization hurt worse than any blow the Hareema had landed. She got what she needed, and now she’s done with me. 

They reached the cell and she opened the membrane, motioning for him to go inside. He looked at her, his gaze searching her features, but her expression was blank. 

It seems the fight is over. He stepped through the membrane. 

There were four beings in the cell, two human and two Zantharians. His fellow crewmembers were seated on the floor across the room from their Zantharian guards. Both groups seemed to be studiously ignoring each other. 

“Lieutenant Cheerful!” Chao shouted, jumping to her feet and rushing to him. “What happened to you?”

“I gave those aliens what for,” he said with a laugh, watching the faces of the Zantharian guards. “You might want to go check on your first officer,” he said, his tone serious. “She’s going to need all the help she can get.”

“Our orders are to remain here,” one of the guards replied.

“Suit yourself,” he said, limping forward.

“What did they do to you?” Dr. Tan was already examining him, touching his bruises and causing him to grimace. 

“You should see the other guy,” he said. “He lost his head completely. Well, his head and the rest of his body, I guess you could say. Except he doesn’t exactly have a body.”

“He’s lost it,” Chao said to her companion. “He’s talking gibberish.” 

Jeffrey laughed. It was good to be back with his crew. “I assure you, I’m not.” He started to tell them about the interrogation, leaving out the parts where he and the Zantharian lieutenant had explored each other’s bodies with abandon. 

Even though those times were the best part. 

“We discovered that the man calling himself Major Ontarii was actually a Hareema plant.” 

The Zantharian guards were no longer able to fake disinterest. “What are you saying?” one of them asked. 

“Your lieutenant ran a charge through him, causing his shape to destabilize and proving that he was a Hareema agent.”
“Did she kill it?” the other demanded. 

“No,” Jeffrey explained. “I convinced her to keep it under charge until we can get it back to your home world.”
“That’s too dangerous!” the first guard shouted. “Protocol demands that we—“

“I know,” Jeffrey interrupted wearily. “Exterminate on sight. But your new commander feels, as I do, that we’ve reached a point where it is essential to find out what the Hareema are planning. And that requires taking prisoners, no matter the risk.”

“This son of a shark is lying,” the second guard said. “He has to be. Major Ontarii a Hareema plant? Not likely.” 

“Find out for yourselves,” Jeffrey said, pointing to the membrane. 

“I’m going to the bridge,” the second guard said. “You stay here and watch the prisoners.” 

“Wait,” the first stopped his companion. “We’re under strict protocols. No one should be traveling single. Pairs at all times, remember?”

“Then come with me.”

The guard looked torn. He’d been ordered to monitor the prisoners, but if what was being said was true, then he needed to know. “All right. They can’t get out of here anyway. Let’s go.” 

And with that, both guards stepped through the membrane and vanished. 

“Now tell us what really happened,” Tan said to Jeffrey. 

“That did happen,” he said. “Major Ontarii was a plant. There are Hareema on this ship.”

The women stared at him at a loss for words. “So they’re real?” Chao asked at last.

“Yes. They’re real. I saw one. It beat the crap out of me.” 

“If Major Ontarii was a plant, what does that mean?” Tan asked. 

“Either he was compromised before or…”

“Or on our ship.” Chao frowned. “Either way, our crew is in danger.”

“We’re all in danger,” Tan replied.

Jeffrey agreed. “That’s true. If Hareema are here, they’re likely on the Earhart as well. And maybe they’re on Earth. Kat seems to think that’s a distinct possibility.”

His words caused a deep silence to descend and cover the cell. They sat there, staring at each other, each lost in their own thoughts of dread and danger.

The membrane opened suddenly, drawing their attention. Two Zantharians stepped through, one carrying a small case. 

“What do you want?” Jeffrey asked. 

“I’m a medic,” the one with the case replied. “Lieutenant Yarr sent me to tend to your injuries.” 

Tan stood and approached the Zantharians. “Let me see what you’ve got.” 

The medic knelt, opening his case for the human doctor’s inspection. He pulled out a container and held it out to her. “This salve will speed up the healing process.”

“How do I know it’s safe for humans?” 

“We are familiar with human biology. It’s benign, but it will help clear up the bruising and ensure that there is no scarring.” 

Tan’s eyebrows lifted. “I’m not sure,” she said, doubtfully. 

“Kat’Chinna sent you?” Jeffrey asked. 

The medic nodded. 
“Proceed,” Jeffrey stated, nodding at the Zantharian. 

“But Cheerful, we don’t know what the risks might be. It could—“

“I trust Kat,” he said. 

The medic moved closer and began spreading the salve. Tan pulled a blob out on her fingertip and sniffed at it. 

As the salve touched his skin, it began to heat up and tingle. Tan took over for the medic, applying the salve to every bruise and scrape. “It smells like steamed broccoli,” he said, turning up his nose at the stink. Once he’d been covered and the cream had absorbed into his skin, the medic closed his case and made to leave. 

“Wait,” Chao said, stopping the Zantharians before they could exit. “Can you tell us what’s happening now?”

“I’m afraid not,” the guard answered, his face blank. “Our operations are confidential at this juncture.” 

“Please,” Dr. Tan said, grabbing the medic by the arm before he could pull away. “We just want to know what’s become of our ship.”

The Zantharian medic stared down at the little woman by his side. He towered over her in typical Zantharian fashion. “I’m sorry,” he said after a moment. “I don’t know where your ship is.” 

“Where are we headed?” Tan asked, refusing to release her grip. 

It didn’t seem like the medic minded her hold on him. In fact, if Jeffrey had to guess, he’d say the medic was instantly taken by the small human doctor. 

“A new course has been laid in. We’re headed to the home world.”

“Let’s go,” the guard said, his skin starting to mottle with spots of yellow. “You’ve said enough already.”

Tan let go of the medic and he gave her a small smile before both men left the cell. 

“Headed to the home world,” Chao murmured. 

“But without the Earhart,” Tan added.

Jeffrey nodded. “During the interrogation, Kat mentioned that we’d disengaged from our ship and were headed somewhere. She was locked out of the navigational display, so she couldn’t tell us where we were going. Looks like she’s got things back under control now.” 

“So it’s Kat, is it?” Tan said, giving him a probing look. 

Jeffrey wanted to sigh. But he was forced to keep up his cheerful demeanor. It was what his crew expected of him. “I told you I’m irresistible.”

Chao laughed, but Tan stared at him a moment longer. Her gaze moved to the floor. “You trust this Kat?” 

“Yes.” Unequivocally, he thought of adding, but didn’t want to give away too much of what had happened between him and the sexy Zantharian lieutenant. 

Tan was too perceptive by half. “You’re entrusting our lives to a woman you’ve known for a handful of hours. What has she done to earn such trust so quickly?”

Jeffrey pulled up his knees and leaned his head back against the wall. “She was honest with me. Told me about the Hareema infiltration on Zanthar.” 

He closed his eyes, not really wanting to see the expressions on his crewmates faces. “She had to make a choice in that room. What she thought was her commander was screaming at her to kill me. She chose to take him out instead, risking her career and her planet’s safety to do so.”

“I don’t blame you for trusting her,” Chao said quietly. “I can’t imagine how I would respond if Captain Brooklyn was taken over by these shapeshifters and started giving orders. She took a big risk.” 

Jeffrey opened his eyes and gave a small smile. “She did.” 

Tan began to pace. “What worries me is, Captain Brooklyn could have been taken over and we wouldn’t know. Isn’t it true that the real Major Ontarii could be on the Earhart right now? That would mean that the Major Ontarii who brought us here could have been a Hareema from our own ship.” 

Jeffrey nodded, following her logic. “The real Major Ontarii could be on our ship right now, battling it out with Hareema who could look like anyone.”

“But that means some of our crewmembers weren’t human.” Chao’s voice wavered as she spoke. 

“How do you fight a shapeshifter?” Tan asked the air. “You might not ever know someone’s been replaced until it’s too late.” 

Chao’s eyes were wide. “How can we trust anyone now?” 

The fear in the cell was palpable. Jeffrey knew that he had to step in now, before morale sank any lower. 

“There are ways to tell,” he said, drawing their attention. “Major Ontarii began acting strangely, and Kat and I picked up on it. He started doing things he wouldn’t do, like ignoring protocol and brutalizing his prisoner.” He didn’t need to indicate his injuries for them to know he was referring to himself.

“So if Captain Brooklyn comes back and punches me in the face, you’ll know she’s a shapeshifter.” 

He’d intended his words to be a joke to lighten the mood. No one laughed. 

“We just have to be extra vigilant,” he finished lamely.

“What about you?” Tan asked. “How do we know you’re human and not a Hareema plant, put in here to get us to lower our guard and reveal something.” 

Jeffrey was surprised at the sharpness of her tone. She wasn’t kidding. “Well, I can assure you I’m the same smart ass I ever was.”
“Prove it,” Chao said, moving to stand next to Tan. 

Jeffrey wracked his brain, trying to come up with something to convince them before the tide of sentiment turned against him completely. 

“Hareema can take on human form, but they don’t have our memories. Which means a Hareema wouldn’t know that Chao, you like chocolate chips on your dehydrated pancakes. And it wouldn’t know that you, Dr. Tan, are a secret fan of a certain cartoon mouse.”

Tan had the decency to blush, but Chao was unwilling to let the thread of doubt go. “If the Hareema agent was on our ship for any stretch of time, it could have found those things out easily.” 

Jeffrey sighed. “Okay, Chao, I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice.” 

The small woman braced herself, as if Jeffrey was going to launch himself at her physically. Instead, he continued to speak in a serious voice. 

“Three missions ago, when we were parked off the rings of Saturn taking samples of ring dust for that scientist at Yale, you and I were stuck on off-ship duty together, gathering dust. Remember?”
Chao nodded, but her eyes remained distrustful. 

Jeffrey continued. “You’ve always hated being on ‘spacesuit patrol,’ as you call it, because you’re terrified of becoming untethered or of your suit depressurizing. We had just collected the last of our samples when you felt something hit your suit.”

Chao’s eyes widened. “Yeah.”
“You swore it had caused a microfracture and started to panic, eating up your oxygen in heavy breathing. The depletion of your oxygen at a more rapid rate than normal reinforced the idea that you’d sprung a leak, remember?”

“Okay, Cheerful, I believe you. You can stop now.” A blush was stealing its way onto Chao’s face. 

“Oh no,” Tan said. “The story’s just getting interesting.”

“Chao knew she was going to die, even as I told her that we’d be back on the ship before her suit could depressurize. She made me promise that when she was gone, I would tell Mike that she’d always had a thing for him, and that she regretted never making her move.” 

“Shut up, Cheerful, before I punch you harder than that Hareema did!” 

Tan doubled over laughing. “Oh man, I knew you liked Mike.”

“I don’t think you ladies need to worry about me being a Hareema plant,” Jeffrey finished, a shit-eating grin spreading across his face. 

“No, but you need to worry about where I’m going to plant my fist!” Chao said, shaking her balled-up hand in his face. “You promised never to tell anyone!” 

“You made me!” he replied with a laugh. 

“You better call that medic back,” Chao growled. “I’m gonna add to your array of bruises.” 

Tan stopped laughing long enough to give Jeffrey a serious glance. “I think you’ll be giving him all new bruises, Chao. His old ones have already healed.”

Jeffrey touched his face. It should have been swollen beyond recognition. Instead, everything felt normal. 

The lieutenant let out a loud guffaw. It felt good to laugh, now that his body no longer ached. The laughter helped banish the pall that had hung over the cell. 

Tan put an arm around Chao, shaking her out of her funk until she was able to smile about the situation. “I think Mike’s cute. Big deal. At least I don’t wear mouse ears in my bunk.” 

Tan chuckled, then gave Jeffrey a wink. “Count on Lieutenant Cheerful to perk things up around here.”

“Just doing my job,” he replied, keeping up the pretense at merriment. Inside, his thoughts were less pleasant. 

What’s going to happen when we get to Zanthar, he wondered. Would they be released, or would the Zantharians insist on keeping them prisoner?

That question wasn’t the only one that kept his nerves on edge. What about the lovely Kat’Chinna? Would he be allowed to see her again? 

Even more than that, would he be allowed to taste her once more? She’d shocked him after he’d felt her climax on his lips, pushing him away faster than light speed. Why had she turned cold again, just when they were getting close? What had he done to drive her away?

Jeffrey hoped he would have a chance to learn the answer to that question. For now, he sat in his cell and waited, memories of their time together replaying over and over as the hours ticked past.


Chapter 11

 

 

Kat’Chinna stood on the bridge of the Zantharian flagship, watching as her home planet grew larger on the view screen. Once she’d taken command, she’d tightened security protocols, insisting that every crewmember exchanged energy every fifteen minutes, and with different partners each time. All non-essential crew had been confined to their quarters. So far they had yet to discover another Hareema agent, but she would never again relax her guard. 

She’d sent out a sector-wide bulletin about the human ship, encouraging any ship in the area to report its whereabouts if encountered, and to capture it if possible. She had not encouraged violence, but she had stressed that the ship presented a very real threat to the Zantharian fleet. 

She’d started a ship-wide search for the navigator who’d exchanged energy with Major Ontarii once he’d come back on board, but he hadn’t been found. Instead, they found his uniform shoved behind one of the storage canisters in the cargo bay. His absence worried Kat more than anything else. 

It could be anywhere. It could be watching me right now. 

She’d considered not returning to Zanthar because of the risk it would present, knowing there was a Hareema agent loose somewhere on the ship. Still, she had no choice. She had to share what had happened with Central Command, and it was no longer safe to assume their communication channels weren’t being monitored. 

Plus, as Jeffrey had suggested, she wanted to get their prisoner to a Zantharian lab as soon as possible. They had to figure out exactly how the Hareema were able to imitate the energy exchange. 

A million doubts floated through her mind, but for once she welcomed the distraction. If she was checking and rechecking her plan, she couldn’t be worrying about what had happened between her and the human in the interrogation chamber. 

She’d surrendered to his kisses, had accepted his warm seduction, and he’d brought her the most intense orgasm she’d ever had. She might have gone further, might have allowed him to couple with her, if he hadn’t said those fateful words. 

You’re different. 

She’d heard those words too many times in her life, and they never failed to frustrate her. When she was a child, it was “You’re different. You’re too short.” It was true. By Zantharian standards, she was considered short, several inches shorter than most males and a few inches shorter than the average female. 

In order to prove that her stature didn’t define her, she’d worked harder than her peers, pushing herself to be the best at whatever she set her mind to. This included pursuing a military command. 

Although the Zantharian military had female members, it wasn’t a career that most women chose. Space detail on a military vessel didn’t leave a lot of time for raising a family, which was important to most females. Each Zantharian woman had a single egg that could be fertilized at her own choosing, generally leading to a sole offspring. 

Those precious single babies were cherished and treasured by females, who often took long stretches of time off to raise their children. Long stretches of time off were incompatible with military command, unless one resigned her commission. It therefore made little sense to work hard and climb the ladder of rank, only to resign when the time came to breed.  

Choosing to perhaps forego the chance to raise a child was yet another thing that set her apart. Since each woman could usually have only one child, it was something akin to duty to produce offspring. Instead, Kat had chosen to put her career first. Even when she’d allowed herself to fantasize about building a relationship with the dashing Major Ontarii, she’d always thought of them battling their way through space and not in a cozy nursery, bringing up a baby. 

Kat had known she wasn’t your average Zantharian for years, and she’d accepted that, even at times felt superior because of it.

But now, for once, Kat didn’t want to be different. She wanted to be a normal woman, interacting with a man. She didn’t want to be special, something other than normal. 

Those words had made her realize that she was a box to check for the human. One exotic alien female. Check. 

While she’d been opening up to him, he’d been crossing a fantasy off his list. 

Don’t think about it, she told herself, shaking her head to clear it. She concentrated on the swirling mass of colors that was Zanthar as it grew closer. Beautiful greens, blues, and purples coalesced to form the Zantharian oceans. She’d always loved this view, always felt a sense of wonder and purpose when she’d seen Zanthar from space.

Now she was worried, and had a sense of gnawing loneliness.

She was going to have to explain to the Supreme Regent of Zanthar that her commanding officer had been replaced by a Hareema agent, and that she’d lost the Earthling vessel, not knowing whether or not Major Ontarii was on that ship. 

But worse, she was going to have to face Central Command alone. Major Ontarii had always been there to take charge, to charm the administration and to stand up for his crew. Now she’d be subjected to their barrage of questions with no one to have her back.

What about the human lieutenant? her inner voice whispered. He’d have your back, no questions asked. 

Would he? He’d insisted that they needed to work together against their common enemy, and in the case of their current Hareema captive, they’d made a good team. But would he still feel the same way, now that she’d locked him back in his cell and not consulted him about her current course of action?

Zantharian men, although recognizing that women were their equals, still had a macho streak a mile wide. This went double for military men. Jeffrey was a military man, with a rank equal to her own. And yet she’d locked him away, preferring to proceed without his help. 

She’d told him that she didn’t want to have to explain him to her crew, and that was true. But perhaps the bigger reason that she’d put him back in his cell was her own embarrassment at letting down her guard long enough for him to make his move. 

Why does he have to be so freaking sexy? If he was a short man with bad teeth and spotty skin, I could have ignored him with no problem. 

Instead, he was a tall, muscular male with a winning smile and eyes that burned her now, even in her memory. When he’d captured her lips, she’d realized that no one had ever kissed her in that way. She’d wanted more. 

And when he’d touched her body, when he’d put his mouth on her core, she’d almost lost herself, giving herself over to a pleasure so intense, the thought of it now caused her to tremble. 

But in the end, he reminded her that she was different. And even if he hadn’t meant it the way she’d chosen to take it, it didn’t matter. They were different. Different species. From entirely different planets. 

She gave herself a few moments to imagine what choosing Jeffrey as her mate would mean back on Zanthar. 

Ridicule. Shame. Embarrassment. 

Abandonment. 

She would lose friends. Lose stature. Perhaps lose her career. 

And even if she didn’t lose those things. Even if she was accepted, as much as she could be, by her peers, there were still too many differences dividing them. 

They were both lieutenants on different starships, with different missions and different protocols. How would they ever find time to get together? 

Enough traveling down the trail of What If, she told herself. He was scratching an itch, satisfying his curiosity. He now knew what seducing an alien female felt like. Who knew if he’d even be interesting in repeating the experience. 

The officer stationed at navigation broke through the haze of her thoughts. “We’re on our descent course now. T-minus four minutes until landing.”
Kat swallowed, taking a deep breath. She expected quite a backlash for the events she’d set in motion. And she couldn’t even warn them of what was coming. 

“Attention all crew. We are making our descent into the Zantharian atmosphere and will soon be landing. Because of the nature of the Hareema threat against us, all crew are ordered to remain in quarters or at their posts until ordered otherwise. Any breach of these orders will subject you to the strictest possible disciplinary action, and will arouse suspicion that you have been replaced by a shapeshifter.” 

