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    Chapter 1 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    “Where is Moxor?” I whispered to Azlo over radio communications on my armband. 
 
      
 
    “Moxor is not in sight. I have lost sight of Moxor. Jex, do you have eyes on Moxor?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. No eyes on Moxor,” Jex responded. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, Moxor… Moxor, come in,” I said into the radio. There was no response. 
 
      
 
    “I see him. I see him. He's going in through the back. He's going in alone,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Moxor. Stand down. We are going in as a team,” I said into the radio. But there was no response. 
 
      
 
    Moxor did things like this. Even though I was the king and leader of the Veruka weredragons, Moxor always wanted to disobey me. He was a hardcore weredragon soldier. But his ruthless and careless ways often put us in trouble. There were times when we had very close calls because Moxor would run blazing into fights and not wait for a signal. Like the time we went up against the Jitron monster on the planet Guidia. That was a close one. Now, he was doing it again. It was not that he didn’t respect my authority as his king; it was that he was reckless and insane. 
 
      
 
    “Azlo, follow Moxor in through the back. Jex and I are going in through the front,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king,” Azlo responded. 
 
      
 
    Everything had gone according to plan up until this point. Everything had been laid out carefully, but I should have known that Moxor would jump the gun on the situation. I knew I should expect it and work it into the plans from then on. But how was I to know that there would not be a next time? 
 
      
 
    We were launching an attack on a large building on Earth. It was a very important building. It was a building that was key in helping to turn the battle in the favor of the humans. The humans didn’t even know that we were doing this. In fact, they didn’t even know that we existed. Why would they? They weren’t an interplanetary species. They were not as advanced in space travel as we were. But they did build great machines. They built them so great that eventually the machines took over the entire planet and the humans were nearly extinct. This building was part of the machines. It was home to a cyborg repair facility on the continent that used to be known as North America, before the machines took over and all hell broke loose. This facility was where broken machines were brought to be repaired, or inactive ones were housed. 
 
      
 
    The building was guarded by the ruthless and machine-driven cyborgs known as the Clenok. I didn’t know if they gave this name to themselves, or if the humans had given it to them. I only knew that now, there were billions of them spread out on the Earth and they had one mission: kill humans.  
 
      
 
    Cyborgs were the hardest enemy to fight. Anything with a real conscious could be manipulated or maybe even reasoned with. That was not the case with a machine.  
 
    The machines did not feel. They did not have humanity or any empathy-driven conscious. They were pure machine. You could not reason with them. You could not negotiate with them. They were set to do their mission: take over the Earth and drive humans to extinction.  
 
      
 
    This was where we came into the picture. We needed something from the humans, and we knew that by helping them we could show them that we meant them no harm. So we decided to take out this facility. 
 
      
 
    We knew this facility was guarded by Clenok cyborgs, but there were more Clenok cyborgs that were out of operation than in operation because most of them were undergoing repair and were turned off. Therefore we only had to go up against the ones that were turned on to guard the facility, and if our previous scouting information was correct, it was very few Clenok cyborgs to deal with.  
 
      
 
    Our plan was to infiltrate and double assault, a team going in the front and a team going in the back. We had one important goal: set explosives and get the hell out of there. It was going to be a team effort, until Moxor decided to go in on his own terms, like he always did. I was impressed with his bravery but pissed off at his stupidity. 
 
      
 
    "Moxor, we are coming in!” I said over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “He must have turned off his communications or he is not responding on purpose,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Wouldn't be the first time,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, move in. Maybe we can still catch them off guard if we stay quiet and…” 
 
      
 
    Boom! Boom! “Shit! Shots fired! Repeat, shots have been fired from inside the Clenok facility!” Azlo shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit! Move in! Move in now!” I shouted, and Jex followed me as we kicked open the door to the facility. Immediately, shots were fired in our direction, and we took cover behind the massive concrete poles of the warehouse-like facility. 
 
      
 
    “I'm in! I'm in through the back! I cannot find Moxor,” Azlo shouted over the radio as we fought a full-on gun battle between the silver, metal Clenok cyborgs and us, the Veruka weredragons from Tivosa. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “We have to set the charges now. We won't be able to hold them as soon as more Clenok move in,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Azlo, find Moxor! Set the charges along the way even if you have to throw them like grenades. Just find him!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king,” he responded. 
 
