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    Description 
 
      
 
    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. 
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    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 
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