She thought that last bit might be a bit too strong, but she’d never been one to hide things from her crew. They would all be under the harshest suspicion from the beginning, and she preferred it that way. If the Hareema operative were allowed to sneak off the ship and onto the home world, the threat to their people would be incalculable.

As they approached Central Command, two smaller ships flanked the flagship on either side. “Major Ontarii, this is Central Command. Why didn’t you warn us of your unscheduled return?”

“This is Lieutenant Kat’Chinna Yarr, current commander of the Zantharian Flagship. We were forced to return to the home world due to circumstances beyond our control.”
“And those circumstances are…?”

Kat frowned. “We can’t be sure this channel is secure. The situation is threat level midnight.”
Threat level midnight meant a crisis of planetary proportions. She thought she heard a gasp over the comm, before she heard Central Command’s response. “Threat level confirmed. Quarantine procedures initialized. You are ordered to secure your ship after landing. We’ll come to you.”

Kat rodgered her agreement, then inhaled hard at the next words. “If any of your crew attempts to set foot off the ship before we’ve cleared them, they will be terminated with extreme prejudice.”

“Understood.” Kat relayed Central Command’s orders to her crew, reminding everyone of the extreme danger of their situation. It would be the height of folly to make it all the way home, only to be taken out by their own comrades. 

As the ship made its way into the largest hanger on the base, she watched as Zantharian troops spilled out of command centers to converge on the ship. One it had settled into place, Kat leaned back. There was nothing to do but wait as the special command squads cleared the ship room by room.

The squad hit the bridge fairly quickly, and she was soon subjected to an intense energy exchange to confirm her identity. Then, with the remainder of the bridge crew, she was led off the ship and shuttled to the office of the ranking officer. 

As Kat stepped through the membrane into the office, she was surprised to find herself confronted by the Supreme Regent himself. Xivthar Rasveen was one of the largest males she’d ever seen. His body rippled with repressed strength, his eyes bright and discerning with a keen intelligence that had served to protect his position for years. 

With something akin to fury in those eyes now, it was hard for Kat not to be intimidated. 

“Oh Xiv, stop it,” a female voice said. “You’re scaring her half to death.”

Kat turned, surprised to see the form of a small human female, standing near the shelves of digital tomes to her right. Dr. Sylvia Cohen. 

So the rumors are true. The Supreme Regent has chosen a human for his mate. 

Although there was nothing definitive in the fact that the female was in the office with them now, Kat nonetheless knew that these two had become a pair. For one, no woman but the regent’s mate would dare to give him orders. 

Zantharian males became extremely possessive over their females, not allowing them out of their sights for long. And there was something in the way the regent was looking at her, as if Dr. Sylvia Cohen were a plate of octopus hors d’oeuvres and he’d been stranded in space for a month. 

“Supreme Regent,” Kat said, moving forward toward the desk behind which Rasveen was seated, “I have urgent news to report.” 

“Where is Major Ontarii?” Rasveen’s face was cold, his words harsh. 

Kat heard the human female make a strange clicking noise. She risked a glance at Dr. Cohen. She held up a finger and was delicately shaking it at the regent. 

“Regent, forgive the request, but what I have to say is restricted information. Are you certain I should speak freely.” 

Rasveen’s face tightened. “Whatever you have to say, you can say in front of my mate.” 

The rumors were true. The Supreme Regent of the planet Zanthar had been snared by the tiny human scientist. 

Kat wasn’t sure how to take this bit of information. Her thoughts began cascading. If the regent could mate with a human, then—

“Start talking, Lieutenant, before I throw you in a cell with a spikefin and get my information from someone else.”

The image of her being gored by the massive ocean predator brought her mind back to the task at hand.

“Major Ontarii is not aboard the flagship.”

“My men have already relayed that tidbit to me, Yarr. Try harder.”
“He’s been impersonated by a Hareema agent, either when we encountered the human ship or before.”

“Human ship?” Dr. Cohen leapt forward, staring up into Kat’s face. “You encountered a human ship?”

“Yes,” Kat said, giving a small smile to the scientist before returning her focus to the regent. “I can’t be certain when the major was replaced, but my suspicion is that he was impersonated after he returned from the Earthling vessel.” 

“That would support our theory that Earth has been infiltrated.” 

Dr. Cohen crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at her mate. “We don’t know that for sure. Clearly we humans are being used as pawns in this intergalactic game of whose-got-the-bigger—“

“Enough, my mate. We’re not going to rehash that same argument.” 

“Don’t cut me off, Xiv. I have just as much a right to speak as you. In fact—“

“I don’t mean to interrupt,” Kat said, gnawing on her bottom lip. “But there is one more thing you need to know right away.”

“And that is?”
Before Kat could speak, the small console on the desk started to chirp. “Report,” Rasveen ordered after pushing the comm button.

“There’s a Hareema on the flagship.”

The voice sounded rattled, causing the regent to pin Kat with a dark look. “Did you know about this?”

“Yes.” She hurried to explain the plan to keep the Hareema contained with a constant current. 

“You’re aware of our protocol?” Rasveen asked gruffly.

Kat nodded, but Dr. Cohen put a hand on her arm and spoke up. “Xiv, I told you that protocol needed to be changed if we’re to make any progress in our fight against the Hareema. It sounds like she’s caught us our first prisoner.” 

For a moment, Kat wasn’t sure how the regent would respond. After several seconds, he pushed the comm button. “Continue to keep the creature contained, as the lieutenant has done. I want it in a secure cell under guard immediately. And keep pumping that current into it. But not too much. I want the prisoner alive. Understood?”

There was fear in the voice of the officer on the other end. “Understood.” 

The regent leaned back in his seat and kept his gaze centered on hers. Kat wanted to melt into the floor, but she kept her blank expression and stared back. 

“I wouldn’t have expected this kind of creative thinking from you, Lieutenant,” Rasveen said after a pause. “I familiarized myself with your dossier when I heard you’d taken command of the flagship.  You’re an excellent officer, but you always follow orders. What led to the idea of taking prisoners?”

Kat took a deep breath. “I can’t take full credit for the prisoner’s capture. It was a human, Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt, who convinced me to try and hold the Hareema.” 

“Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt,” Dr. Cohen said in a wondering tone. “I’ve met him. He’s known as somewhat of a prankster at NASA. Always telling inappropriate jokes. His crew is devoted to him. He serves under Captain Jennifer Brooklyn. Which means the ship you encountered was the Earhart.” 

Kat was amazed how quickly Dr. Cohen had put the pieces together. The regent had done well in his choice of mate. 

“Yes. During a routine patrol of shipping lanes, we found the Earhart. We scanned the ship and found traces of Hareema DNA. Major Ontarii tractored the ship in and took two guards aboard the human vessel to investigate. When Major Ontarii returned, or what we thought was Major Ontarii, he brought with him three human prisoners.” 

“So there are humans on the flagship?” Dr. Cohen’s eyes lit up, but at a tense look from Rasveen, she deflated. “Are you sure they’re humans?”

“They were tested,” Kat said with a nod. “Major Ontarii’s impersonator ordered me to interrogate the humans. I began with the lieutenant, and it was during the interrogation process that Brunt convinced me that Major Ontarii had been compromised.”
“You’re telling me that a human, one who’d you spent a handful of minutes in his company, discovered Major Ontarii was a plant before his own second in command did?”

Kat wanted to hang her head in shame, but she refused to show weakness. “The human lieutenant was able to provide an outside perspective. Once I reviewed his logic, I agreed, and ran a current through what I thought was the major.”

Sylvia made the same sound Jeffrey had hours earlier, pushing air through her pursed lips. “That was quite a risk. You’d have faced heavy punishment if you were wrong.” 

“But I wasn’t.” 

Rasveen cocked an eyebrow. “It seems as if you and this human lieutenant make quite a team.”

If you only knew the half of it, Kat thought in reply. 


Chapter 12

 

 

Jeffrey tried hard to keep from gawking at the array of ocean creatures he saw out the windows of the Central Command corridors. He’d never really paid much attention to the wildlife of Earth, his imagination always fired up by what he might find on another planet. And now that he was seeing exactly what the universe had to offer, he was hard pressed not to stop in his tracks and stare for hours. 

Unfortunately, the Zantharian guards at his back wouldn’t allow him to pause for long. When they’d initially herded him and his human companions through the large doors of Zanthar’s military headquarters, they’d been above the surface. But soon, the endless hallways that reminded Jeffrey of caves on Earth, but smoother and more evenly colored, had led them down into the depths, and they were now surrounded on all sides by the sea, if the windows were to be believed.

At last they came to a stop in front of a membrane. One of the guards opened it and motioned them inside. 

Jeffrey turned around immediately when he saw it was another cell, very much like the one they’d spent the last several hours in on the flagship. Before he could complain, the membrane closed and they were once again locked in. 

Until a detail of Zantharians had entered the cell and subjected them to another energy exchange, they’d been stuck exchanging hypotheticals while the flagship made its way to the home world. Now it appeared as if they had another wait ahead of them. 

Tan and Chao resumed their earlier conversation, attempting to outline the possible targets for Hareema infiltration in NASA command back on Earth. Jeffrey listened with half an ear, but found his thoughts straying back to the beautiful Zantharian lieutenant. 

What had she told her superiors about their interactions? Jeffrey doubted that she would admit they’d been intimate. Would she reveal his contribution to the capture of the Hareema agent, or would she claim all the credit? 

She didn’t seem to have a lust for glory. But she certainly wasn’t without lust entirely. A sudden memory arose of her beneath him, the golden ring around her eyes glowing as she stared up at him, her skin flushing lavender, her breathing heaving, while she waited for him to resume kissing her. Jeffrey had to concentrate hard to banish his arousal before his flight suit showed that he wasn’t staying on task. 

No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t stop thinking about the seductive lieutenant. Saying she was different from any woman he’d ever known was a colossal understatement. She was from another world, with color-changing skin and the ability to blast him into next week with her bioelectricity if he got out of line. But her alien-ness wasn’t the only thing that set her apart. 

She was smart, motivated, and more than capable of taking command when called upon. Kat was also brave, willing to take risks to keep her people safe. And her iron-fisted control over her emotions both amazed and frustrated him. 

She’s able to freeze her feelings in a block of ice faster than a one-legged man in a bucket-kicking contest, as Grandmama used to say. But she unfreezes easy, if you pet her in the right way.

The problem was, would he get close enough to her to pet her again? Or would he spend the rest of his days in this blasted cell? 

It seemed they weren’t to be left alone for long. In less than an hour, the cell membrane opened and in walked two figures, one a towering Zantharian, and one a much smaller and more familiar female. 

“Dr. Sylvia Cohen, as I live and breathe,” Jeffrey said, standing up from where he’d been resting against the wall. “Zanthar seems to agree with you.”
The scientist laughed. “Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt, you old charmer you. Only you could turn captivity on an alien world into a place where your formal dinner manners are on display.”

“Did someone say ‘dinner,’” Chao said, rubbing her stomach. “It’s been hours since we’ve had anything to eat or drink.”

“My apologies,” the Zantharian male said, nodding to Chao. “A meal will be sent up shortly. We can’t have people back on Earth saying Zantharians are inhospitable.” 

Jeffrey moved closer to the human scientist, intending to shake the hand of a colleague he hadn’t seen in close to a year. He was glad to see that Dr. Cohen was safe and obviously well-treated here on Zanthar.

Before he could get close enough to even extend his hand to her, the Zantharian male was blocking his way, fixing him with an angry glare. 

Sylvia slugged the bulky Zantharian on his arm and pushed her way around him. “My apologies, Jeffrey. Zantharian males are a bit over-protective of their mates.” 

Mate? Dr. Cohen had been missing for a couple months, and already she’d managed to land a buff boyfriend?

“This is Xivthar Rasveen, Supreme Regent of Zanthar.”
And the king of the planet no less. Sylvia works fast. 

Jeffrey nodded to the regent, reminding himself that he’d managed to seduce the lieutenant in the space of a couple hours. If the relationship between Dr. Cohen and the regent followed the same trajectory as what had started between himself and Kat, it was no wonder they were already tied at the hip. 

Unfortunately, it didn’t seem that Zantharian females had the same level of obsession as the males, as Kat had had no problem separating herself from him at the first opportunity. 

“Well, Dr. Cohen, I’m impressed. You were able to hook a supreme leader in record time, even after you were accused of taking down their planetary defense system.”
“Regent,” Rasveen corrected.

Sylvia ignored him, pressing her hand to her chest and giving a giggle. “You heard about that, huh?”

“You make quite an impact, don’t you,” he said with a mischievous grin.

“Oh Jeff, you’re such a kidder,” she said, putting her hand on his arm while they laughed. 

Rasveen’s face was darker than a thundercloud. He grabbed Sylvia by the waist and pulled her back. “This will be your only warning, human. Touch my mate again, and I’ll feed you to the gnarsharks myself.” 

Jeffrey put both of his hands in the air. “She touched me, Your Majesty.” 

“Stop it,” Sylvia said, squirming to be released. “He’s a friend from work. Be nice to him.” 

The regent set Dr. Cohen down and bent low, nuzzling her neck before speaking in a low voice to her. Jeffrey was barely able to make out his words. “Don’t test my patience, woman. You know the rules. Any other male touches you, I rip his arms off.”

Sylvia chuckled. “Oh, X. You’re so romantic.” 

Jeffrey’s brows furrowed. He was unable to tell if her words were meant ironically or not. Still, it was clear the little human scientist and the large planetary leader had an intense connection. He decided immediately not to push things. 

Besides, he liked his arms attached to his body. 

“If you don’t mind an interruption to this love fest,” Dr. Tan said, approaching the entwined pair, “would you mind telling us what’s going on around here? Have your forces located the Earhart yet?”

The regent frowned. “Afraid not. We’ve got most of the fleet searching, but space is vast, and our security protocols make this kind of search slow and plodding.” 

“Did you locate the other Hareema on the flagship?” Jeffrey asked. He knew it was the thing that Kat was most concerned about.

This time the regent’s face tightened, his eyes narrowing as streaks of yellow worked their way up his otherwise green skin. “No. Our men have been searching every inch of the ship, but so far we’ve found nothing.”

“The Zantharian crew has been tested and removed, and the Hareema prisoner is currently under guard in the most secure facilities. The flagship itself is locked down, no one and no thing allowed out of the hangar without testing.”

Jeffrey nodded, realizing a weight he hadn’t even known he’d been carrying was lifted from him chest. “And the prisoner, is it still being subjected to constant current?”

“Yes,” Rasveen rumbled. “It seems we have you to thank for assisting in the capture of our first Hareema prisoner. Although I must say I’d almost rather you’d let Yarr kill it.” 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Jeffrey replied, then grew serious. “We need the information it has. We have to find out how they learned to imitate your energy exchange. And to determine how many Hareema might be here on Zanthar. And on Earth.”

“You’re right,” Sylvia said, elbowing the regent in his ribs. 

“I agree,” he said, giving the scientist a smile. “Still, it makes me nervous, having a Hareema in captivity.

“I’m working with Zantharian scientists to determine the means of imprisoning the creature without having to keep blasting it with a constant energy stream. I don’t think it can even talk until we’ve done so. Its molecules are too destabilized.”

“I’d be willing to help with that,” Dr. Tan said. “I’m a medical doctor. Although I have no experience with alien anatomy, I have kept up on current exobiological theory.” 

“I’d appreciate your help,” Dr. Cohen said with a smile. 

“What about me and Lieutenant Cheerful?” Chao asked. “Is there some way we might be of use too?”

Rasveen stared down at the woman who appeared tiny next to the towering Zantharian. “I will think on it. Right now, you can all help by staying put. Although my people are slowing warming to my chosen mate, sentiment on Zanthar remains against humans. As we have not been able to determine the level of infiltration and cooperation between Hareema and humans, conspiracy theories run rife. For your own safety, I’d like you to stay here in the cell a little longer.”

Jeffrey wasn’t pleased by those words, but he could understand the issues the regent was facing. Beset by enemies on all sides and beleaguered by his own constituents, it couldn’t be easy to be in Rasveen’s shoes at the moments. 

If he wore shoes. 

“Agreed,” Chao said, speaking for the three of them. Her stomach chose that moment to let out a loud rumble. “As long as you feed us soon.”

The regent let out a loud chuckle. “Of course.”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

Kat’Chinna walked down the corridor at a steady rate, even though she wanted to run to the briefing room. The word that had made its way through the barracks was that Major Ontarii had returned to Zanthar, and he wasn’t alone. 

She’d been summoned a few moments ago, and she’d immediately started for the briefing room, her nerves fighting like eels in a sack. She was working hard to keep her skin an even green color. Now that she was only a few paces away from the entrance, she took a deep breath, making sure her expression hid any of the anxiety gnawing at her insides.

The membrane opened and Kat stepped inside. She had to fight to disguise her surprise when she saw the human lieutenant staring back at her. 

He wasn’t alone in the room. His two female crewmates were with him. They were huddled together, their faces excited. Seems like they’ve heard the news as well. 

“Hello, Kat.” 

Although she wanted to avoid eye contact, she forced herself to meet Jeffrey’s gaze. 

“Lieutenant,” she replied, giving him a polite nod.

Hurt flitted over his features but he covered it quickly with a sardonic grin. “Looks like you got everyone home safely, and managed to land your first Hareema prisoner. Well done.”

Kat wasn’t sure how to respond. She’d known that at some moment in time, she’d have to interact with Jeffrey Brunt again. She’d hoped she would have a little more time before that moment arrived, however. 

So instead of responding she kept quiet, relying on a tactic she’d used on soldiers of lower rank. Just stare at him until he shuts up and goes away.

She knew it wasn’t the right way to respond, knew she should say something, but she refused to give into blind panic and start sputtering things she would regret later. So she stood and stared and watched his face get redder. 

“We need to talk.” 

A ripple of anxiety ran through her. She wasn’t sure how it went on Earth, but on her planet, usually the female utter those words to a recalcitrant male. Perhaps humans were different. 

She thought for a moment of continuing her silent treatment, but knew she was being unfair. Besides, Jeffrey looks like the tenacious type. I doubt he’d give up until he got a response. 

“So talk,” she said, wincing inwardly at her tone. 

She watched as his brows lowered and his respiration rate increased. “I wanted to talk about what happened in that interrogation room.”

“What are you referring to? Our capture of the Hareema infiltrator?”

Jeffrey shook his head. “You know that’s not what I'm referring to.” The last words came out close to a snarl. It seems she’d already pushed him to the edge. 

Maybe if she pushed him over it, he’d leave her alone and let her get back to her life. A life of fighting the enemy. A life of harmless crushes. A life where she didn’t have to worry about her confusing feelings, where she didn’t have to risk her career and her reputation on a relationship.

Although she knew she was being cruel, it seemed the only appropriate course of action. “That capture was the only thing of consequence to happen in that room. Nothing else is worth talking about.”