      
 
    “Jex, you go around the right, and I will go around the left. Ready?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Ready,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We began firing at the Clenok cyborgs as we went around in different directions. I was laying down explosive charges, dropping them and rolling them underneath factory tables and machinery as I went. The Clenok cyborgs were hard to fight. You hit them once, and they did not go down because they were made of metal. You had to hit them several times, hoping to burn out their circuitry. It took a lot of firepower and accuracy to make that happen. 
 
      
 
    “Moxor is down! I found Moxor; he is down!” Azlo shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Motherfucker! Get him out of there! Forget about the charges and take flight. Fly him out of there. If you come toward me, I can give you cover,” I said into the radio communications. I was pissed. Moxor had done this to himself. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king!” Azlo shouted. 
 
      
 
    “I'm done setting charges!” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Get out of here. Help Azlo,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I won't leave you, my king,” was his response. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, Jex, get out of here; that is in order. Do not disobey your king!”  
 
      
 
    I heard Jex grunt and growl over the radio. He did not agree with my orders. Just then, I saw Azlo flying overhead with Moxor in his arms. I began to shoot all the Clenok cyborgs that noticed them in order to protect him from their gunfire. 
 
      
 
    “I got that one,” Jex said suddenly at my side. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit, didn't I tell you to get out of here?” I shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    “I didn't hear that order,” he said as he grabbed my arm and began to pull me backward. Together, we fought our way back toward the front door. 
 
      
 
    “I am clear of the facility!” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Jex. Together, we ran towards the front door and took flight, spreading our emerald-green wings and flying in the facility. We made it out the front door and into the open night sky where we flew straight up. That was the plan. Fly up and as high as you could. The cyborgs had a limited range, and they did not fly.  
 
      
 
    “Detonating!” I shouted as I hit the detonation button on my armband. In a split-second, the entire facility blew up. Bam! Boom! Bam! Explosion after explosion went off. We cheered in victory. 
 
      
 
    The heat and fire enveloped us, but it did not matter. We were dragons. We were made from the fire. It did not hurt us. We watched as the facility succumbed to the explosions. It crumbled in on itself. I hoped the fire was hot enough to melt those cyborgs. I smiled. Mission accomplished. 
 
      
 
    “Go! Go! To the rendezvous point,” I said into the radio.  
 
      
 
    We flew away from the mushroom cloud of smoke and flame toward a mountaintop high in the mountains with a thick forest that provided us with cover. It was where we had landed our army a week before. Earth was new to us. We knew it was under attack by the Clenok cyborgs for almost a decade. It had nearly decimated the entire population of humans. But it wasn't our fight. But there was a reason that brought us here, and I was now going to be faced with that reason more than I could ever know. 
 
      
 
    “Set him down on the leaves,” I said to Azlo as he held Moxor. He sat him down on the leaves. I hovered over him. 
 
      
 
    “Dammit. Why can you never listen to orders?” I said looking at his injury on the side of his torso. We had a good armor; it was part of being a weredragon. But sometimes a gun laser blast could get through if it hit us in the right soft spot. This was what happened to Moxor. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, my king. But we both know that my time was up anyway. The blackness had come upon me. I would rather give my life in battle than to succumb to this strange plague that is new to us. I did not want to die a weak Veruka in bed. Now I have an honorable death. Now I died defending my king and helping the Earth humans. I am at peace,” he said in a whisper as the life was leaving him. 
 
      
 
    His words were honorable. They were the true words of a Veruka weredragon. They made me proud. He was a good soldier, and I understood what he meant. We gathered around him until his last breath. I had never been prouder or more saddened by the death of a soldier. We had all grown up together, Moxor, Jex, Azlo, and Razook. We were tight even though I was king. We had trained together since we were young. Losing Moxor was like losing a brother. I could see the pain and anguish on each other’s faces as he left us. But we knew that he was right. None of us wanted to give into this strange illness that had sprung itself onto us on our planet. It was unexplainable. But we were too honorable to die in bed, a sick weredragon. We were born to fight, protect, and defend. We knew that if we were in Moxor’s place, we would have done the same thing. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You don't know what you're doing,” Dr. Bradley Douglas said as he grabbed the test tube out of my hand. He was rough as he yanked it from me. I hated him. His beady black eyes were small and were always staring at me. He was balding, and he always slouched. Still, he was all that I had in terms of fellow scientists. So I had to deal with working with him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do know what I am doing, Dr. Douglas. You are not giving me a chance,” I said annoyed by his lack of confidence in my medical skills. I grabbed the test tube back from him. 
 
      
 
    “Do I have to do everything myself? You are useless, Vanessa. Give that back to me. You are going to do it wrong, and then that sample will not be able to be used,” he said to me. 
 
      
 
    “I am not useless. You are a bully. I have had enough of your crap,” I said as I placed the test tube back on the stand. I pulled off my rubber gloves and stormed out of the lab. 
 
      
 
    I walked into the bright sunlight and breathed in a cold breath of air. It was a crisp autumn day. The pine trees towered high around me, and I could smell the sap on the tree trunks. I took in a few breaths to calm myself. Nature always did that for me. Even though I spent all of my time in the lab and medical clinic, I preferred to spend all of my time outdoors, even if it was in this prison complex that we had made for ourselves. Being with Dr. Douglas always got my blood pressure high. I needed to take a walk to remember that I was, in fact, a good doctor and scientist. He was just a misogynistic asshole. 
 
      
 
    “Good day to you, Dr. Lopez,” a young woman said as she walked by me. I smiled a polite smile and returned the greeting. I liked her. She had wanted to learn from me. I promised to make her a student the following year. In truth, I was holding off because I did not want to subject her to Dr. Douglas as well. But we needed more medical staff, and anyone interested was always taught.  
 
      
 
    I continued my walk, and there were more greetings. I was well known in the small village of Haven Brook. Everyone knew everyone, but I was seen as a leader. People followed me. I didn’t ask for it. It just happened. 
 
      
 
    We all were in this together. We couldn't leave if we wanted too, not that leaving was the best option anyway.  
 
      
 
    I took a few steps and turned around. Behind the tall pine trees was a massive wall rising a hundred feet in the air, made of solid concrete. An electrified fence sat on top of it. If you went to the other side, there was a massive tangle of electrical traps. They were there to protect us from the cyborgs known as the Clenok. This is what the world had become.  
 
      
 
    When the machines learned to replicate themselves, and had developed a shocking artificial intelligence ability, they took over. It happened slowly at first. I almost didn’t believe the news reports. But then it spread more and more. The battles were hard and fierce. Most of us hid away in safe bunkers or at military bases so we didn’t see just how much the cyborgs had grown and how much they were kicking human ass. Before everyone realized the level of devastation, it was too late. They had taken over and were the majority, and humans were the minority and on the verge of extinction.  
 
      
 
    Haven Brook was where I lived now. We were one of the few isolated and protected villages left on Earth. The others were scattered across the globe. I had never seen one, but we heard about them. Every now and then we would get a transmission from them, but they came years apart. No one wanted to risk sending a transmission that would let the Clenok cyborgs know where they were. So we all lived quietly in hiding, all of the villages scattered across the globe. Haven Brook was one of these villages. I considered myself lucky to be in one surrounded by natural beauty. This village had been a mountain village in the state once known as Colorado. It was the perfect village to build a wall around, and it was self-sufficient with several clean water brooks running through it and lots of farmland with crops. It wasn’t exactly an abundance of food, but we weren’t starving. 
 
      
 
    I had heard that some of the other isolated protected villages had been built around ruined city blocks. I could only imagine how ugly that environment would be to live in. I counted myself fortunate. Sometimes you could forget about the Clenok cyborgs outside the walls and think you were just living a normal life, the way that we used to before the Clenok cyborgs took over. But then you would remember that there were armies of Clenok cyborgs roaming the Earth with one mission: kill all the humans. It was a complex situation to live in, and we had very little hope. Just one look at the massive wall forced you to remember just how much danger we were in. 
 
      
 
    I kept walking. I needed a good. I wanted to figure out a way to take out the cyborgs, but I was a doctor. Machines were not my expertise. But I had a lot of time on my hands in a town where there was nothing to do but survive. At least I was thinking in those terms. Most were only concerned with keeping the cyborgs out and defending and fighting against them. I felt like I was the only one trying to find a solution to the entire source of the problem, whatever that may be. 
 