Kat wanted to look away, to block out the anger and hurt in his features, but she forced herself to be brave, using all of her energy to maintain her mint-green skin and her neutral facial expression. 

“You know that isn’t true,” Jeffrey said, becoming animated as he launched into his tirade. “You might want to pretend that I was the only one affected by our little interlude, but believe me, you were right there with me. If anything, you were—“

The membrane opened, and in strolled the regent with his little mate by his side. Following behind him was his brother, Drake Karren Rasveen, Minister of Defense. Kat was both surprised and relieved to see the minister. Most Zantharians thought the Hareema would have killed him by now. 

Yet here he was, standing beside his brother, his keen eyes scanning the room for threats. When two more figures entered the briefing room, though, Kat’s surprise tripled. It took every ounce of concentration not to let her emotions show.

Major Ontarii had just entered, his arm around the waist of an attractive human female dressed in a flight suit that matched the rest of the human crew. 

It seemed that Jeffrey was so focused on his conversation that he hadn’t noticed the new arrivals. “—than other women. I’m not unfamiliar with an aroused female’s reaction. So I have no doubt that—“

The human female detached herself from Major Ontarii and waved to Dr. Tan and Chao, who had greeted her with shouts of joy. Then she turned her attention to Jeffrey, who still hadn’t noticed her. 

At that moment he realized that Kat was distracted. “You’re not listening to me!” 

Kat couldn’t believe the ridiculousness of the situation and rolled her eyes, not noticing that the female had sidled up to their conversation. 

Suddenly a voice heavy with command demanded “Lieutenant, report!”

Kat’s eyes snapped to the human female, the air of authority almost causing her to follow the command. Before she could speak, Jeffrey’s near-constant stream of words trickled off. He turned, finally noticing the female, and he immediately grabbed her and pulled her into a tight hug.

Her stomach tightened uncomfortably with an unknown emotion when she saw him embrace the human female. She tried to push the feeling away, but it lingered. 

“Captain! I didn’t think we’d ever see you again.” Jeffrey’s entire demeanor changed, joy replacing frustration on his features. 

There was a growl from behind the embracing pair. Kat’s gaze shifted to Major Ontarii who was standing behind the humans, his hands clenched in fists. “Get your hands off my mate or lose them.” 

Kat’s stomach felt as if it had just hit 15 G’s. Major Ontarii’s skin was a blazing yellow, the desire to murder the human male writ large on his face. 

Mate?

The human female detached herself from Jeffrey and spoke soothingly to the major. “It’s okay,” she said. 

It seemed like the walls were closing in on her. Her breathing sharpened, her emotions on overload. 

Major Ontarii has taken a mate. A human mate. 

Several years’ worth of daydreams evaporated like sea mist on a warm day. She and Major Ontarii on a beautiful alien world. Him stealing kisses beneath a waterfall. Holding her tight. Whispering words of love and adoration while a billion stars shone overhead. 

None of that would ever happen now. Zantharians mated for life. Major Ontarii was forever out of her reach.

She couldn’t help the overwhelming resentment she felt toward the human captain. Her gaze narrowed as she raked her eyes over Major Ontarii’s mate. She was short, plump, with large eyes and thick, wavy hair. What has this scrap of female got that I haven’t?

The captain met her gaze, her discerning eyes taking in more than Kat wanted to reveal.

“Fill me in on what’s happening,” she told her lieutenant. 

“After you’d left with this one,” Jeffrey said, gesturing at Major Ontarii, “we waited. After a few moments, you came back. He told his crew to remain on the ship with you and the others, while the rest of us were taken to the flagship. We thought it was you, so we followed orders, even though I didn’t want to leave you alone.”

The human female nodded. “It’s understandable.”

Kat saw Jeffrey make a sigh of relief. He continued, “On the flagship, we met this one, Kat’Chinna, Major Ontarii’s second. Long story short, we figured out that the Major Ontarii we’d brought back wasn’t the real one.” 

The lieutenant frowned, his eyes searching his Captain’s face. “Where’s Mike? And Diego? And Talia?”

His captain shook her head sadly. “Mike and Diego didn’t make it. Talia was the Hareema plant. Although there had to be more.” 

“Oh, there were more, at least two others,” Jeffrey said. Kat shivered at his frozen tone. 

His captain had a similar reaction. “How do you know this?”

Jeffrey’s smile was sharp. “Because I caught one, and it talked.” 

Kat didn’t like the cocky tone in Jeffrey’s voice. Why does he make light of everything? Even an enemy that threatened to destroy both their worlds. 

Her head swiveled when Major Ontarii spoke. The surprise in his voice made her sick to her stomach. “You have a Hareema prisoner? We haven’t managed to catch one in centuries. How did you do it?”

“It’s all in the wrists,” the lieutenant joked. 

His cavalier attitude made her nauseous. Coupled with Major Ontarii’s announcement, Kat was close to losing her lunch. We haven’t managed to catch one because we never tried, she wanted to say. 

Before she could open her mouth to insult a superior officer, the Supreme Regent stepped forward. “We will discuss all of this further shortly. We have briefings scheduled all day. For now, I’d like to discuss assignments.” 

Kat took a deep breath, turning herself on autopilot. I can deal with my feelings later.

To Major Ontarii, the regent said, “We need to debrief, obviously, and I want your help in interrogating the Hareema prisoner. Drake informs me that you have information about a rebel alliance among the enemy. I want to see what our captive has to say about this.” 

Rasveen then turned his attention to Kat and Jeffrey. “You two, you’re charged with recovering the missing Earth vessel and reclaiming it from the Hareema. I want this done as quickly as possible. I think the next step in this war will involve a trip back to Earth, and I want it to be in your vessel.” 

The human captain lodged her protest, but Rasveen was brooking no resistance. “Your lieutenants have proven themselves more than capable. They will recover your ship. You will remain here. Am I clear?”

Kat could see that the human captain wasn’t used to taking orders from alien alpha males. Good luck. You’ve tied yourself to one of the biggest alphas on Zanthar. Time to get used to it. 

Dr. Cohen came forward to usher Captain Brooklyn to her quarters to freshen up. The knot in Kat’s insides tightened when she saw Major Ontarii fight to accompany her. Zantharian males hated letting their chosen female out of their sight. 

After the human scientist led her colleague out of the briefing room, Major Ontarii and Rasveen put their heads together, discussing what would happen next. Jeffrey had put his arms around his crewmates and they were talking in excited tones. 

Kat stood there, staring at the ground, her mind caught in a whirlpool of shock, disappointment, and anger. 

The lieutenant lifted his gaze to her face, and she could feel his eyes on her, as if his stare had weight. 

Without waiting for him to resume their earlier conversation, Kat turned on her heel. “I’ll begin making preparations,” she said over her shoulder as she opened the membrane, then escaped out into the corridor. 

Her steps were rapid as she fled the briefing room. She wished she could run away from the whole situation, just leave it all behind her. 

Major Ontarii has mated with a human female. 

The words sounded foreign in her brain. They didn’t make sense. 

Although she’d always hoped they’d end up together, she’d admitted to herself that Major Ontarii might never take a mate, even her. 

And now he’d shown up with a human mate, even though he’d known the woman for only a couple of days. 

Can you really fault him his passions? an inner voice asked. You submitted to the lieutenant’s charms after only a couple hours. 

“Shut up,” she told herself. “Fooling around on an interrogation table isn’t the same thing as matehood!”

Two soldiers who were passing by fixed her with confused stares, and Kat scowled at them, forcing herself not to break into a dead run. 

Calm down. Breathe. Try and forget what’s happening.

Even if it means the death of your dreams. 

Although, if Kat were being honest with herself, she would have to admit that she felt the tiniest bit relieved. Carrying a torch for someone for years, letting desire linger unfulfilled for so long, was a difficult task. 

If it wasn’t the unrequited love lost that was making her stomach feel like it was doing flip flops, then what could it be?

The image of the handsome human lieutenant rose in her mind. Oh yeah. Him. 

The regent had charged them both with bringing back the human ship. She’d planned to avoid Jeffrey as much as possible, promising herself that she’d never be alone with him again. If they weren’t alone, she wouldn’t be in a position to be vulnerable to his charms. 

Or her own desires. 

Kat made her way to central requisition hub, requesting the fastest scout ship on hand. They’d have to make due with a minimal crew, but a handful of them should be enough to deal with the Hareema plants on the human ship. As long as they didn’t run into anything more threatening…

She requested five of her most trusted underlings to be assigned to the scout ship. The head requisitions officer told her that he’d oversee the outfitting of the ship himself and would let her know when it was ready to fly. 

With that finished, she headed toward her cabin. Although she had a small family home on the other side of the planet, she kept quarters here, as she wasn’t on the home world often for long enough to travel back to her home. She’d just filled her tub and settled herself inside the hot scented water when she received a summons from the regent’s office. She was to meet in the strategic planning center in ten minutes. 

Kat rolled her eyes. It figured. 

She grabbed her sponge and started running it over her tired limbs. It was soft but scratchy enough to exfoliate. The sponge had once been a living creature whose body contained a substance that was naturally antibacterial. 

Rinsing off quickly, she hopped out of the tub and started drying herself briskly. A few moments later, she was straightening the tendrils on her head, forcing them back into a tight knot on her neck. 

A fresh uniform followed, and she was speeding down the hall to the strategic planning center. 

The membrane opened and she hurried inside, swallowing her disappointment when she saw who was gathered there. 

On the other side of the large briefing table, Major Ontarii stood behind his human mate, his arms around her waist, his face nestled at her neck, planting kisses and harvesting enjoyment from his female. 

Kat looked away quickly, her face almost heating at the sight of Major Ontarii’s skin flushed a shade very near to lavender. How embarrassing. 

Looking at the regent and his lady love wasn’t much better. She was stationed on his knee, a possessive arm around her middle, while he smiled down into her cherubic face. 

What the hell is happening around here? Kat considered the possibility that the humans were in league to take over Zanthar through seduction. 

Turning to face the other inhabitants of the room, Kat blanked her face. The three human crewmates were settled into chairs around the oval table, talking quietly. 

Suddenly Jeffrey’s head came up, his eyes locking on hers. A ghost of a smile lit his features. 

Kat looked away, pulling up a seat at the table and crossing her arms in front of her on its smooth surface. She stared at her hands, wishing more than anything to be anywhere else but here. 

“I see you took your time getting here,” the regent said when he noticed her presence. 

“Apologies,” Kat said softly. “I requisitioned the fastest scout ship available and selected my crew. We should be ready to depart when ordered.”

“Good,” the regent said. “I want you and the lieutenant on your way within the hour. 

“Your Majesty,” the human male said. “If I may speak?”

Rasveen nodded. Sylvia giggled, amused by the ironic formality in the lieutenant’s voice. An irony that was missed by her mate. 

“I think it makes sense to try and talk to the prisoner again before we take off. He might have information that could be of use.” 

Kat considered his words, then shook her head. “I don’t think it’s worth wasting our time. That creature is not going to talk. And even if it does, how would we know if it was telling the truth?”

“It won’t take long,” Jeffrey countered. “And any information, whether trustworthy or not, has to be better than flying blind into God knows what.” 

Rasveen considered their words. Kat’s eyes skittered to her commander’s face. Major Ontarii was staring at her, a considering light in his dark eyes. 

“I agree with the human,” the regent said at last. “You will attempt to interrogate the prisoner before you depart. But don’t take too long. I want you out of here as soon as possible. We need that human ship.”

Kat nodded, rising from the table. She had no choice. She was stuck with the human. Any argument on her part would just burn much-needed minutes in the fight against the Hareema.

Without a word in Jeffrey’s direction, she headed toward the exit. 

“Lieutenant Yarr.” The regent’s voice stopped her in her tracks. 

She turned back to face him. “Yes, Supreme Regent?”

“I trust you to bring back the human ship with your crew intact. And I trust you to cooperate with your human counterpart.”

“I have no problem with that, as long as he obeys my orders.”

“About that,” Rasveen said, the corner of his lips curving up. “It’s actually the other way around.”

“Pardon me?”

Jeffrey stood from his seat and sauntered over with a gnarshark’s grin on his handsome face. “He’s saying I’m in charge, sweetheart.”
Kat’s overburdened brain couldn’t take anymore. Her control snapped. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I won’t stand for it!”

“Are you disobeying my orders?” Rasveen barked, his voice deep and full of authority. 

“If your orders are to obey this…this…”

“Primitive?” Jeffrey said in a low voice that only she could hear. 

“Human! It’s my ship, and my crew!”

Rasveen stood then, heaving his mate into his arms. He towered over the rest of the company, his skin mottled with yellow. “You will do as I command! Lieutenant Brunt is in charge for this mission. He’s had several good ideas, convincing you to catch the Hareema captive, and suggesting the interrogation. I want to see if his ideas hold on this mission.”

The regent scowled down at her. “I’m not used to having my orders questioned. Don’t ever do it again.”
“Xiv,” the human scientist whispered into her irate male’s ear. “I think you’ve made your point. Now how about you and I go partake in an Earth delicacy. It’s called ‘afternoon delight.’” 

The female kissed Rasveen on his cheek and the yellow tint to his skin melted away. “I want that human ship returned,” he said, then carried his mate out the membrane and into the corridor. 

Major Ontarii and his mate followed close behind, hand in hand. “You can do this, lieutenant,” he said as he passed. 

Kat gave him a tight nod, unwilling to meet his eyes. 

“Well, precious, seems like we should be on our way.” Jeffrey held out his arm to her. 

Kat looked at it, offended. Does he think me too weak to walk on my own? 

She stalked off, into the corridor, not bothering to look back to see if he followed.


Chapter 14

 

 

“Well, you’ve certainly got your work cut out for you with that one,” Dr. Tan said as the membrane closed behind Kat’Chinna.

“Yeah,” Chao said, giving him a grin. “I thought you said no female could resist your charms.” 

“They can’t,” Jeffrey said, throwing a grin back at her. “Some just take longer to warm up than others.”

Chao laughed and Tan covered her mouth, hiding a smile. 

“Sorry, ladies,” he said, patting them both on opposite arms. “Gotta run. Got another hot date in an interrogation room.” He hurried toward the membrane, not wanting to let Kat get too far ahead.

“Good luck!” Chao called after him.

“You’re gonna need it,” Tan chimed in.

He just made it into the corridor in time to see Kat turning down a left-hand spur in the distance. Jeffrey sped after her.

Damn, she’s fast. It must be those long legs of her. Legs that go on forever. Legs that are so toned and strong. I can’t wait to have them wrapped around my waist as I surge into her.

His cock instantly hardened and Jeffrey cursed. The alien female had such an overwhelming effect on him. And now they’d been thrown together again, another dangerous mission as it were.

Except this time, he’d be the one making the rules.

He would be lying if he said that thought didn’t excite him. It put a thousand images in his head. Kat’Chinna, lying beneath him, her spellbinding eyes begging him to take her. On her knees, looking up at him with longing, ready to submit to his every whim.

Better calm down, old boy. His cock twitched in his flight suit. We’ve almost caught up to her. Can’t let her know how much she gets to you. Not if you want to remain in control. 

At last, he made it to her side and slowed down his pace, getting in step with the alien lieutenant. “Where are we headed, Kat?”

She refused to look at him. Her face was neutral, but her eyes were cold. “I thought I told you not to call me that, Lieutenant.”

“Let’s not be formal for formal’s sake,” he responded. “I’ll call you Kat, you call me Jeffrey, and Bob’s your uncle.”

“I don’t know any Bob, Lieutenant.” 

So much for your winning sense of humor, Jeffrey thought wryly. “So we’re just going to call each other ‘Lieutenant’ like a pair of ninnies?” 

“I’m afraid I’m not familiar with ninnies either, Lieutenant.”

Jeffrey wanted to groan. It was clear she was set on keeping her chilly attitude in place. 

“Look,” he said, grabbing her arm to pull her to the side of the corridor, near a large round window. “We never talked about what happened.”
“And we won’t, Lieutenant,” she replied.

Jeffrey almost recoiled at the venom she put into his title. 

“If you’re going to be working under me, we should at least discuss—“

“I’ll never be under you again, so you don’t need to worry about it. Let’s just complete this mission, and then we never have to talk to each other again.”

“I enjoy talking to you. I thought you enjoyed me too. At least—“
“You can be sure, I’m not enjoying this,” she spit back at him, streaks of yellow starting to climb up her limbs. 

“Kat, I don’t know what I did to make you so upset, but—“

She was determined to continue interrupting him, it seemed. “I’m not upset,” she said, closing her eyes until the yellow tint of her skin morphed back to green. Her eyes opened once more. “I’m impatient to follow the regent’s orders.”

Jeffrey realized the conversation was going nowhere, and they were wasting time. He turned away, his eyes lighting on something outside the window. 

“What is that?” he breathed, entranced. A thousand willowy creatures floated outside the window, each flashing soft lights over their skin. They blinked in patterns, turning from blue to purple to green and back again. 

“Jellies,” Kat said from beside him. “They gather in clusters to talk. To ward off enemies. To exchange information. To breed.”

“They’re amazing.” Jeffrey had never seen anything so picaresque in his life. The jellies floated there, seeming so calm, blinking at one another. 

“They’re considered blessed on our world. We claim one species of giant jelly as our probable ancestor. 

Jeffrey considered her words. They made sense, when one factored in the color-changing Zantharian skin and their bioelectrical abilities. 

Still, no Zantharian he’d met yet had radiated the sense of peace these creatures did. He wished he could stare at them for hours. 

Instead, duty called.

“Come, Lieutenant,” he said at last. “Lead the way.”

They didn’t talk as they headed toward the heavily-guarded chamber holding the Hareema prisoner. It took several minutes for them to be allowed access, and Jeffrey had to submit to another zapping to prove his human status. Finally, they entered the cell where the shapeshifter was housed.

It was in the center of the room, in a large cube that seemed to be made of glowing walls of energy. 

“We’re running a constant current between those four posts,” the Zantharian scientist in charge confirmed. “So far, it hasn’t been able to break through yet.” 

In the middle of the force field walls stood a towering red jelly. It seemed so innocuous, so unable to do the damage attributed to its race. 

All you need to take out a six-foot cube of jelly is a spoon, Jeffrey thought to himself. 

“How are you keeping it in its basic form?” Kat asked the scientist. 

“We zap it any time it tries to change. The section of floor beneath it has been electrified. If it tries to alter its shape, we hit it with enough current to destabilize the form and force it back to its original shape.”

Kat nodded, but Jeffrey had his doubts. “We need to interrogate the creature, and I’m not even sure if it can talk in this form. I mean, does a block of jelly have a vocal tract?”

The scientist looked amused. “We’re not sure.”
“Then hold off zapping it if it tries to shift, just while we’re talking with it. If it can’t get through the electric walls, then there won’t be any harm done.”

The scientist half-heartedly agreed, and Jeffrey approached the electric cell warily. “I’d like to ask you some questions.” 