      
 
    The Clenok cyborgs were hard to fight. Our only defense was electricity in order to fry their circuits, but that did not always work. If they were ever to crawl over the high cement walls, we would be doomed. 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Lopez… Vanessa…” I heard Dr. Bradley Douglas say. I turned around to face him. 
 
      
 
    “I must apologize. Sometimes I just grow frustrated. I should not have said those things,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Apology not accepted. There are two of us in the lab and in the medical clinic. You have always undermined me. I grow tired of it. You say awful things and then a few minutes later apologize. I will no longer play that game with you, Dr. Douglas. If you have nothing nice to say, then don't say anything at all. Didn't your mother teach you that?” I said walking away from him.  
 
      
 
    I’d had enough of him for one day. This was what he did. He thought that he could say whatever or do whatever he wanted as long as he apologized for it a little later and then all would be forgiven. When I first came here, I thought those apologies were sincere, but now I knew better. 
 
      
 
    I walked along the sidewalk that went down Main Street. Life went on like a normal town. There was a small gathering area that was a lot like a coffee shop, except nothing was sold there. We didn't have any goods to spare. Everything was rationed, and the food was carefully distributed. But nevertheless, people insisted on being social. So there were only tables and a friendly environment. There was a library and a movie theater that had old projectors, no computers needed. Other than that, there was not much to do other than walk around in nature and hang out. Everyone had a job in order to keep this place a well-oiled system, but most could do their job in half a day and then the rest of the day was for leisure. We considered a day without a cyborg attack a great day. It meant we were successful at staying hidden. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Dr. Lopez,” I heard over and over again as I walked, passing the outdoor tables. I smiled even though I wasn't in a happy mood and nodded my head in greeting. I only wanted to get home and be alone. 
 
      
 
    My home sat away from the Main Street area of the village. It was one of the very last corner houses on a street in the far back of the town. I liked the isolation. Most people lived clustered together and wanted neighbors. There were so many abandoned houses that I didn’t understand why they would want to be so close. But I was a bit of a loner; it had always been my way. 
 
      
 
    I walked in and ate a light snack of a slice of bread, a chunk of cheese, and a large container of water. Then I went down to my basement to work on my own project. No one knew that I was working on it. They would probably not approve of it. It was very dangerous, but I thought it was necessary. It involved using a laptop. This was forbidden. Laptops were very dangerous nowadays. But I knew that if we wanted to defeat the machines, it was going to take a machine. But I felt like I was the only one that understood that. 
 
      
 
    You see, once the artificial intelligence machines took over and started to manufacture Clenok cyborgs to kill humans, all of Earth eventually outlawed computers and digital devices. It made sense. Any computer could be used against us by alerting the regional keddle of its existence. Then the keddle would send in a band of cyborgs to check it out.  Since humans used digital devices, it was easy for them to find us in the early days. So eventually all digital devices were outlawed and burned. 
 
      
 
    The keddle was the main source of instruction to a group of Clenok cyborgs. A keddle was a very large machine that oversaw a local army of Clenok cyborgs. We thought of it like a general overseeing an army. But this was much more sinister and harder to stop. We didn't really understand them. 
 
      
 
    My secret project involved trying to create a computer virus that could be uploaded to a keddle. If the keddle went out of order, then the Clenok cyborgs it oversaw would stop working. So I always thought taking out the keddle was more important than taking out an entire army of Clenok cyborgs. But no one could ever figure out how to create a virus to upload it to a keddle because they did not want to run the risk of creating the virus using a computer. But how else could it be done? It was necessary. 
 
      
 
    So when I moved into the abandoned house, I was fortunate to find a very advanced top-of-the-line laptop hidden away in a safe inside the walls. When I found that, I told no one. I knew what needed to be done and no one would understand. 
 