He watched and waited. At first, there was no reaction, and Jeffrey was afraid that the creature wouldn’t talk. Then its body began to vibrate and shift. One moment he was standing in front of a red blob and the next, it was like standing in front of a mirror.

The Hareema prisoner had decided to imitate his own form. The only difference was the eyes. They were a deep red, with no pupil. Just a field of red that looked even more sinister for being in his own face. 

A chill ran down Jeffrey’s spine. It was unnerving, staring at oneself. He didn’t have the luxury of being freaked out, unfortunately. There was no more time to waste.

“You were on my ship. How many other members of my crew are Hareema?”

The creature stared back at him, a sinister smile on its face. “Why should I tell you?” it rasped after a moment. 

“Perhaps we can negotiate a peaceful settlement to hostilities,” Jeffrey suggested. “We could open up a dialogue. I’d be happy to mediate. And as a show of good faith, you could tell us how many of your species are on the Earhart.”

The creature that looked like him chuckled. “We have no interest in a dialogue with the Zantharian, or you pitiful humans. Why talk, when we’ll soon have control of both planets?”

“You sound very sure of yourself,” Kat said, walking up to stand next to Jeffrey. “And yet, now that we know how to hold you, what makes you think you’ll control anything?”
“We are everywhere,” it said, its tone threatening. “It’s too late for you to do anything about it.”
Kat turned to him. “It’s never going to talk. We should go.”

Jeffrey frowned. It was likely she was right. Still, if he could manage to get anything out of the creature, it would help them prepare for whatever they’d face in trying to recover his ship.

There was a commotion near the entrance and Jeffrey turned to watch. Major Ontarii make his way into the chamber, advancing until he reached his side. 

“Has it told you anything?”

Jeffrey shook his head. “Nothing of consequence yet.”
“Let me take a stab at it.” 

Jeffrey stepped back, giving the major room. His eyes flitted to Kat, who was watching her commanding officer with her full attention. 

The change in the electric cell brought his gaze back to the Hareema. Its shape was shifting, and suddenly he was no longer looking at his mirror image. His form had been replaced by another human imitation.

This time it was Captain Brooklyn’s form staring out at them.

“Cute,” Major Ontarii said. But his calm tone was belied by the flecks of yellow that started to appear in his skin. 

“What’s wrong, Major?” the creature murmured. “I’ve learned you enjoy the human form.”

“Cut the shit,” the major said.

Kat started at his side. She apparently wasn’t used to the bite in her C.O.’s voice. 

“Where is the human ship?” 

The Hareema plant shook its head. “Is that any way to talk to your mate?”

Major Ontarii’s entire skin flashed yellow, and murder filled his eyes. Jeffrey glanced at Kat and noticed the female’s expression had hardened. 

She doesn’t like the fact that Major Ontarii’s fallen for Captain Brooklyn. Is it because she doesn’t approve of human-Zantharian pairings? Or could there be something more to it? 

The idea that Kat was against interracial coupling bothered him. Yet she’d opened herself up to the experience on the flagship with little protest. Until after her climax, anyway. 

Perhaps there was something more here that he was missing. Could her brittle demeanor now hint at deeper feelings for the major?

Jeffrey didn’t realize that his hands had tightened into fists. An intimate relationship with Major Ontarii would explain her unwillingness to consider that he’d been replaced on the flagship. She had defended him over and over, not wanting to admit that his form could have been imitated. 

Somehow the thought that Kat wanted the major was worse than the notion that she might not approve of the mixing of their species. His stomach was a hard knot inside him. 

Jeffrey forced his attention back to the interchange between the major and the Hareema captive. He could stew about Kat’s possible lust for her commander later. 

“You seem very sure that your people will be successful in their plot to take control of our planet. Are you that certain that your plans have the full support of your race?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Major,” the creature replied. “We are of one mind. Command and control all that we survey.” 

“I don’t think everyone on your planet agrees. In fact, I met a Hareema who assured me that a large portion of your planet refuses to go along with the plan, and are, in fact, actively working against it.”

The thing with wearing Brooklyn’s face turned nasty. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Is that right?” Major Ontarii continued, his words coming out like blows. “I think you do know. Although your High Council spits out propaganda to convince your people that it’s your right to rule the universe, not everyone believes it. How do you think I escaped from your prisoner cell? It was only with the help of a Hareema that I made it back to Zanthar alive.”

Jeffrey goggled at the major. Was what he was saying true? Were there Hareema factions working against the expansionist agenda? A sudden glimmer of hope at surviving the situation and besting the shapeshifters began to take shape inside him. 

“You’re spewing lies in the hopes of getting me to talk, but it makes no difference. The pitiful resistance forces are no match for the High Council.”

“So you admit there is a resistance,” Jeffrey spoke up. 

The thing with Brooklyn’s face scowled at him. “I’m done talking to you.”

Major Ontarii pressed on. “I was on your prison planet. Your scientists have made a big discovery, an upgrade we’re lucky you weren’t equipped with before you infiltrated the human ship.”

“Then they’d figured out how to adapt the human scientist’s device, to make us impervious to your energy blasts?” The Hareema captive chortled. “That proves that we are within a stone’s throw of achieving our goal. And you’ll never be able to stop us now.” 

“Yes, your little upgrade has the rebellion in a tizzy. They’ll be stepping up their efforts to take you down from the inside. And we’ll be happy to help them.” 

The thing with Brooklyn’s face laughed with undisguised glee. “You’re no match for us.” 

Major Ontarii smiled back, a cruel smile that Jeffrey was glad wasn’t aimed at him. “We’ll see.” 

The major turned on his heel and left the room without another word. Jeffrey glanced at Kat, who wore a slight frown as she watched Major Ontarii depart. 

“Time to go get my ship back,” he said to her softly. She nodded, then followed him to the entrance. Before they left, she turned to the scientist. 

“Hit him with a blast of electricity,” she said. 

The scientist nodded, then turned on the electric floor. The creature’s laughs gave way to screams. 

Kat walked out of the chamber, not bothering to look back. 

That woman has ice water in her veins, Jeffrey thought, following her out into the corridor. She set off in a new direction and he paced after her, going over the situation in his mind. 

It seemed the Hareema weren’t as infallible as he’d feared. If rebels were working from within the Hareema power structure to take them down, perhaps the humans and Zantharians could find a way to join forces with them. 

Kat walked in front of him, her motions stiff. Still, he couldn’t help staring at her well-toned bottom. He had a weakness for firm behinds, and hers was the firmest he’d ever seen. 

Jeffrey figured that his intuition about her feelings for Major Ontarii were correct. Still, he refused to abandon hope. Despite her desire for the major, she’s still responded when he’d kissed her, when he’d licked her body with abandon.

The memory of her taste once again made his flight suit uncomfortably tight. It was damned difficult to keep his mind on his mission when he couldn’t stop imagining her lips on his, her body naked and writhing beneath him. 

“I’ll never be under you again,” she’d said, her anger evident. Even though she promised to put up a valiant effort to ignore his charm, Jeffrey knew that the prize would be worth any fight. 

She led him into a wide chamber with high ceilings and several stations interspersed throughout. Walking up to a desk she addressed the male seated behind it. “Is the ship ready to go?”

“The last of the crew just arrived. Everything has been checked and double checked. You are cleared for departure immediately.” 

Kat nodded, making her way through a large archway and not watching to see if Jeffrey followed.

I’m getting tired of tagging along after her like a lost puppy. He picked up speed until he came up alongside her. She moved away to make sure their shoulders didn’t touch. 

They’d entered some kind of hangar, with several Zantharian ships parked in rows along the center. The outer wall held three large membranes, presumably for the ships to make their way through. 

Kat hurried to the smallest ship in the hangar. It resembled something sleek, dark gray with two fins on either side and a smaller one on top. Like a dolphin. 

The entry hatch was open, and she climbed inside, Jeffrey following behind her. The ship was small, the interior tightly packed. They were in a corridor of some sort, with a low ceiling that his head nearly brushed against, and slightly curved walls. There were hatches dotting the walls, which Jeffrey assumed were for storage. 

Kat finally decided to acknowledge his existence, pointing toward the rear of the ship. “The crew quarters are there. They consist of a bunkroom and a small mess. Unfortunately, a ship of this size has no captain’s quarters.”

Although it sounded as if she’d sneered the last words, he nodded, preferring to pretend he hadn’t noticed her tone. 

“This way to the bridge,” she said, leading him to the membrane at the other end of the corridor. She entered and he went in after her, seeing that five Zantharian crewmembers were already aboard. 

“Everything is ready for departure, Lieutenant,” the Zantharian perched in front of the center console chirped. 

“What are your orders?” another asked. 

Kat opened her mouth to respond, and Jeffrey nudged her gently with his elbow. She looked over at him, her face dark. It was a wonder that she hasn’t gone bright yellow. Still, if he was going to assert his command, it was best to do so from the beginning. 

“This is Lieutenant Jeffrey Brunt. He’s in command of this mission.”

Five Zantharian jaws dropped in unison. “You’re kidding,” one of them said.

“The command comes from the Supreme Regent himself.” Jeffrey bristled at her apologetic tone. 

“I’m sure you’ll find me a fair and capable commanding officer,” he said, giving a winning smile. “Our highest priority is finding my ship before it disappears into Hareema control permanently. Since we have no time to waste, I suggest we depart immediately.”

The Zantharians stared. Kat gave a nearly imperceptible nod of the head, and they, at last, were spurred to action. 

Jeffrey found an unoccupied seat and proceeded to strap himself in. 

“Course heading?” the navigator requested. 

“Make for the place where your ship originally captured mine,” he told Kat. “We’ll start our scans there.” It was the only place that made sense, in part because it was the only place he could think of.

“Quadrant 4-3, section 19.” 

The navigator nodded at Kat’s words and the ship moved toward the membrane. “Hold on tight,” Kat said. 

The ship burst out of the membrane and sped forward at a breakneck speed. Jeffrey watched the view screen, fighting against nausea. The world was a blue-green blur around him. 

Suddenly the ship burst through the waves and headed high into the air. They were in the upper atmosphere in a matter of moments, and not long after, they were in the open blackness of space. 

“This ship is among the fastest in our fleet. It won’t take long to make our way back to our previous position.”

He glanced at his companion. She wasn’t looking at him, but was watching the view screen instead. 

There were so many things he wanted to say to her, but he was unsure of how to start. She was still raw and angry about what had happened on the flagship, and being put under his command had not done anything to abate that anger. Perhaps some light flirting would be the best way to breach the gap between them. 

He kept his voice low, intimate. He didn’t need the crew to overhear his wooing. “I’m not sure if I’ve told you this, but you look so lovely in starlight.”

He saw one perfect brow arch in her gorgeous face. Still, he barreled onward. “It’s like you were made for space. An alluring jewel in the ideal setting.” 

Her expression remained neutral, but he thought he noticed a slight change in her skin tone. Jeffrey decided to press on with his seduction. 

“And your eyes, they match their surroundings. Like an eclipse, the darkness ringed by blinding light.”

She finally turned to him, her face cold. “There’s no need to resort to flattery. I’ve accepted your command. I can behave like a professional if you can.”
Jeffrey wanted to laugh. “You might be able to behave like a professional, but I’d prefer if you let your hair down, so to speak. You weren’t very professional back on the flagship.” 

“Will you never stop throwing that up in my face?” she asked, her words coming out in a harsh whisper. “It was a mistake. I was confused. Let’s move past it.” 

“Confused? You didn’t seem confused when you were writhing beneath my tongue.” 

Kat glared at him. “Don’t flatter yourself, Lieutenant. Like you said, it gets lonely out in space. I hadn’t enjoyed male attention for too long, so I let myself be seduced by you. But believe me, it was nothing worth repeating.”

“Ouch, that stung.” He put his hands over his chest in mock agony to hide his hurt. “And I was just going to say that I was barely getting warmed up before. I should have held you there until you climaxed a half dozen more times.” 

“That wasn’t necessary,” she said, pinning him with a haughty look. “Once with you was more than enough.” 

“Once was enough for you to lose control,” he reminded her. 

Kat rolled her eyes. “The only control you have over me is the control the regent gave you. Otherwise, you couldn’t handle me.”
Jeffrey laughed. “I handled you pretty well on that interrogation table.” 

Kat crossed her arms over her chest, making her cleavage swell. Jeffrey licked his lips at the sight of her lush breasts peeking over her tight top. 

“It seems like it was much more memorable to you than it was to me,” she said, giving a yawn. “I’m already bored talking about it.” 

“Really?” he asked, feigning surprise. “Because I can’t stop thinking about it. How your skin felt. How your muscles moved under me. How your hands clawed at my back. How you tasted like—“

“Enough!” she yelled. 

Five heads turned around to look at her. She flushed, her skin taking on an orange glow he hadn’t seen before. 

Kat swore under her breath, unbuckling her belts and rising. “I’m going to get something to drink,” she told the crew, then made for the bridge exit. 

The ship slowed suddenly, and Kat swayed, tumbling into his chair. Jeffrey caught her easily on his lap, staring down at her with a lecherous smile. 

Kat leaped up. “Report!”

“We’re at the coordinates you gave us. No sign of the human vessel on short or long-range scans.”

Jeffrey unbuckled his belts and stood, moving closer to the central console. “No sign of them, eh?”

“No, sir,” said the soldier at the scanning station. 

Jeffrey turned to Kat. “That prison planet Major Ontarii was talking about. Do we have those coordinates?”

Kat nodded, sure the requisition chief would have programmed an update of crucial information into the navigational system. “According to the readings from the ship Drake and Major Ontarii brought back, it should be located in this system.”

She pulled up a star chart on the view screen. The navigator studied it carefully.

“Take us in that direction,” Jeffrey ordered, and the navigator nodded and began programming in the new coordinates.

“I want constant scans, long and short range,” Jeffrey told the Zantharian at the scanning station. At the first sign of the Earhart, you let me know.”
“Will do.” 

He turned his attention back to Kat, taking her arm. “Now, about that drink.”

She pulled her arm out of his. “Get it yourself.”

“I will, but you’ll show me how.” 

She stared down her nose at him, her eyes cold. 

“That’s an order, Lieutenant Yarr.”

Without a word, she moved to the exit, Jeffrey right behind her. 


Chapter 15

 

 

Kat’Chinna was nearly out of her mind with rage. How dare he order me to be his serving wench? 

She stalked down the corridor, headed for the mess. Kat heard the human clomping along behind her and wished then for an airlock to shove him out of. 

Entering the mess, she was surprised to discover a large storage container taking the place of the usual small table in the center of the room. She read the sticker on the top of it. 

“What’s this?” Jeffrey asked, coming up behind her and peering at the Zantharian writing. 

“It seems the chief requisitions officer thought we could do with one of the devices the scientists set up to keep the Hareema prisoner.”

“And electric box?” 

She nodded. “Fairly optimistic of him.”
Her companion frowned. “You don’t think we can take the ones on my ship captive?”

“We got lucky with the last one,” she said. “And it was the first we’ve ever captured. So despite your cockiness, I don’t think we have an excellent chance, no.” 

“Have a little faith, Kat,” he said, his voice low. She could feel his breath on her ear and for a fleeting moment, she wished she could relax back into his arms.

Immediately banishing the thought of giving into her desire, she stiffened and walked away, moving to a console and punching in the order for a container of water. A metal cylinder popped out of the console and she took it, cracking the lid and holding it out to the human male. 

He took it and began to drink. Kat watched his strong neck flex as he swallowed the water, then looked away, wishing she could get rid of the attraction she had for the lieutenant. 

“Got anything stronger?” he asked when he’d finished. 

“Afraid not,” she said too sweetly. “Is there anything else His Majesty desires?” 

The look he gave her told her that there was. But nothing she was willing to give. 

“If we’re done here, I’m going back to the bridge.” She didn’t wait for him to respond, instead making her way through the exit and back into the corridor.

“Wait,” he said, grabbing her arm to stop her progress. “I know you’re upset about what happened on the flagship—“

“Let me go,” she said, ripping her arm out of his grasp. “And stop talking about what happened on the damn flagship. I’m over it.”

“But I’m not,” he said, maneuvering around her to block her path. “I want you, Kat, and I know you want me too. I’ve never had a woman react so passionately to me before, and I’ve never felt this kind of longing either. It would be an opportunity missed, to not see where this thing between us is going.”

“There is no thing between us,” she replied. “And the only opportunity I’m missing is to have another regret to add to my roster.”
“Is it because of him?” Jeffrey asked in a low voice.

“Him?” What the hell was he talking about? 

“Major Ontarii.” 

Her whole body stiffened. She felt like glass, like at any moment she could shatter into a million pieces. “How dare you?” she hissed, almost shaking with rage. 

“I saw how you look at him, Kat. But I also saw how he looks at her.” 

It was the worst possible thing he could have said to her in that moment. Her skin flushed yellow, her fists clenching as her insides tightened. To have this human realize her secret was too much. 

“You son of a shark!” she yelled, flinging a fist at him with as much force as she could put behind it. 

Jeffrey caught her arm and pushed her backward until she hit the wall. He pinned her down, grabbing her other arm and bringing it above her head. He held her wrists, his body pressed against hers. The softness of her curves cushioned him and he was lost to wanting to own her again, to drive into her and claim her as his own. 

“Assaulting a commanding officer,” he said, his voice low, his face inches from hers. “There’s only one punishment for that offense.” 

Kat’s eyes widened. She should be fighting back, trying to escape being trapped by his muscular body, but instead she stared at him. “What punishment?”
“This,” he growled, then seized her lips in a fiery kiss. 

Kat was stunned for a moment, only able to feel his mouth on hers. Then reason tried to assert itself, and she began to struggle. It felt too good. Too right. 

Jeffrey only kissed her harder, transferring both wrists to one hand while he used the other to hold her head still for his attack. He licked at her lips until she opened them, and when his tongue touched hers, she gave up the struggle and submitted to her desire. 

Kat kissed him back in a frenzy, causing him to groan. He pressed his hips to hers, his cock so big, so hard. She mewled against his lips, wanting more as tingles danced at her center. 

He used his free hand to pull down her top, unleashing her breasts to his gaze. “So beautiful,” he said when he’d pulled his lips away from hers. He bent and proceeded to suck her right breast fully into his mouth. 

She started to cry out from the rough pleasure of it, but then her eyes flashed to the membrane that separated the corridor from the bridge. 

We could be caught at any moment. 

Instead of causing her to stop him, the risk of being caught only turned her on more. Liquid heat rushed to wet her center and once again, she started to shake with desire. How would it feel to open herself up to him? To let him wedge his thick shaft deep inside of her?

She cried out and clung to him. “Jeffrey.” 

“Shhh, baby.” He transferred his attention to her other breast, licking and sucking, teasing the nipple with little nips that drove her crazy. “Tasting you isn’t enough this time,” he growled, bringing his eyes in line with her and fixing her with a hungry glare. “This time I want inside you.” 