      
 
    So in my free time, this is what I did. I taught myself computer coding. I had a medical background, not a computer background. But I was a scientist after all, and I could pick up anything. So every day I went through the computer books, teaching myself about code. But I never turned on the computer. I wasn't ready for that. I still had a lot to learn, and I wouldn't work using the computer until I knew what I was doing. It was the best way to protect the village. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    “We lost a good soldier two days ago. His loss will be remembered forever. But we have come to Earth with a mission. We have to carry on that mission and honor the death of Moxor. He would want it that way,” I said as I sat around the table with Azlo, Jex, and General Razook. They were my trusted counsel and second-in-command. 
 
      
 
    “So what is our next move?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Continue with the plan that we had previously set in motion. First, we debilitate the local Clenok cyborg army. We have done that with the raid on the facility. Now, we find the nearest human habitation. Our scouts are searching. As soon as we have coordinates, the two of you will accompany me to the village. General Razook will stay behind and look after the army until I call upon them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Just the three of us? That sounds dangerous. What if the humans are hostile to our arrival?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “That may be their first reaction. But it would be even more so if we show up with an army. No, it is better to show up just us so that I may speak with them and tell them why we are here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me. If the humans can help us with this new plague burdening the Veruka here and on Tivoso, then I am all for it,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we must help the humans fight the Clenok. They could have answers for us. Their medical expertise is far more advanced than ours. They might be able to figure out why we are suffering from this plague all of a sudden. But we will not have those answers unless we protect them from the Clenok cyborgs. I think it is a good trade. We help the humans to protect themselves, and in return, they help us with their medical advancements. I only hope they're open to it,” I said as I stood up and began to walk back-and-forth in the room of the grand ship. We had come to Earth from Tivoso with an entire fleet ready for battle. My ship was very fast and grand, and now that it was parked, it served as my home in the forest. 
 
      
 
    “They will accept our help once they see our army. I am sure that the Earth humans have nothing like it. Plus, they cannot shift the way that we can. We are fierce dragons. The humans are fragile,” General Razook said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree, and…” But I could not finish my sentence. I suddenly felt like I was in a fog. I felt weak. I stumbled and put my hand down on the table to hold myself up. 
 
      
 
    “My king!” Azlo shouted as he stood up and grabbed me. The other man stood up and came to my side. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine. I am all right. It was just a moment of… confusion,” I said trying to bring myself out of the fog. They were quiet as they all looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “It is the plague,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “No, not him. He is our king. We need him. The Veruka cannot survive without him,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “I said I am fine,” I said getting frustrated. But I knew that he was right. It was the plague. It was the first symptoms that every weredragon said they felt. Once they started the first symptoms, they had a month to live. 
 
      
 
    “There is no time to waste. We must go soon,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “I will go find out where the scouts are. I will have a location of a human habitat before the end of the day,” General Razook said. Then he ran out of the room to get to work. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we will not need to take a sick weredragon with us on the journey. I am the one that could be tested,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is too dangerous,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “I am the one that gives orders here. Now go, both of you, and prepare for our departure. We will need a small speeder ship and supplies. We will leave as soon as we have coordinates of a human village. Now go,” I said. 
 
      
 
    They reluctantly left my side.  
 
      
 
    I went to my room and laid down. I needed to conserve energy. I knew that I would be leaving within the hour or by the end of the day on the journey. I wanted to be alert and rested. The plague did not scare me. I risked my life every day fighting in battles. When you were a soldier, you had to come to terms with death. I lived on the edge of life and death daily. I fought hard, and I was arrogant in battle. So the plague did not scare me. What scared me was abandoning the Veruka to uncertain futures. 
 
      
 
    The next morning we had coordinates to a human village one hundred miles away. Our fast ship could get us there in twenty minutes or less. Jex, Azlo, and I set out on the journey. I left General Razook behind in charge of the army. 
 
      
 
    “There it is,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    I looked out the windshield in front of us. There was a massive wall, almost a hundred feet or more high. It went around the entire human habitation. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like they have a good defense set up against the Clenok cyborgs. Look at the coils on the ground in front of the wall,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Electrified?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. The Clenok cyborgs would fry in that tangled mess.” 
 
      
 
    “What are your orders, my king?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “Set the ship down over there, far from the village. We will shift into dragon form and fly over the wall. Then we will dive low among the trees. Let us see if we can find one human alone. If we make a surprise visit to a group, they could grow hostile before we are allowed to speak our terms. With our flying speed, it will be easier for us to go undetected in weredragon form.”  
 