Kat trembled and groaned, but gave him a nod. She wanted him too. So fucking bad. 

He released her hands and grabbed the waistline of her shorts, tugging them down her legs. “You’re so fucking beautiful, Kat,” he whispered, running his hands down her curves until they were under her ass. 

He lifted her, and she went with him, wrapping her legs around his waist and pulling his head back up for another blistering kiss. Their tongues dueled with each other, causing her to moan into her mouth. 

“Goddamn,” he groaned, his eyes filled with lust. “Your lips are sweeter than honey. I’m addicted to your kisses.” 

“Then kiss me again,” she said, licking his lips.

His eyes blazed with fire as he once against ravished her mouth, this time slowly, teasingly, until she was squirming against him. 

She grabbed the zipper to his flight suit and began pulling it down, her hands sliding underneath to feel the hard muscles under smooth skin. 

He moaned when she ran her thumb across his nipple, pressing his erection against her center. It felt as though sparks would ignite and consume them both. 

He leaned away from her long enough to unzip his flight suit further, shaking it off his shoulders and letting it fall. Jeffrey lifted her higher so that he could push down the briefs underneath, freeing his cock. He settled her lower on his hips, his swollen head probing her entrance. 

She wanted him, wanted this, so bad. “I need you,” she whispered and slid herself along his cock, wanting to force it inside her.

“Slow down, precious,” he whispered, taking one hand and holding himself so that he could tease her entrance. Back and forth he slowly dragged his cock up and down, teasing her outer lips, coating them with her own moisture. 

“Please, Jeffrey,” she moaned. “I can’t take it.”
“You can and you will,” he said. Instead of bristling at his commanding tone she reveled in it. He continued to tease her, back and forth, back and forth, so slowly that she thought she would die from the wanting. 

Her heart was trying to beat its way out of her chest, and ever time his head ran over her clit she buckled and groaned loudly, like a needy little whore. His whore. 

“There’s that pretty purple color,” he leaned down and whispered into her ear. 

Kat glanced down at her skin, which had flushed a dark amethyst. She didn’t think her skin had ever flushed this dark. She wanted him more than she’d ever wanted another male. 

Her arms tightened around his shoulders, and growled into his ear, “Jeffrey I need you inside me. Now!”
He groaned and pressed forward, sliding inside of her. “How could I deny you, sweetheart?” 

Kat breathed heavily, filled with his thick shaft, stretched beyond what she thought she was capable of. Nothing had ever felt so good before. She was fully alive. 

“My God, you’re so perfect,” he moaned against her throat as he began to move. 

He buried himself in her deep and Kat had to bite her lip to keep from crying out. Another hard thrust and she moaned loudly. 

“Shh, sweetheart,” he said, capturing her lips in another kiss. “You don’t want them to hear, do you?”

Kat’s eyes flew to the bridge entrance again, but as he kept thrusting, she realized that she couldn’t contain her cries. 

“I’m sorry, precious,” he said, using one of his hands to cover her mouth. “Can’t have you giving us away.” He then proceeded to piston himself into her, his motions rough, his cock probing deeply.

She contracted her muscles, squeezing him tight as her bioenergy began to flow, causing her core to vibrate. 

“Ah, fuck,” he ground out as he continued to drive into her. “There goes that vibrating pussy. I don’t know how long I can last when you grip me so good.”

Kat was nearly insensate with pleasure. She ground her hips against him, trying to pull him deeper inside her. 

“Goddamn, Kat. Slow down, baby” he moaned. 

“No. I want more,” she whined, not feeling at all like herself. 

His eyes were fierce as they stared into hers. Her breath was hot against his hand. Her fingers were clenching against the muscles in his back, and she knew her nails had to be leaving marks in his skin. 

“Feel me deep inside you, precious,” he said, redoubling his efforts. Kat thought she would scream with satisfaction. “I never want to stop,” he whispered.

His hardness throbbed inside her as she lost herself in his deep blue eyes. Her climax was rushing upon her with the speed of a sailfish. A few more thrusts and she would die of pleasure. 

“I want you with me,” he growled, fucking her with everything he had. “I want to feel your tight little vibrating pussy squeezing me as you come.”

His words drove her over the edge. She threw her head back and moaned against his hand. Her entire body felt as if she’d been catapulted into the sun. Every molecule in her burned and exploded. 

“Jeffrey,” she screamed and rocked against his cock, needing to ride her high for as long as he would let her. 

“That’s it. Fuck it, Kat,” he groaned. 

His thrusts were uncontrolled, his head buried against her neck as he gave one more powerful thrust and erupted. His cock twitched deep inside her, knew it was paying tribute to her, to the way she let him love her.

They stood together, clutching one another tight and breathing heavily as they came down from the heights. Kat’s eyes skittered back to the entrance to the bridge but it was still closed. It seemed that they’d avoided detection. 

Suddenly the realization of what they’d done crashed over her. Here she was, in the corridor of the scout ship, only one door separating her from the rest of the crew. She was nearly naked, clutching an equally undressed human. There would be no doubt what they’d done if someone found them now. 

Kat started to squirm, unlocking her hold on him. Jeffrey let her slide down to the floor but wouldn’t move away. Kat pulled up her shorts, then set about straightening her top. 

Jeffrey pulled his flight suit back on with a leisurely motion, his eyes on hers the entire time.

“Kat,” he said, putting a hand to her face. 

She batted it away, suddenly overwhelmed by what had happened. Again. 

“Don’t,” she whispered, feeling like she was only a second away from weeping. How does he do this to me? How can he get me to drop my guard enough to ravish me in the ship’s corridor? 

How can the most fulfilling sexual experience of my life come at the hands of a human male while on one of the most important missions of my career? 

Nothing made sense anymore for Kat’Chinna. Her world was crashing down around her, and all because of the man in front of her. 

She composed her face, breathing deeply and not letting any of her thoughts show. “Let me go, Lieutenant,” she said after a moment. 

“Oh no,” he muttered. “You don’t get to close up on me again. Not after what just happened.”

“I can do whatever I damn well please,” she retorted. “You might be my superior officer for the moment, but you don’t get to control me.” 

“Kat, please.” His voice was low, his words urgent. “I know you’re frightened. I am too. I’ve never felt this way before.”
“Frightened?” She tried to laugh, but it came out a strange, choked sound. 

Jeffrey put his arms around her, pulling her face into his chest. “Shh, baby, it’s all right. It’s confusing, these feelings we have for one another. But we don’t have to fight it. It’s obvious we have amazing chemistry, and I’m certain there’s more than just sex to it.” 

More than just sex? Was he talking about…love? Kat had never been more confused in her life. Could these feelings be more than attraction? 

She couldn’t accept that, not now. She had a career that she enjoyed, a place in society that was respected and appreciated. Could she throw that all away for a chance at love with someone from a different species? A different planet? 

“Kat,” he said, his hands brushing at the tendrils of her head. They were moving slightly with agitation. “I know you feel it too, this thing between us. I know you want—“

“Lieutenant,” came a voice over the comm. 

“Fuck,” Jeffrey growled, his hands dropping to his side. 

Kat pushed away from him and over to the comm panel. “Report.”

“We’ve picked up the human vessel on long-range scanners. We’ll be within range of it in two minutes. 

She looked at Jeffrey and was surprised to find sadness in his eyes. “We’ve got to go,” she said softly. 

“This conversation will be continued,” he said, his voice like iron. 

Without acknowledging him, she made her way to the bridge. 

 

 


Chapter 16

 

 

Jeffrey stood near the view screen, strange feelings at war within him. The Earhart lay not far out of range, barely limping along. It seemed the Hareema weren’t so good at piloting human vessels. 

Although he should be preparing to board the ship, he couldn’t keep his thoughts straight. His entire mind was occupied with the beautiful female that was leaning over the console beside him. 

“Its engines appeared to have limited power,” she said, glancing up at him. 

Jeffrey nodded, unable to pull his eyes away from her.

She was back in Ice Queen mode after their interaction in the corridor. He guessed it was to be expected. She was a consummate professional, after all.

Jeffrey couldn’t banish his feelings so easily. His cock still throbbed at the memory of being inside her tight heat. It was like nothing he’d ever experienced, and he couldn’t wait to be inside her again.

Unfortunately, there was a lot to do before he could possess her again. Just retake your ship, capture the enemy, and come back to claim her. He stifled the desire to laugh. 

Or cry.

Instead, he focused on the task at hand. “Lieutenant Yarr, you’ll stay here with the ship. The rest of you, you’re with me.”

The five Zantharian soldiers stood, but froze at the sound of Kat’s voice. 

“You can’t be serious,” she said, her tone like ice.

“I am,” he said, heading toward the bridge entrance. 

“I’m going with you,” she said, hurrying after him. 

“It’s too dangerous.”

He froze when he heard her gasp. “Too dangerous? Let’s not forget who stopped the Hareema from killing you on the flagship. If anyone should stay here, it’s you.”

“And yet you’re not the one in charge, are you?”

He turned to find her shaking, yellow forks lighting up her skin. “Don’t do this,” she said, her voice urgent. “I’m the only one who knows how much current to run through those bastards. You leave me here, and you’re risking killing your prisoners.”

Her words twisted a knife in Jeffrey’s chest. She had a point. Zantharians had been trained since birth to kill any Hareema on sight. Although he believed the soldiers would try to follow his orders, he couldn’t guarantee that they’d be able to help themselves when confronted with their age-old enemy. 

“Fine.” He pointed at the navigator. “You stay here. If any one of us tries to come back on board, you zap them first to make sure they are who they say they are.”

The navigator nodded and retook his seat at the central console. “The rest of you, come with me.”

Kat was right behind him as they entered the corridor. Jeffrey waited impatiently as the scout ship pulled alongside the Earhart, attaching itself to the human vessel’s entry hatch.

“Stay close,” he said to Kat, his voice rough. “We take no unnecessary risks.” 

She nodded. He could tell she didn’t like what he had to say, but she wouldn’t chance being left behind. 

The navigator announced that they’d attached to the Earhart and gave the all clear to open the hatch. One of the Zantharian soldiers tapped a code into the entry panel and the hatch slid open. 

Jeffrey moved forward, working at the Earhart locking mechanism until the hatch light blinked green. He glanced over his shoulder, ensuring that his companions were ready. Each had the sheen of bioelectricity racing over their skins. 

It was time. 

Jeffrey opened the hatch, wishing he had a weapon. Find a gun, first priority, then hunt down the Hareema bastards. 

He crept down the corridor until he hit the crew’s mess. Mess is the optimal word. He eyed the strewn about dishes and trays. Cabinets were yawning open. 

He heard Kat’s indrawn breath and followed her gaze to underneath the mess table. 

There lie the body of Mike, one of his former crewmates. His face was a rictus of fright, his eyes wide open in shock. 

Nothing moved in the mess, least of all Mike. He scanned the area, then jerked his head to motion them forward, toward the bridge. 

They moved quietly up the hall, the Zantharians bringing up the rear walking backward to cover their six. Jeffrey led the charge to the bridge, surprised to see the door standing open. A busted open panel spewed crackling wires. No wonder the door’s open. 

Carefully he stepped through the entrance, quickly glancing around. The bridge was quiet, lights blinking red all around him. 

“There’s no one here,” Kat said, confirming his assessment. 

Jeffrey moved to a recessed panel under the center console and pushed the edge to open it. When the door popped open, he bent down to retrieve what was inside. 

His weapon safely in hand, he made sure it was powered up and ready to fire. “All right,” he said. “I want two men with me. The other two will stay here with Lieutenant Yarr to guard the bridge.”

“Guard the bridge?”

Goddammit, why won’t this woman just do what I say? Every command was met with a challenge. Although he looked forward to that sort of challenge in the bedroom, at the moment it was most unwelcome. 

“You heard me,” he said, his tone curt. “You’re to stay here and make sure the bridge isn’t compromised while we clear the ship.” 

Kat’s face tightened, and he knew she was about to launch into another tirade. “I mean it, Lieutenant,” he growled. “I’ve given you an order. Do we have a problem?”

He could tell that she wanted to argue, but it would cause her to lose face in front of the lower-ranking soldiers. She turned away, throwing herself into a seat in front of the console and ignoring him. 

Jeffrey motioned to two of the men to follow him. They stepped back out into the corridor, Jeffrey holding his weapon at the ready. 

These fucking Hareema are difficult bastards to pin down. He scanned every surface for any hint of something out of place, out of the ordinary. They could be anything or anyone. 

He hoped that they’d retained human form while on the Earhart. It would make them easier to find. But the truth was, they could be imitating any number of creatures or objects. 

No time to get discouraged now, he told himself. Concentrate on finding them, bagging them, and getting back to Zanthar in one piece. 

His thoughts were never far from the beautiful Kat’Chinna, and they flew back to her now. Jeffrey knew she was pissed at being left behind, but the truth was, he couldn’t risk her being out in the open and vulnerable to Hareema attack. The thought of her helpless at the hands of the enemy made every muscle of his body clench. 

Jeffrey knew she was a skilled warrior, had experienced her power several times now. But that didn’t help banish the unease he felt when thinking of her going up against a Hareema. He took a moment to wonder why he cared.

Never before had a woman gotten to him the way Kat did. Sure, he’d always enjoyed female company, had shared many a passionate night with a string of girls back on Earth. But the alien female was like no one he’d ever known, and his feelings for her were already a hundred times stronger than anyone he’d been with before. 

It was an uncomfortable feeling, needing to protect someone who didn’t think she needed protecting. 

They pushed past the mess and headed toward the cargo bay. The bay was in even worse shape than the mess. Parts were scattered all over the floor, and it took him a moment to realize that it was the FIDOs who were laying at his feet.

Apparently, the Hareema didn’t take too kindly to the defense robots. Jeffrey kicked at a broken display in one of their face units. It looked like all the robots had been destroyed here. 

The metallic carnage caused an unsettling chill to run over his body. Although he hadn’t been overly attached to the FIDOs, he couldn’t say he was happy to find the evidence of their demise. They were the best that NASA had to offer in terms of personal defense, and seeing their destruction reminded him that humans were massively outclassed compared to other races in the galaxy. 

His team worked together to clear every inch of the cargo bay. They moved storage containers, cleared shelves, and opened every compartment to make certain it was empty.

“There don’t appear to be any Hareema here,” one of the Zantharians stated as he closed a storage compartment behind him.

“That’s just the problem,” Jeffrey replied. “There doesn’t seem to be any here, but how would we know. The box could be a Hareema,” he said, pointing to the one near the Zantharian’s feet. “Or that container there. Anything could be hiding the enemy.” 

For a moment, the lieutenant was overwhelmed with anger. The Zantharians had been fighting the Hareema for centuries, and they still had no way to detect whether an object was an agent in disguise. It seemed ridiculous to him that they were left having to search the ship, object by object, and they still couldn’t be certain that no enemy agents were lurking about. 

“All right,” he said, gathering his team. “We’ll have to move on to the crew’s quarters and the infirmary.”

As he walked back down the corridor, his hackles rose. It seemed like the enemy was all around him, and he was completely unaware. His thoughts returned to Kat’Chinna, abandoned on the bridge, and he realized that any notion of her being safer there was bullshit. Right now they could be closing in on her and the others. 

Jeffrey had to keep his head on straight. He couldn’t keep thinking about the alien female being in danger. But there was no way to get rid of the sick feeling in his gut. Thoughts of her being vulnerable to the enemy made him want to rip the ship apart with his bare hands and destroy it all to make sure the Hareema were eradicated.

Instead, he led his team into the infirmary where they once again methodically pulled apart everything that wasn’t bolted down. Once they were finished there, they entered the crew’s quarters and began again, going room by room, checking every surface, every compartment, under every bed and inside every damn toilet. 

While in his room, he slid into a fresh flight suit, glad for a change of clothing. He was tired, on edge, jumping at shadows, so even the comfort of a new suit did little to abate those feelings. 

“Still nothing,” the Zantharian closest to him said, pulling all of his clothing articles out of his dresser. 

Jeffrey nodded. There didn’t seem to be any sign of the Hareema. “There has to be at least one more Hareema on this ship,” he said. “Major Ontarii and Captain Brooklyn saw it before they were trapped on the alien vessel.”

“Maybe it left,” one of the soldiers volunteered. “Maybe another ship came by to pick it up?” 

“Perhaps,” Jeffrey replied. “But then why keep the human ship puttering along toward the Hareema base?”

“They could have wanted to confuse us,” another soldier put in. “Have us waste our time searching this vessel while they attacked something more vital?”

Jeffrey considered his words. Maybe the Hareema were using this ship as a diversion. Still, it didn’t seem likely. His gut told him there was still a Hareema on the ship somewhere. 

And everywhere they searched cut down on available options. Every moment they spent searching made it more likely that the Hareema would be forced to take some kind of action. 

Unable to help himself, he thought again of Kat stuck on the bridge. She’s a big girl, he tried to tell himself. She can take care of herself. 

Those words didn’t help the sick feeling he felt inside. 

Not one bit. 

 


Chapter 17

 

 

Kat stewed on the bridge. Left behind, stuck sitting here like a little girl on the beach who was too young to play with the flipper fish. 

The Zantharian soldiers with her didn’t seem to mind their position. One stood guard at the bridge door while the other tried to familiarize himself with the controls.

“Have you had a look at their faster than light drive?” he asked, his voice full of humor. “It’s little more than a Zantharian child’s toy.”

It figures. A little girl trapped in a toy ship. 

Kat’s anger grew until she was tapping at the armrests. Her legs were bouncing around with nervous energy. 

Every second I sit here means another second wasted. 

She had to admit, she was feeling unbalanced after what had happened on the scout ship. How easily the human male had broken down her defenses, how quickly she had succumbed to her lust for him. 

The sex was incredible, there was no denying that. It was the most exciting and most satisfying experience she’d ever had. But it left her unsettled, unsure of what to do with her overwhelming feelings. 

Could she admit to herself that what she cared for the lieutenant was more than simple attraction? Could she believe that maybe he felt more for her too?

It was all too confusing. 

She was forced again to consider what that more might be. Even if she admitted that she wanted a relationship with Jeffrey Brunt, she wasn’t sure what that relationship would look like. 

They were two vastly different beings, thrown together in crazy circumstances. Would their feelings even last once the threat was over? 

And if they did persist, how could they manage to build a life together? They were both officers in different fleets. They’d tied themselves to careers that meant vast swaths of time spent in space. There was no way they could truly be together unless at least one of them sacrificed a career they’d spent their lives building.

And what about a family, she asked herself? Zanatharian females had a single egg. One chance to pass on their genes. Could a human male even fertilize that egg? Could they have a family together? 

If the answer was no, then she would have wasted her chance on a male that could never reproduce. 

Even though she wasn’t sure she’d ever have a child herself, the thought of not being able to made her feel empty. 

And if the answer were yes, then what? They’d have a half human, half Zantharian hybrid. A child torn between two worlds for the whole of its existence. What kind of life would that be? 

Would their relationship ever be accepted by either race? Would their child, if one came along, be accepted? 

Kat couldn’t curse a child to a life on the fringes, never belonging to either side. 

Alone. 

Her thoughts were eating her up from the inside out. She couldn’t just sit there, dwelling on all the unanswered questions that were haunting her. She had to do something.

Kat leaned forward, looking for something to take her mind off her circling thoughts. The control panel in front of her was labeled with several words she didn’t understand. There were a few words she recognized, here and there, from her crash course in Earthling operations. One said ‘infirmary,’ and she recalled that’s what humans called their sick bay. Another said ‘engine’ and one said ‘exterior.’ 

She’d exhausted her Earthling language training and put her chin in her hands, staring down but not really seeing anything. 

Suddenly a light blinked right about the word ‘engine.’

“Look,” she said, startling the Zantharian beside her. “There’s a warning light for the engine room.” 

He shrugged, unsure of what she meant.

“The other team could be in danger! We should check out the engine room.” 

The soldier tapped at the console, bringing up a display of the ship’s interior on the view screen. “That’s the engine room there.” 

“We should check it out.” Kat stood up suddenly. “I refuse to wait here any longer.”

The Zantharian at the console straightened and gave her a questioning look. “Lieutenant Brunt ordered us to remain here and secure the bridge.” 

“The bridge looks pretty damn secure,” she spit back. “There’s nothing here. And besides, even if a Hareema got to the bridge, it could do nothing to escape. It’s tethered to the scout ship, and it has almost no engine power, remember?”

“I don’t know…” the soldier replied. “We’d be disobeying a direct order.”

“From a human! Who knows if he’s even still alive. They could all be dying in the engine room right now!”
Kat hated the words as soon as she said them. He better be alive, she told herself. 

“I agree.” This came from the soldier guarding the door. “Nothing’s happening here. I’m tired of waiting like sitting seagulls. Let’s find these Hareema sharks and dispatch them.”

Kat moved forward and slapped the soldier’s shoulder. “Good man. Let’s go.” 

They started out into the corridor. “You coming?” she asked, looking back at the remaining soldier.

He followed after them. “No one should be alone. It’s against protocol. But if we take any heat for this, I’m telling the human that you countermanded his order. So it’s your ass on the line.”

“Understood.” 

They proceeded with caution down the corridor. Kat relied on her memory of the ship’s interior map, walking in a straight line, through the mess, past the entry hatch, until she found a door. It was open, and she and her soldiers stepped inside. 

There were what seemed to be broken machine parts all over the floor, as well as containers that were opening and spilling contents everywhere. 

It must be a storage hold of some kind, she told herself. They picked their way around containers and human junk, searching for any sign of movement. 

“It seems all clear,” she said.

“That’s the engine room back there,” her team member said, pointing to a door in the rear of the chamber.

“Let’s check it out,” she said with a nod. 

The made their way back to the door, which was closed. The door panel looked like it had been smashed, wires hanging out loosely. Pushing buttons did nothing to make the door function. 

She took a deep breath and let out a tendril of energy, right into the panel. There was a shower of sparks, and then door finally opened. 

Kat stepped forward, motioning for her team to wait while she checked that things were clear. She could see a metal walkway before her, could hear the engines grinding and groaning, but couldn’t see anything that seemed dangerous. 

She moved into the room, checking to the left and to the right. Then she turned around, about to give her men the all clear. 

Suddenly a metal blur fell from above her. Kat threw herself back, then watched in shock as a metal panel, several feet square, slammed down in front of the door. It blocked the way out, cutting her off from her team. 

Looking upward, she could see nothing above her that could have dislodged the metal. A strong chill passed over her body, almost making her shake. Perhaps it had come loose, and that was what the warning light was about.

Or maybe the Hareema had cut her off purposefully. 

Still, with no enemy in sight, there was nothing to do but to try and get out. Kat moved forward, considering whether she could lift the metal. She could hear the soldiers banging on the other side. The metal was obviously heavy, wedged against the door by the narrow railing that circled the room. 

She turned and headed for the walkway that spanned the engines. Maybe there’s another way out of this room.

She stepped out onto the walkway, looking down to the see the fiery insides of the engine as it chugged along. Kat doubted that any Hareema could be hiding down there. It was too blasted hot. 

Reaching the other end of the walkway, she searched the room for another door. But there appeared to be nothing there. Only more panels with flashing lights. The railing that circled the room provided only a narrow gap. She could slide through if she pressed her front to the panels and her back to the railing, but it would leave her vulnerable. 

Kat stood there, unsure of what to do. There did not seem to be any way out of the engine room besides the one that was blocked. Staring at the panels, she realized that one read ‘comm.’ Grateful for her crash course in Earthling operations, she took a deep breath and pressed the button. 

“Hello,” she said, her voice sounding more tentative than she liked. “This is Lieutenant Yarr. I’m trapped in the engine room. My team is trying to move the obstruction but it’s too heavy. Please send reinforceme…”

Her words trailed off as a shadow covered her vision. From the ceiling, something swung down. Something red. 

It landed on the railing, then quickly changed shape. Suddenly she was staring at Captain Brooklyn, or at least a Hareema that looked like her. 

The saliva dried up in Kat’s mouth. 

The Captain Brooklyn thing came forward, an evil smile on its face. 

“I’ve located the Hareema,” she said, raising her voice and hoping to Noruma that the comm system was working. “It’s in the engine room.” 

Quick as lightning, the Hareema lashed out at her. A red tentacle whipped next to her head, knocking her hand away from the comm button. 

Kat dropped, turning around and flinging a hand out toward the creature. Her bioelectricity had been at the ready since she’d come aboard the human vessel. But the creature was damned fast and it twisted, avoiding the blast entirely. 

Kat jumped to her feet, charging forward and laying out another disabling blast. Before it could make contact, the Hareema threw itself into the air, landing with a foot on each railing, straddling the walkway and again dodging her bolt. 

If she couldn’t hit it soon, she’d exhaust her bioenergy. Throwing herself to her back with some momentum, she slid down the walkway, aiming upward at the creature. 

It somersaulted in the air, coming down with a foot on either side of her head and a fierce grin on its face. “Missed me again,” it said, kicking her in the head. “I’m getting good at dodging your pitiful little jolts.”

Kat rolled over, her head ringing. She scurried forward on her knees, throwing up her hand in an attempt to send a blast through the creature before it could get away. Unfortunately, her head hadn’t cleared from the kick and the Hareema dodged easily, coming back to kick her in the face. 

Kat was flung backward, tasting blood in her mouth. Her eyes narrowed. There’s no way I’m going to let this son of shark defeat me. 

She rolled into a crouch and then leaped at it, grabbing the creature and sending the last of her energy through it. 

It squirmed in her grasp, its shape starting to destabilize. “Got you now,” Kat groaned, sending her charge through the creature. 

Sadly, it was at that moment that the last of her energy petered out. 

She stood there, her arms around a parody of the human captain, essentially weaponless.

“Who’s got who?” the creature asked her, then slammed its head into hers. 

Three blows to the head can sure make a girl see stars, Kat thought as she lost her hold on the Hareema and fell to her knees. 

She could hear the pounding on the metal door increase, but it seemed like it came from far away. Darkness lurked at the edges of her vision. Can’t pass out. Must keep fighting. 

The Hareema shoved her down then moved to crouch over her. “A Zantharian female,” it said, blowing out a breath. “You will make a rare addition to our menagerie.” 

Kat shook her head, pushing with all her power. 

The Hareema fought back, its strength ten times that of the little human whose form it had chosen. Kat struggled, aiming a blow at its face, which it deflected then matched with one of its own. 

“Lights out, little girl,” the creature said. The last thing Kat saw before the darkness was the bottom of a boot coming straight for her face. 

 


Chapter 18

 

 

They’d just cleared the last of the crew’s quarters when he heard the crackle of the ship-wide communication system. Jeffrey’s heart jolted in his chest when he heard the voice that followed. 

“This is Lieutenant Yarr. I’m trapped in the engine room. My team is trying to move the obstruction but it’s too heavy. Please send reinforceme…”

Jeffrey started bolting for the corridor, pushing past the Zantharians accompanying him. Why had she been cut off? What the fuck was happening? 

The comm crackled again. “I’ve located the Hareema. It’s in the engine room.” 

The comm went dead. 

“Motherfucker!” Jeffrey broke into a dead run, not caring if the men behind him could keep up. He burst into the cargo bay, kicking his way through anything that tried to impede him. 

He saw the two Zantharian soldiers he’d left on the bridge. They were attempting to shift a large piece of metal sheeting that was blocking the door. 

Jeffrey recognized the sheeting as a piece of the interior hull from the engine room. He had no idea how it could have fallen. 

It didn’t fall, his inner voice said. A Hareema bastard climbed up there and tore it off, all to trap your female. 

Rage boiled his blood in an instant. “What the fuck are you doing here?” he screamed at the soldiers, who stared at him with identical looks of surprise. “How could you let her go in there alone?” 

He beat against the metal with all his might but it didn’t move at all. He realized it was wedged against the railings inside the engine room, and there was no slamming his way through it. 

Jeffrey let his fury ride him, knowing that underneath was a fear so black, so deep, that he’d never crawl out from under it. “Get over here,” he yelled at the soldiers that had followed him. “We all need to try and lift this clear of the railings inside. That’s the only way in.” 

The Zantharians managed to wedge themselves into position so that all the men could get a grip on the bottom of the metal panel. As one they lifted, using all their strength to push the metal clear of the railings so that it tumbled inward, allowing them entry into the engine room. 

What Jeffrey saw filled his veins with ice. Something was crouched over the motionless form of his beloved. Its head turned around completely on its neck to pin him with a fearsome gaze.

The fucking Hareema bastard had taken on the form of his captain. His weapon forgotten, Jeffrey ran forward, ready to tear the thing apart with his bare hands. 

“Wait!” one of the soldiers yelled from behind him, but he was beyond reason. He launched himself at the creature, knocking it off Kat and shoving it to the ground. 

The thing’s face still smiled at him, disorienting him as it stared up at him while he pressed into its back. 

Jeffrey wrapped his hands around the things neck and squeezed with all his strength. The thing continued to smile, and then it began to melt, turning into red jelly that ran through his fingers and through the crevices on the metal grating that comprised the catwalk. 

It reformed on the other side, still smiling at the lieutenant, and using its hands to clamber along the bottom of the grating to get to the railing and pull itself up. By then, the Zantharians had reached him. One grabbed the unconscious Kat and picked her up.

Jeffrey wanted to snarl at him and pull his woman from his hands, but realized that would do no good. “Get her out of here,” he shouted instead, then refocused his attention on the creature. 

It had managed to pull itself up onto the narrow ledge on the other side of the walkway and suddenly shot upward, clambering over the walls like an insect in human form.

“Blast it,” he yelled at his companions. “But don’t fry it. Only enough to knock it out.” 

One nodded, then sent out a blast that hit the thing in its back. It screeched and lost its grip, tumbling down. 

Without thinking, Jeffrey reached out and grabbed an arm before it fell over the edge and into the engine works. He recoiled in horror as the creature’s arm became a red tentacle that wrapped itself around his arm. 

Then one of the Zantharian soldiers was there, pulling him back so that the creature landed on the catwalk and laying hands on the Hareema. It started to vibrate with the Zantharian’s bioelectricity, and Jeffrey felt the charge run through him as well. 

His teeth clenched together as he tried to withstand the voltage passing through them. After what seemed like an eternity the tentacle uncurled itself from around his arm and he stumbled backward. 

Another one of the soldiers moved forward and trapped the creature in a beam of current. It squealed as its form began to melt.

“Not too much!” Jeffrey warned. “I want it alive.” 

He received a nod from his companions and then turned, lurching down the catwalk and back into the cargo bay. 

Outside the entrance to the engine room, one of the soldiers was bent over Kat, who was still lying on the floor, unmoving. 

Without a word, Jeffrey bent down and picked Kat up. He then headed toward the exit. “You, grab your partner and come with me. I want you to get the electric cage for our prisoner.”

Jeffrey made his way back onto the scout ship, being careful to not jostle his companion overly much. He headed to the mess, then pointed out the storage container to the men. “Take that back to the cargo bay of the Earhart and set it up. I want the prisoner in the cage immediately. Report back when it’s done. Leave two men there on guard. 

“Will she be okay?” one of them asked, gesturing to where Kat lay in his arms.

“She’s still breathing,” he snarled. “Luckily for you. If she doesn’t wake up, though, I can’t vouch for your safety on the ride home.”
“I understand,” the Zantharian replied. “She countermanded your orders. There was a warning light on the bridge console and she thought you were in danger.” 

“Doesn’t matter,” Jeffrey said. “You were to keep her safe. You failed.” 

The Zantharian soldier shrugged. “She’s been my C.O. for three years. It’s hard not to follow her orders.”

“Well follow mine now and get your asses back over there. I want that prisoner dealt with now.”

The two men departed, leaving Jeffrey alone with his female. He remembered her saying that there were bunks beyond the mess, so he pushed his way through the membrane on the other side of the room and ended up in a chamber with eight berths lining the walls, two lower and two upper, on either side of the room. 

He headed to the closest lower bunk and carefully settled Kat into it. Jeffrey made room for himself to sit beside her, then began to assess the damage. 

Her face was swollen, her lip cut and bleeding. I should kill that fucking Hareema asshole. He fought hard against the rage inside him. If they didn’t need the information it had so badly, he’d say damn the breach of protocol and murder it with his own hands. 

Seeing her bruised and battered face made his insides feel like they were being cut apart by a billion pieces of jagged metal shrapnel. I should have been there to protect her, to keep her safe. Now she’s been beaten like a piece of meat and I…

He forced himself to focus on something else before he entirely gave into despair. Then Jeffrey remembered the salve the medic had spread on him on the flagship. He scurried around, pulling open hatches and searching for anything that resembled a first aid kit. 

He finally found one in the mess, and yanked the case open, exposing several containers full of liquids and unguents. Unscrewing the lid on the one that looked closest to the salve he remembered, he held the contents to his nose.

“That’s it,” he cried. “Steamed broccoli never smelled so good!”

Jeffrey rushed back to the bunk room, sliding to a halt in front of Kat’s bed. He went to his knees and, as gently as he could, he began spreading the salve over all of her bumps and bruises. 

“Wake up, precious,” he muttered as the salve began to absorb into her smooth skin. At long last, her beautiful eyes fluttered open. 

Kat started away, trying to sit up in bed, but Jeffrey pushed her back down. “No sudden movements,” he said. “You’ve had quite an encounter.”

“Encounter?” she croaked. “Is that what they call a back alley brawl on your planet?” 

Jeffrey laughed with relief. 

She’s okay. 

Then his mood suddenly became darker. “You stubborn little fool,” he growled. “You could have gotten yourself killed!” 

Kat frowned. “Where’s the Hareema?” she asked. 

“We caught it, with little thanks to you. What were you thinking?”

She tried to sit up again, and when he went to stop her, she pushed his hands away. Kat swung her legs over the bunk, giving him a grimace.

“I was thinking that I didn’t like being left behind while the big boys had all the fun.” 

“I gave you a fucking order, Kat.” 

“A fucking stupid order, Lieutenant!” 

“I swear to God, if you don’t—“ 

A Zantharian soldier peeked his head through the door. “We’ve got the containment field up and the prisoner is inside it. What are your orders?” 

Jeffrey stood, crossing his arms over his chest and trying to calm his breathing. “I want all four of you to remain on the Earhart. Keep watch over the guards in rotating shifts. Stay in the cargo bay at all times. I don’t care if you have to piss in the corners, don’t leave that room.” 

“Yes, Sir.” 

“There could be other Hareema on the ship, ones we don’t know about. So just stay there and watch the prisoner. Don’t let him escape. Am I understood?”

“Yes, Sir.” 

The Zantharian sped away. “At least one of your kind knows how to follow orders.” 

Kat rolled her eyes, then made to stand, swaying slightly on her feet. Jeffrey grabbed her. “You shouldn’t be moving around.” 

“I’m fine,” she said. “I feel much better,” she said, wiping a bit of salve off her neck. “Thanks for treating me.”

“Of course,” he said. “Look, Kat, you scared me half to death earlier.”

“Please,” she said, stopping him with a spearing glance. “We need to get underway to Zanthar. Let me inform the navigator of our progress.”

With that, she walked out of the room. Jeffrey stood there, his insides on fire. How easily she dismissed him, like he wasn’t even there. 

He stalked after her, down the corridor, and onto the bridge. 

“We’ve captured the Hareema,” he heard her say. “Plot a course back to Zanthar, as quickly as you can. You’ll have to account for the extra weight of the human vessel. We’re going to have to tow her back.”
The navigator nodded, punching in coordinates and studying his display. “We can be back to the home world in 6 hours,” he said. 

“Good,” Jeffrey said, grabbing Kat’s arm. “Now, if you’ll excuse us, the lieutenant and I need some rest. We’ve been up two days running and we’re pretty exhausted.”

“I’m fine,” Kat started to interrupt, but he shoved her toward the bridge entrance. 

“Do not disturb us unless the damn ship is being fired upon. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Lieutenant,” the navigator said, his eyes wide. 

Jeffrey turned on his heel and headed for the corridor, dragging Kat along with him.

“There’s no need to be an asshole about it,” Kat said, trying to pull away from him. He only tightened his grip and sped up, pushing through the mess and back into the bunk. When the membrane closed behind him, he rounded on her. 

“Now I’m going to say something, and you’re going to shut up and listen.” 

Her eyes narrowed, and she opened her mouth to fire back, but he slammed a hand over it. 

“I said listen. You disobeyed a direct order earlier, one that almost led to your death. I realize you’re not a fan of taking orders from a human, but for once you should have fucking obeyed!” 

Kat surprised him by biting the palm of his hand. He yanked it away, glaring at her furiously. 

“Obey? You? What makes you think I would ever obey you willingly?”

 

 


Chapter 19

 

 

“Goddammit, Kat!” Jeffrey shouted, turning and aiming a wild punch into the wall. The surface dented, and his fist came away bloody. 

Kat’s mouth fell open in surprise. She didn’t understand where this overflow of rage was coming from. 

“You fucking don’t get it, do you?” he said, his eyes crazy. He grabbed her arms, pulling her close. “You belong to me. You’re mine. And when I walked into that engine room and I saw you lying unconscious beneath that monster, the thought that I’d lost you tore apart my insides.” 

His words battered against Kat, driving down her walls. She stared, wide-eyed, as he closed in on her. 

“You don’t get to disobey when your life is on the line. I’ll do anything to protect you, anything to hold onto you. You’re everything to me now.” 

With those words he possessed her lips, putting all of his fiery passion into a kiss that nearly melted her skin off her bones. She furiously kissed him back, surrendering to the towering emotions that consumed them both. 