      
 
    “Roger that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, we were out of the ship that we had set underneath a crowded area of trees. We shifted into dragon form and flew fast. We were over the wall and diving low among the trees inside the human habitation, looking for a human to speak to. Then we finally found one. It was a lone human female walking along the woods alone. I landed directly in front of her. She let out a soft scream as she jumped back. 
 
      
 
    “Do not be alarmed. I will not hurt you, human. My name is King Karik Korinth.” 
 
      
 
    Her mouth fell the wide open. She said nothing, and she looked at me in shock. Her long black hair was down around her shoulders. Her brown eyes were full of fear. She was trembling. Her pink lips were shivering, and her body was petite and shapely. She had a figure that was unlike the female Veruka on Tivoso. I was enticed by it. She was beautiful. I was not expecting the human females to be so beautiful. 
 
      
 
    Jex and Azlo landed on either side of me. The ground was shaking underneath me as they landed. It must've been a fright to her. She let out another scream, turned, and ran. I looked at Jex and Azlo in disapproval. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you should've waited to make yourself known,” I said. Then I went after her. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I was taking my daily walk. It was my alone time. I did it every day before going into the lab or the clinic. It was a way to wake myself up. It had replaced coffee. As I walked, I heard a strange noise, like a giant bird flapping its wings overhead. I couldn't see anything. But then suddenly, boom! The ground trembled as a tall figure landed in front of me. I felt like I was hallucinating because there was no way that I could possibly see what I was seeing. It was a very tall man with skin that looked like he was spray-painted in silver sparkly dust. He was almost nine feet tall with emerald green wings that spread out from his back. The wingspan was at least five feet. He did not wear a shirt, only tight gray trousers that were fitted against his legs and tucked into very high boots that had straps on them. Inside were the straps for various gadgets. There was a belt around his waist and a clunking gray metal with lots of compartments.  
 
      
 
    I looked into the eyes of this monster. They were light brown eyes accentuated by his long black hair. He was looking at me as though he was just as shocked to see me as I was to see him.  
 
      
 
    I was shaking. What the hell was I looking at? I had never seen anything like it. What was he? His wings reminded me of a mythical dragon. But that could not be. There were no dragon men on Earth. I waited for him to say something even though I knew it wasn't possible that he would speak my language. As I look at him up and down, I found myself feeling to emotions clashing together. On the one hand, I felt aroused. I have never seen such a perfect male form before. On the other hand, I was scared out of my mind. He was so large, intrusive, and dominating. 
 
      
 
    “Do not be alarmed. I will not hurt you, human. My name is King Karik Korinth.” 
 
      
 
    Holy shit. It was speaking. It was speaking English. I took a step backward, ready to get out of there. Then suddenly, in a blur, two more dragon men landed on either side of him. They looked frightening. I screamed and turned around and ran away. I knew that at any second they were going to pick me up off of my feet and carry me away. They were going to eat me. 
 
      
 
    Then the first dragon that called himself a king was standing in front of me once more, blocking my path. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from me!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Human, I am not going to hurt you. Please allow me to speak,” he said as he got down on one knee. I did not know why he was doing it. Was he simply trying to show me that he was not going to be aggressive? Even kneeling down he was still taller and bigger than I was. It didn't make him any less frightening. 
 
      
 
    “What are you? Where did you come from?” I trembled the words out of my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “My name is King Karik Korinth. I am from a planet called Tivoso. We have come to Earth to plead with the humans,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Tivoso? Are you not from Earth? You are an alien?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am a weredragon. I am king of a race known as the Veruka. I am alien to you. But I do not consider myself an alien,” he said. There was some sarcasm in his tone. It caught me off guard. Was he making a joke? A weredragon? Was he serious? 
 
      
 
    “Weredragon? You mean that you are a dragon?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are shifters. We can shift into this half-dragon form that you see before you. We do not want to hurt you. We only want to help the humans, if you will help us,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Nothing you are saying is making sense to me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It is a long story. But we have traveled across the galaxies for your medical expertise and…” He did not finish his sentence. Suddenly, he toppled over onto his side into the grass. 
 
      
 
    "My king!”  The two other weredragons were at his side in a flash. I didn't even see the move. I realized that they moved so fast that you couldn't see anything but a haze. What were these things? 
 