Without invitation, she ripped at the zipper of his flight suit. He helped, yanking it off his shoulders and stepping out of it with a hurried motion. He had the body of a god, sculpted and smooth, thick with muscle and so damn beautiful. He crawled on top of her, and she raised her arms so that he could slide her shirt off her, then quickly divested herself of her shorts. 

He locked her into a tight embrace, the deliciousness of their skin rubbing against each other almost too much. Kat wished it would last forever, wished it could. 

His lips were demanding, claiming her mouth, his tongue blazing a path that set her senses alight. Then he was moving her backward, toward the bunk, and she went willingly, pulling him down on top of her. 

“You belong to me,” he said, settling himself between her thighs. “Do you understand?”

She pulled his head down to kiss him again, hoping it was a better response than her words could ever be. 

He groaned, licking at her mouth, biting at her lips, driving her insane with his passion. 

“Take me,” she begged, wrapping her legs around his waist. “I need you inside me, Jeffrey.”

His eyes blazed with desire. “Ask nicely, baby.”

She reached between them, positioning him at her entrance. Still, he waited, his arms bracketing her on either side. 

“Please!” she cried, unable to wait any longer. She pushed her hips upward until she engulfed his hard cock inside her wetness. 

“You greedy little lieutenant,” he teased, then his smile turned fierce as he buried himself deep inside of her. 

“Yesssss,” she hissed, loving the feel of him stretching her. 

It suddenly wasn’t enough for her. She wanted all of him, hard and fast. She needed all of his power, driving inside of her. Leaning up, she bit his earlobe, then whispered. “Fuck me, Jeffrey. Make me yours. I need more. I need hard and fast. Please. So hard.” 

It seemed that was all the encouragement he needed. He kissed her again, tangling their tongues, while he plunged into her with a fierceness that made her core begin to spasm. 

“God, when you start vibrating like that, I want to spill immediately!” 

“Don’t stop!” she demanded, pushing her hips up to meet him, driving him on in his punishing pace. 

“Fuck,” he groaned, reaching between them to rub at her clit. “I won’t last long, not like this, and I need you with me.”

“Yes, baby!” she cried, on the edge of the abyss. A few more deep strokes and she was there, flying off into an amazing climax that pushed her to the brink of losing consciousness.

“Kat’Chinna!” he cried, joining her. His thick cock throbbed inside of her, and she contracted, wanting to draw his seed out of him, to milk him for all he was worth.

“So good,” she murmured between her uneven panting. 

“My God,” he said once he’d caught his breath. “I can’t believe how good you feel. It’s like it gets better every time, baby.” 

He rolled them both to the side, not taking his cock out of her. He kissed her again, softly, staring deeply into her eyes. “Kat, I need you to know something.”

She was afraid of what he was going to say. Kat thought she knew what words might follow such an intense coupling, and suddenly she couldn’t bear to hear them.

As much as she wanted to, she couldn’t allow it. 

She kissed him again, wanting to distract him. She succeeded, and he began to kiss her back, at first softly but with a building heat. 

“I’m still hard inside you,” he said, with a small thrust that caused her to moan. His head lowered to her breasts where he began to lick and suck, suck and lick until her nipples were two hard and aching points. 

“How come you get all the fun?” she asked when she could stand his teasing no more. With a shove, she rolled him onto his back. 

He let out a disappointed sigh as his cock slipped out of her. 

Kat laughed, lying on his chest and starting to lick at his neck. 

Jeffrey growled, latching his hands to her backside and squeezing. Kat licked her way down to his nipples and gave him a taste of his own medicine, teasing them until they stiffened in her mouth. 

“Woman,” he groaned. “What are you doing to me?”

“The same thing you do to me,” she said. “Driving you crazy.”

“You got that damn right,” he said, then moaned again as she worked her way down to his stomach. 

The bunk was narrow and short, and she couldn’t position herself to gain access to the area she really wanted. She climbed down, kneeling beside the bunk. “Turn this way,” she said, pulling at his hips until she was positioned between his thighs. 

“Kat, what are you…?”

His words gave way to a groan as she gripped his cock and guided it to her mouth. “Holy fuck,” he breathed as she began to slowly lick up and down his member, making it even harder.

She could feel the veins throbbing against her tongue and it aroused her so much, she felt a rush of moisture from her core. Kat started to suck in earnest, taking him deeper and deeper into her mouth until he hit her throat. 

“Yes,” he groaned, his hands tangling in her tendrils. “Don’t stop.” 

I won’t. She took him deep and slipped back to the tip, just to swallow him again. 

Over and over she teased him, not stopping, just giving in to the lust she felt for the human male. With abandoned she sucked him until he put his hands on her shoulders and pulled his cock from her mouth.

“Goddamn,” he said. “How can you do that for so long without passing out from lack of oxygen?”

Kat laughed. “I can hold my breath for a really long time.”

Jeffrey gave her a smile. “Come here,” he said, patting his chest. 

Kat climbed atop him, her legs straddling his thighs, her chest pressed to his. 

“Kat, I-“

“Don’t,” she whispered. “Please, let’s just make love once more. Then we can talk about whatever you want.”

Jeffrey gave her a soft grin. She could tell that her words disappointed him, but he would abide by her wishes. 

He grabbed her ass, squeezing it while guiding her into position. Kat slowly slid down his engorged cock until he was completely inside her. 

“You are fucking perfect,” he said with a growl, pulling her head down to kiss her lips. 

Everything felt so right in that moment, so pure, that Kat felt her heart opening in a way she’d never experienced. She’d known for a while now that what she felt for Jeffrey was like nothing she’d had before, but this was beyond even that.

I love him. I’ll never love anyone like this again. 

She rode him slowly, her hips sliding up and down. She stretched up, putting her hands against his chest as she took her pleasure on him. 

In that moment, she decided that she did belong to him. There was no one that could ever mean as much to her as he did. 

She quickened her pace, spurred on by his hold on her ass and hips. He pulled her back down again, nibbling at her neck, holding her tight by her shoulders. He began to move, pistoning upward until Kat cried out in ecstasy. 

“You’re mine,” he whispered to her, his tongue exploring her ear. “I’ll never let you go.” 

She could feel her core beginning to contract as her climax drew toward her. And…and there was something else…something different…she could feel it. 

The membrane that guarded her egg was starting to retract. 

Even if she wanted to, she didn’t think she would stop it. This was her one chance, right now, to conceive, and she wanted it to be with the man she loved.

“Ride me, sweetheart,” Jeffrey crooned, his face flushed. “Take all of me!”

“Yes,” she whimpered, jerking her hips back and forth as she massaged his thick shaft with her body. 

His words drove her to new heights, and she increased her pace, her movements becoming too frantic to sustain. He gripped her tightly from below and drove into her, deeper than ever before. “Come with me, Kat,” he groaned.

His cock began to throb inside her and she knew he had reached his climax. The feeling of his seed starting to spill in her core sent her over the edge and she screamed out her pleasure.

It was more intense than anything that had come before. Kat collapsed on top of him, panting, her energy gone in a blaze of passionate glory. 

She shifted gently to the side, then cuddle up behind him. 

“Rest, precious,” he whispered, and with those words, she fell into a deep and contented sleep. 


Chapter 20

 

 

Jeffrey lay in silence beside the woman he loved, her skin cool against his. She felt so right here in his arms. He wished they’d never reach Zanthar, that they could live here in this perfect moment for all eternity. 

Unfortunately, he could feel time slipping away from them already. He clutched her tighter, and she sighed happily in her sleep. 

“My precious girl,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to the tendrils on her head that had finally gone still. 

He was exhausted, his emotions having wrung him dry. When he’d seen her with the Hareema crouching over her, his insides had gone cold with fury and fear. When she’d told him that she would never obey him willingly, his rage had been white hot. And when she’d made love to him so sweetly, he’d realized that he could never let her go. 

Jeffrey knew that there was a preponderance of challenges facing them. They were from different planets, in different fleets, halfway across the galaxy from one another. But none of that meant anything to him.

He would do whatever it took to keep her by his side. 

With a smile on his face, Jeffrey finally allowed himself to drift off to sleep.

When he awoke, he was disgruntled to find himself alone in the bunk. He stumbled out of bed and pulled on his flight suit, wondering where Kat had gone to. The bunkroom was empty, and so was the mess. That only left the bridge, and as he made his way there, he tried not to let his disappointment engulf him. 

“One of these days, I’m going to wake up with her beside me,” he muttered. “Even if I have to chain her to the damn bed.” 

He entered the bridge and found Kat seated at the central console. The navigator turned around at his entrance. 

“I didn’t wake her up, I swear,” he said, his hands coming up in front of him, palms facing outward.

“It’s alright,” he said, waving wearily at him. “Report.”

“We are less than ten minutes from Zanthar.”

Jeffrey scowled, eyeing Kat accusingly. “Were you just going to let me sleep through the landing? Get yourself off the ship and out of my clutches as soon as possible?”

She arched a brow at him. “Just following orders, Sir. Trying to get us home.” 

Her voice was neutral, with no emotion in it. Flat. 

Like his feelings.

It seemed the Ice Queen was back. He didn’t know why she always resorted to distance after they made love. But he was getting tired of the walls she kept putting up between them. 

“Before we land, I’d like a word with you, Lieutenant.”

“I’m sure we can speak later,” was her reply.

“I seem to remember you promising to talk, after we made lo—“

“Okay,” she said, jumping up from her seat and shooting an embarrassed look toward her crewmate. “Let’s talk in the mess.” 

He followed her down the corridor, enjoying the gentle sway of her hips as she headed down the hallway.

Once in the mess, she rounded on him. “What do you want?’

Jeffrey took a deep breath, attempting to keep his emotions in check. “I want to get a few things straight before we land. I was serious about what I said before. You belong to me.”

Kat’s eyebrow quirked upward. “I belong to you? I thought Earth outlawed slavery several centuries ago.”

His eyes narrowed at her response. “You know what I mean. You’re mine. And I’m yours.” 

Kat stared at him. “I’m not sure what use I’d have for a primitive human male. I’m afraid we stopped keeping off-world species in zoos some time ago.” 

Jeffrey recoiled from her words as if he’d been hit. Where was this flippant hostility coming from?

“Look,” he said, putting a hand on her shoulder. “I get that you’re scared. I am too. This thing between us is intense. But I’m not going to let you go, now that I’ve found you.”

“You don’t have a choice,” she said, pushing his hand off of her. “The mission is over. And this…thing…as you call it, it’s over too.” 

She pushed past him, striding up the corridor, leaving him feeling as if she’d ripped his heart out of his chest and taken it with her. 

Go ahead. I have no use for a heart now. 

The landing on Zanthar went smoothly, even if it did take an hour for the protocols to be followed. He was subjected to yet another test of his humanity and he barely stopped himself from stumbling to the ground under the force of the bioelectric blast. 

He made his way off the ship and to the briefing room, not bothering to notice if she was near him or not. 

Jeffrey was in a daze, going through the motions, unable to make the world feel like anything more than a gray haze of hopelessness. She had rejected him. And now she sat across the table in the briefing room, talking as if nothing had happened between them. As if she hadn’t stolen his heart then thrown it in the trash. 

The regent commended them for their valiant capture of yet another Hareema, and then allowed his brother, the Minister of Defense, to detail his plan for determining the extent of the Hareema forces on Earth. The plan hinged on his returning with the human crew to Earth aboard their vessel.

“Well the engine is shot,” Jeffrey stated. “The Earhart won’t make it back to Earth without major repairs.” 

“Then get to it,” the minister replied.

The next day, after a night of tossing and turning at the memory of a pair of seductive dark eyes, Jeffrey found himself back in the engine room of the Earhart. 

He forced himself not to replay the scene in his mind again, but he can’t help picturing Kat’s unconscious body at the mercy of the Hareema. He was standing there, staring down at the empty catwalk, when Captain Brooklyn walked up behind him. 

“Not sure where to start, huh?” she said, giving him a smile. “How about a level one diagnostic?” 

They worked over the panels, trying to isolate the problem. Jeffrey worked in silence, making the repairs while his captain called out the malfunctioning areas. 

“Well, I must say, this is the first time I’ve seen you not live up to your name, Lieutenant Cheerful,” Captain Brooklyn said after a couple hours of work. “Want to tell me what’s eating you?” 

Jeffrey sighed. “I just want to get home, Captain.”
“That’s not what I would have expected from you,” she replied. “You’ve never been homesick before. Are you sure this doesn’t have something to do with that attractive lieutenant you were paired with on your mission?”

He looked at her and realized that she already knew. “How could you tell?”

“Well, I knew something was up when I first made it to Zanthar. The way you two were looking at each other, I figured it had to be love or hate. And I don’t think hate would make you look like a broke-dick dog, pardon the expression.” 

Jeffrey gave a small laugh that faded away fairly quickly. “You’re right. It’s definitely not hatred. At least on my end.” 

“What happened?”

He launched into his tale, not bothering to hide their intimacy. “I just don’t understand it. We have a chemistry like you wouldn’t believe. But it’s like she’s a different person afterwards.”

“Maybe she’s not sure how to handle all of this. It seems like she’s the type who keeps a tight rein on her emotions. You could be rattling her, too much, too fast, you know?” 

“Maybe. Or maybe she was just trying an alien on for size. She pretty much said she was slumming it with a barbaric human.” 

Brook frowned. “Hmm. I think I have to give her more credit than that. I don’t think Major Ontarii would have a brutal bitch as his second in command. My guess is, you’ve gotten too close and she’s scared. She probably said that to hurt you, to drive you away so she can build back up her defenses.”

Jeffrey let out a heavy breath. “I wish you were right. But at the moment, I don’t think she’s afraid of me. In fact, I bet she isn’t even thinking about me at all.” 

 


Chapter 21

 

 

Kat couldn’t stop thinking about the human lieutenant, and it was starting to interfere with her duties. Major Ontarii had enlisted her to help in the interrogation of the Hareema prisoners. So far, they’d been unable to garner any information from them, but it wasn’t helping that she was so damned distracted. 

“Lieutenant Yarr, are you even paying attention to me?” Major Ontarii’s voice boomed. He’d been irritated all day, probably because he was forced to spend several hours away from his mate. 

I’m irritated too, she wanted to shout. I drove my mate away because I couldn’t deal with the feelings, so back off.

At least, that’s what she wanted to say. 

“I’m sorry, Sir,” is what she did say, trying to focus on his complicated plan for extracting information. 

“Right. Now tell me, what are you to say when I tell them that we’re planning a move on their prison planet?”

Kat searched through the empty hallways of her mind but could come up with nothing. “Uhh, that we’ve already moved our fleet into position?”

“Dammit, Yarr,” he yelled, slamming his hands down on the briefing room table. “We’ve been over this three times already!”
“I’m sorry, Sir.”

“And that’s the tenth time you’ve apologized this hour. I’m beginning to think you’ve been replaced with a Hareema plant set on tormenting me.” 

Kat saw the streaks of yellow starting to work their way up his skin and she shrank back. “I’m sorry!”

“Tell me what the hell is going on, or I’m going to throw you into a cell until we can make certain you haven’t been replaced.”

Kat wanted to groan. Why was he trying to force her to tell her secrets? Couldn’t he just leave her alone for Noruma’s sake!

“Answer me!”
“Fine!” she shouted, burning her commanding officer with a fiery gaze. “I’m in love with the human lieutenant.”

“I see,” Major Ontarii said, settling back down into his seat. “Well, I must say, that explains some things.” 

Kat burned with embarrassment, aware that her skin was flushing orange for the major to see. “I’ve been trying to hide my feelings, to behave as if he doesn’t affect me, but the truth is, I’ve never wanted anyone more.” 

Major Ontarii gave her a small smile. “I know the feeling.” 

Kat had always looked to the major for guidance, but would have never imagined coming to him for romantic advice. Especially in light of her persistent crush on him that she’d only recently abandoned. 

Still, Major Ontarii himself had chosen a mate, and very recently to boot. Maybe he had some insight that would help her out of the mess she found herself in. 

Even if she’d already decided that she’d missed her chance. 

“I understand how it feels, to be struck suddenly by love when you’ve never really given it a thought in your ordinary life.” 

The major stared off into the distance, a look Kat had never seen before on his face. It was somewhere between dreamy and surprised. Awestruck by love. Her heart beat harder. 

“At first, I couldn’t understand my attraction to a human. I mean, a human! One of the most backward races in the system. But the longer I spent with Brook, the stronger the feeling felt until I had to give in to temptation.” 

Kat knew exactly what he meant. Although it had gone against everything she’d ever thought about the laws of attraction, she’d had to surrender the pull of the human lieutenant. 

“It didn’t take long to realize that my feelings went beyond the sexual,” Major Ontarii continued, his eyes focused on a point in the distance as he reflected on his memories. “There was something about her, something special, and I’m not talking about the fact that she’s from a different species.” 

The major’s smile widened. “She was beautiful, but she was also smart. Her tenacity amazed me, even as it frustrated me. She was loyal, strong, and had a sense of humor that made me remember how good it could be to laugh. How could I walk away from that?”

Kat ran a hand through the dark tendrils on her head that had been waving agitatedly for the last several hours. “But how do you deal with the rest of it? You’re both in command, with people relying on you. How do you build a life together when you’re literally worlds apart?”

Major Ontarii leaned back and crossed his arms over his expansive chest. “Our relationship is new, so we still have plenty of things to figure out and fight about. But the most important thing is that we’ve both made the decision to be together, no matter what. We put each other first, which means that, as much as I’ve always been devoted to duty, my career comes second.” 

Kat nodded. She wasn’t sure if she could be so cavalier about walking away from the life she’d so carefully built for the past decade, but seeing her C.O. saying he would sacrifice anything to be with his mate gave her hope. 

She realized then that she had unconsciously been rubbing her belly, her hand tracing slow circles on her still-flat stomach. She lifted her hand away immediately as if she’d been burned, and brought her gaze back to Major Ontarii’s face.

He’d caught her movements and had leaned forward, interested. 

Kat’s voice was small when she revealed her greatest fear. “What about…what about the child? It would be neither human nor Zantharian. As you know, sentiment on our planet toward humans is not exactly positive at the moment.” 

Major Ontarii’s expression grew dark. “I’m well aware. I barely got Brook to her ship’s docking bay today without strangling someone. Those idiots with their “Zanthar for Zantharian” signs and their stupid protest chants, they certainly represent a challenge.” 

The corner of his mouth lifted. “These are difficult times, Kat’Chinna, but they won’t last forever. We’ll rout out the Hareema infiltrators and move to establish peaceful relations with Earth. That will calm down the bulk of the protestors.” 

“You can’t please everyone,” Kat said softly. 

“You’re right,” he replied. “But why worry about pleasing everyone? Please yourself for once. If you love Lieutenant Brunt, if he’s worth fighting for, then strap on your battle armor and be the warrior I know that you are.” 

“And if a baby results from your union,” he said, tiny wrinkles appearing in the corner of his eyes as his smile widened, “then I pity any fool that dares to insult your child.” 

Kat laughed. It was the first time she’d done so since she’d parted company with Jeffrey. It felt good. 

“Thank you, Thrak’Lin,” she said, using his given name for the first time. “I appreciate your advice.” 

He stood, walked to her chair and pulled her out of it. He held her in a loose embrace, and for a moment Kat wanted to cry. 

“You’ve never been one to give up without a fight,” he said. “Don’t let me down now.” 

As she left the briefing room for a much-needed, and major-ordered, nap, tears slid down her cheeks. Although it felt good to talk to someone about her dilemma, she still hadn’t resolved her feelings.

Did she risk everything for love? Could she build a life with someone who was vastly different from herself? 

And what about the child? 

A life could be growing inside her right now, one that was half Zantharian and half human. 

In the heat of the moment, she’d decided to use her single chance to conceive with Jeffrey. She didn’t regret it, even if she thought it was likely foolish.

Chances are, human and Zantharian DNA are not compatible enough for inter-species breeding. 

Still, she kept her hand on her stomach, wondering if she would soon be a mother to the child of the man she loved. 

And if she were pregnant, should she tell him? Or should she let him return to Earth to forget about her? 

Kat couldn’t answer those questions, not now, not with tears streaming down her face and exhaustion making her feel weak. 

The only thing she was sure of at the moment was, if she did have Jeffrey’s baby, she hoped it had his lovely deep blue eyes.


Chapter 22

 

 

Jeffrey strode down the corridor, hoping he was headed in the right direction. He’d just received orders from the Supreme Regent of Zanthar to report to the transport hangar for a special assignment. 

He was a tad disgruntled at being at the regent’s beck and call. He’d been putting the finishing touches on the Earhart’s repair with his captain when word of this new mission came in. 

“Come on, Captain,” he’d said to Brook as she wiped her hands on a dirty rag and smiled at him. “Can’t you use your pull to get me out of this?”

Brook laughed. “I don’t have any pull with the regent.”

“Yeah, but you’re shacking up with the major, and he’s friends with the regent, so…”

“No can do,” Brook had said, picking up a laser driver and returning to the panel for more repairs. “You better get moving. The regent doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” 

Jeffrey grumbled as he pushed his way through the crowd of protesters. He’d been assigned his own security team, comprised of two of the soldiers who’d accompanied him on this mission to recover the Earhart. Although the sight of the guards put most protesters off, he’d had to use force on a few who’d grappled their way to the front to take a swing at him.

In a way, he was thankful for the riotous crowds howling for his blood. The few Zantharians who had been spoiling for a fight had found an eager opponent. His knuckles were bruised on both hands, and he’d decided not to use the Zantharian miracle salve.

The pain helped keep him focused on something other than his dismal and disappointing love life. 

It figures that I finally find the girl of my dreams, and she rejects me only after providing the single most exquisite sexual experience of my life. 

What a shit show this mission has turned out to be. 

Jeffrey wondered if regret would plague him for the rest of eternity. Maybe I should be grateful that she blew me off. I have no idea how I would fit an intergalactic girlfriend into my lifestyle. 

He didn’t feel grateful. There was a black hole in his chest that was sucking all of the joy out of his life.

For a guy they called Cheerful, he really didn’t live up to those expectations. 

Last night he’d lain in bed, staring at the strange lights from the ocean depths the window let in as they chased each other around his ceiling. As he’d stared, he’d considering going to Kat and making his case one more time. 

She’s turned you down three times, buddy, he’d argued. What makes you think one more time would make a difference? 

And if she rejected him again, he didn’t think he could take it. So he sat and stared and wondered if he’d ever feel happiness again. What is happiness if she’s not by my side? 

Jeffrey reached the entrance to the transport hub and checked in at the desk. “One moment please,” the Zantharian functionary said, stepping away from his station and disappearing down a narrow hallway into the depths of the transportation department. 

He drummed his fingers on the desk, waiting impatiently to get his new assignment underway. Perhaps it would keep his thoughts occupied long enough for him to forget his broken heart.

He doubted it. 

Suddenly a towering form emerged from the hall and beamed at Jeffrey from behind the desk. “Good to see you again, Lieutenant.”

The Supreme Regent of Zanthar held out his huge hand. Jeffrey took it and shook, trying not to wince at the force Rasveen used. 

“Earthling handshake,” the regent said. “I’m learning your customs.” 

Jeffrey quirked an eyebrow. He wondered how much Dr. Cohen had to do with Rasveen’s desire to educate himself about Earth. 

“Now, if you’ll follow me this way,” the regent said, sliding out from behind the desk, “I’ll show you to your vehicle.” 

Jeffrey wasn’t sure why the regent himself was playing tour guide. Must have gotten bored sitting on the Coral Throne. They passed several small crafts, each resembling sleek and exotic sea creatures. 

The regent came to a halt beside one of the crafts and handed him an electronic data pad. “The details of your assignment are in there. And your pilot is already on the ship.”

Rasveen slapped him on the back. “I appreciate your help with this. I couldn’t think of anyone better for the job.” 

Then he was striding away, the muscles in his broad back rippling. 

Jeffrey shook his head. That guy’s entirely comfortable with command. He vibrates power even when standing still. It was hard not to be impressed. 

He looked at the pad in his hand, swiping at it to get it to divulge its contents. A screen came up, filled with Zantharian writing. This looks more like a geometry problem than it does a language. What good is this going to do me?

Entering the ship, he hoped his pilot would be able to make more sense of the assignment than he could. The ship’s interior was small, and as he climbed in he entered a small open space comprising the back of the ship. 

Cocking his head to the left, he found two seats positioned in front of a front console, which lay directly below a large window. There was someone already occupying one of the seats. 

“So I hope you know where we’re going,” he said to his companion, “because I sure as hell don’t.”

The pilot stiffened at his words, and he watched with growing unease as the seat turned to reveal its inhabitant.

“Kat’Chinna.” He’d recognize that gorgeous face anywhere. 

Her eyes were wide, revealing their glowing golden rings, and her mouth was open slightly. He thought he saw her hand fly to her belly, then skitter away again, while a faint orange blush traced its way up her skin. 

He’d known that he would see her again before he returned to Earth. He just figured he’d have more time for his wounded heart to heal first. Maybe if he’d had more time, it wouldn’t feel so raw and achy when confronted with her again.

He could see the desire to flee in her eyes. She stood up, moving back toward the door, being careful to squeeze past him without touching. 

She’s going to leave. He felt like he’d been punched in the gut.

Instead, she closed the entry hatch and bolted it, then returned to her seat.  “I was told my navigator would have the coordinates for our trip.” 

Jeffrey exhaled heavily. He was relieved to see that she was willing to spend time with him. Maybe you shouldn’t be, his inner voice said. Remember, she’s a professional at all times, and the regent requested her for this mission.

Disheartened but trying not to show it, he sat down and handed her the pad. 

Kat pulled up the coordinates, her face a mask of confusion. “Did the regent mention why he wants us to go here?”

He shook his head. “He told me that the details of the assignment were in there.”

“All this says is Storm Peskel Island.” 

“Where’s that?” he asked. 

Kat sighed, setting the pad down. “It’s this little island in the middle of the Northern Salten Sea. There’s nothing there but a bunch of birds.” 

Jeffrey scratched at his chin. “Why send us there?”
Kat shrugged. “Maybe they’ll be more information there when we arrive.”

“Sounds like a wild goose chase to me.”

“Wild goose chase?” she asked, the words hyper-pronounced. 

“It’s an idiom,” he said idly. “It means a fool’s errand.”
Kat looked at him but remained silent. He wondered what thoughts were hidden behind those dark, penetrating eyes. 

“Well I’m game if you are,” she said with a slight smile, and started hitting controls on the console. 

A weight lifted inside his chest. Even if he couldn’t claim her as his for all eternity, at least he could enjoy the little bit of time they had together. He watched as she steered the vessel into the line of departing ships, and almost laughed at the little jolt they experienced when they hit the open water. 

“The trip there will take about an hour,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “There won’t be much to do.” 

“On the contrary,” Jeffrey said, watching the creatures around him as they sped through the depths. “You can show me the sights.” 

Kat gave a nervous laugh. “We’re going pretty fast. Most of the sights will go by in a blur.” 

“So maybe slow down for the really good ones,” he said. “What’s that?” he asked, pointing to a far-off massive structure. 

“Zanth’Aranna University,” she said, leaning over to point out the many spires. “It’s the oldest seat of learning on Zanthar.”

Jeffrey admired the twisting curves of the spires. They resembled massive seashells that shone like ghosts in the distance.

A blur of motion caught his eye, and he left his seat to lean over hers. “What’s that?”

There was another blur, faintly silver in color. Then another.

Kat laughed. “Those are sailfish. They like to chase after our ships.”

Jeffrey goggled at the silver blurs, like bullets must look in slow motion. “They’re fast!”

“Yes. The fastest creatures on our planet.”

Jeffrey watched as the silver streaks flitted and glided around the ship. He was filled with a sense of contentment he had never achieved, even in the void of space. 

He glanced at his companion. Kat’s face was wreathed with a smile so sweet, his heart ached as if it was pierced by one of the silver bullets. 

Doubts began to pile up in his brain, but he turned it off. Don’t worry about after. Just enjoy this fleeting feeling while it lasts. 

Before long, Kat retook her seat and pressed a button that caused a manual control stick to rise from a recessed compartment in the console. She kicked off the autopilot and engaged the stick, giving him a glance.

“Time to take this baby airborne.”

Pulling back on the stick, she guided the ship in an upward trajectory. Jeffrey watched as the surface approached, the glint of sunlight the only thing that let him know they were headed up. Suddenly they breached the waves, and Kat immediately leveled out. He wondered why for a moment, then he realized that the sailfish had followed.

They leaped all around him, in great bounds and twists, in front of the ship, above it, flipping and cavorting in a scene of such unfettered joy that he was almost moved to tears.

“Magnificent,” he breathed with wonder. 

“I thought you’d like it.”

He could finally make out the forms behind the silver blurs. They were long, fishlike creatures with scales so shiny they sparkled in the sunlight. A great sail lined their back, and a massive tailfin propelled their massive bodies into the air. 

Kat moved the ship higher and the sailfish fell away, going back to their home under the surface. He immediately felt their loss, once again realizing that happiness was transitory.

“Thank you for showing me that,” he said, his voice quiet, not wanting to break the reverent feeling of the moment. 

She nodded, looking down at the console. He caught her stroking her stomach with a gentle touch and considered what the motion might mean. 

Before he could dwell on it, she pointed out a chain of verdant islands to their right. “That’s Noruma’s Haven. It’s one of the breeding places of the giant jellies.” 

Jeffrey wished that they had time to investigate, but he didn’t ask, knowing that she would chastise him to stay on task. He sighed, thinking of all the things they could be exploring if this were a vacation, or even better, a honeymoon. 

“Maybe if we have time, we can stop on the way back,” she offered gently, and he wondered for a moment if she could read his thoughts. 

He sat in silence as they sailed over the open ocean until she indicated a small rocky outcropping ahead of them. “That’s Storm Peskel Island.”

 


Chapter 23

 

 

The island was isolated, miles away from any other landmass. Kat pursed her lips as she noticed the gray storm clouds in the distance. Let’s hope the regent’s assignment is a quick one. She wanted to be out of the area before the storm hit.

Setting down the ship on the flattest surface she could find, she powered it down and turned to her companion. Jeffrey nodded at her, rising to his feet and leading the way to the ship’s hatch. 

He stepped out first, then turned around to extend a hand to her. Although the drop was a small one, she was touched by the offer of support. For so long she’d been pushing herself, proving that she could achieve her goals on her own. Now she realized that she missed having someone to lean on.

She took his hand, and it was warm in her own. Stepping down from the ship, she surveyed the landscape around them. 

Thousands of birds swooped around them, careening in slow wheels overhead. There were many more thousands on the rocks around them, squawking and flapping to one another. The sound was nearly overwhelming, as was the smell of so many avian neighbors. 

“What could the regent possibly want with this place?” Jeffrey asked, shading his eyes to stare into the distance. 

“I’m not sure,” she murmured, watching as a peskel came in for a landing nearby. It lumbered over to an overhang, and Kat noticed that there was a nest inside with an occupant. The peskel cozied up to its companion, rubbing its head along the other bird’s feathers. 

“These birds are called storm peskels,” she said. They weren’t large, maybe a foot in length, their white faces marked with blue around the eyes. Blue also tinged the feathers along the head and back, a more vibrant blue showing at the wingtips.

Jeffrey crouched, moving forward slowly toward one of the nests perched atop an outcropping. “Such an interesting call,” he said, and Kat made herself listen. It was interesting, something between a coo and a trill, with a lilting up note on the end that was both pleasant and soothing. 

She watched as Jeffrey got as close as he could to the nest. “There’s an egg in there,” he said softly. 

Kat crouched beside him and peered into the nest. There was an egg, small, dark and speckled with turquoise flecks. 

A peskel swooped around them, circling their heads twice before landing on Jeffrey’s shoulder. 

The lieutenant gave a small laugh, his smile open and unguarded. Kat’s heart contracted in her chest. He was so beautiful in that moment. His tanned skin looked at home under the Zantharian sky, his blue eyes a perfect match for the seas that swirled around them. 

Kat had to look away as tears welled in her eyes. She shaded her eyes and looked at the storm clouds which had crept closer. 

Why would Rasveen send us here? What does he want us to discover? He must have known there was a good chance we’d be caught in a storm. They’re nearly constant here. 

She couldn’t understand what was so important that they come here, now, to an island entirely populated by seabirds. 

Jeffrey’s frantic whisper brought her attention back to him. “Kat, look!” He’d gone to his knees, his avian visitor stepping back and forth across his broad shoulders. 

She crept closer, not wanting to disturb the birds around them, and knelt beside him. Jeffrey was watching the nest, his eyes trained on the egg, and in a moment she discovered why. 

A tiny hole was being tapped out of the egg, from the inside. A black beak appeared, working hard to break through the shell. The mother sat nearby, not moving, watching the egg as her offspring burst through it. 

At last a fluffy black creature tumbled out of the egg. The peskel on Jeffrey’s shoulder jumped down, waddling over to the nest. It began gently rubbing its beak against the infant bird. The mother joined in, helping to clean the remaining bits of shell off its young. 

She hardly noticed when Jeffrey put his arm around her, but she was instantly appreciative of the contact. Resting her head on his shoulder, she started to speak.

“Peskels mate for life,” she said. “They come back to this same island, the island where they were born, to build their nests and lay their egg.”

A single egg, she remembered. One child for each couple. 

A sudden realization crashed over her like the waves around them. She rose, then held out her hands to pull him to his feet. 

“What is it?” he asked, catching sight of her expression. 

“I know why we’re here.” 

He looked at her, waiting for her to speak, but she wasn’t sure she could force out the words. She took a deep breath, staring into his eyes, and suddenly something inside her broke open. Like the chick from the shell, she emerged, and the words tumbled out in a torrent.

“I love you,” she said, grabbing his face and pulling it close to hers. “I know I gave you every impression otherwise, but I love you so much it hurts.”

His eyes widened in shock. He grabbed her, pulling her body into his.

“Say it again,” he growled.

“I love you, Jeffrey. I’ll always love you.”

His lips swept down to capture hers in a searing kiss that blistered her insides. She clung to him as the waves crashed around him, locked inside a moment of perfect joy. 

The sound of thunder was the only herald of the fat raindrops that began to pelt them in an instance. Jeffrey laughed up at the sky and grabbed her by the hand, hurrying them back to the ship. 

Suddenly she didn’t mind being caught in the storm. 

She leaped inside and he followed, grabbing her up again in a tight embrace. “Why did you fight it so hard?” he asked after a moment. 

“I’m sorry. I was afraid.” She blinked back tears. “I still am. We’re so different, with solitary lives that don’t have much room for love. I couldn’t be sure that we’d suit each other in the long term.”

He nodded. “I understand. It all happened so fast.” He clutched her to him, planting kisses all over her face. “But I love you more than I’ve ever loved anyone, and I honestly don’t know how I’d go on without you.”

She gave him a watery smile, and he bent to kiss away a teardrop from her cheek. “I realized when I saw the peskel family what Rasveen was trying to show us. Zantharian females have only one egg, one chance to conceive a child.” 

Her face heated with what she had to tell him. “I knew that I loved you before we returned to Zanthar with your ship. That last time we made love…I…I allowed the membrane that protects my egg to open. I hoped that we’d be able to make a child together. It’s highly unlikely that we’re compatible, but if we are...”

Jeffrey stared at her as if he barely comprehended the words she said. “You spent your one chance on me?” he asked, amazed. 

“Yes.” Kat gave him a small smile. “There was no one else I wanted to breed with. Afterwards, I was so scared, afraid of what our child would have to face. Afraid that you might reject me, and the baby. I—“

His face grew fierce. “I would never reject you. Never.” His eyes blazed in his face, and Kat trembled at his intensity. “I will love you forever. And if your gods and mine choose to bless us with a child, I will thank them every day with unending devotion.”

Kat kissed him then, overwhelmed by emotion. 

“I love you, Kat,” he said, his finger tracing the line of her jaw. “No matter what happens, I love you, and I’m never going to leave you.” 

Kat dropped to her knees, pulling him down with her. She lay back, and Jeffrey covered her, kissing her mouth so slowly and deeply that she thought she would expire with satisfaction. 

They made love as the storm raged around them. The torrent inside her matched the one that battered against their ship. When he reached his climax, he screamed her name, causing her to tumble into the abyss of pleasure.

After, as she lay in his arms, his fingers stroking the soft tendrils on her head, Jeffrey began to laugh.

“What is it?” she asked, turning to face him. 

“I think I finally see what Rasveen did. Yesterday I heard Captain Brooklyn and Dr. Cohen chatting in the cargo hold of the Earhart while I worked on the engine. I was headed out to grab another spanner when I heard Brook ask if morning sickness was a symptom of Zantharian pregnancy.”

Jeffrey smiled. “I remember Dr. Cohen saying ‘I don’t know about Zantharian women, but I throw up every afternoon at precisely three o’clock.’ I didn’t make much of it at the time, but now…”

Kat bolted upright. “Are you saying...?”

“Yes,” he said with a triumphant grin. “Apparently Zantharians and humans are compatible. The regent and his mate are expecting.”
Kat couldn’t stop the tears from falling, and she sobbed harder when Jeffrey pressed a warm hand to her stomach. 

“Right now, we could have our own little one resting right here,” he said, his tone reverential.

Kat covered his hand with her own. She felt like her heart might burst from the joy that overwhelmed her in that moment. 

Jeffrey crooned at her tummy, pressing his face against it. “Just think,” he whispered. “We set out to discover new life, and we succeeded.”

Kat gave a soft laugh, then pulled his head up to give him another long, slow kiss. 

The End
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