      
 
    “What is wrong with him?” I asked, taking a step forward but still cautious. 
 
      
 
    “It is the blackness,” one of the weredragons said. 
 
      
 
    “The blackness?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is a sickness making him weak. We don't know what it is. It has spread among us. Our king started showing symptoms yesterday. That is why we have come. We seek the medical expertise of the humans. The knowledge of humans is known to be advanced, and we hope that medical experts can help him,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am a medical expert. I am a doctor,” I said as I walked over to them. I was still scared of them, but my need to take care of others was kicking in. I was a doctor, after all, and this alien shifter needed my help. I got on my knees beside him and began to do some basic checks. I was checking his heart rate, pulse, and temperature. 
 
      
 
    "He is burning up,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We are dragons. We are always hot. It is the normal state of us,” one of the weredragons said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that makes things difficult, doesn't it? I treat humans. I know what is normal for a human, not an alien. I can't help him out here. We need to get him to my lab,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine,” the king said as he sat up. He suddenly had more energy. I was confused by this. 
 
      
 
    “This is what the sickness looks like. It only comes in waves,” the weredragon with the silver hair said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Azlo,” the king said looking at him. I guessed that was the name of this alien shifter with the silver hair and stark blue eyes that looked like ice. 
 
      
 
    The king got to his feet quickly. I was still on my knees as he rose to his tall height. He was even more impressive from down on the ground. He towered over me. Then he extended a hand out to me. I placed my hand in his. It was very hot. He helped me up to my feet. I was only inches away from his strong chest. I was in awe of him. 
 
      
 
    “Okay. I need a minute to gather my thoughts. This is all very strange to me. I don't know what to think of this. I would think that I was dreaming. This can't be real,” I said, pacing back and forth in the forested area of the Haven Brook Village. 
 
      
 
    “That is why we chose you,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “What? You chose me? What do you mean… um… King…?”  
 
      
 
    “King Karik Korinth, but you can call me Karik,” he said with a bright white smile. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I definitely wasn't going to call you king,” I said with a sassy tone that left me shocked that I had said it in the first place. These dragons could snap me in two in a second, and I was being sassy? 
 
      
 
    “We chose you as we moved over the wall into the village and saw you alone. We did not want to cause alarm by appearing to a large group of humans. We wanted to explain that we come in peace and seek your help before a group of humans found us to be intimidating and violent without giving us a chance. That is what we mean by we chose you, human, alone. We would like the chance to explain to you and then perhaps you can explain to the other humans for us,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see. This is all very overwhelming,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, it would be. It makes sense. But it seems that we have found some luck. You said that you are medical. You are a doctor?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am. But I don't know how much help I can be. I am a doctor for humans. I know nothing of your race. How do I know if something is wrong with you if I don't know what normal looks like for you? You kind of need that base in order to figure out an illness,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I looked into his light brown eyes, and for a second I thought I saw a moment of vulnerability. There was sadness there. I had just told him that his situation was hopeless. I regretted it. 
 
      
 
    “But, I can get you into my lab and run some tests. Then I can go from there. Who knows? I might see something that could be the key to all of it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He perked up at my words. 
 
      
 
    “We would be very grateful to you, human. We cannot live without our king. If he were to succumb to this illness, our entire race would perish,” the dragon with the platinum blond hair and green eyes said. 
 
      
 
    “Jex!” the king snapped at him. I guess he had told me more information than the king wanted me to know. 
 
      
 
    “There is a problem though,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Karik asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know how to get you into the lab without the entire village seeing you. They will go into a panic. They do not like the unknown. We are a group of untrusting humans. There is too much at stake for us. How do we know that you are not in alliance with our enemy? This could be a trick,” I said suddenly feeling suspicious. I was letting the attractive and vulnerable nature of these dragon men put me off my guard. I was not thinking clearly. I was not thinking defensively. 
 
      
 
    “We know about your enemy the Clenok Clenok cyborgs. That is what we offer in exchange for your help and for acceptance of the humans in your village,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “What? What do you mean?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We will help you fight the Clenok Clenok cyborgs in exchange for your medical help. We want and need your medical knowledge, and that knowledge can't be ours if you are dead. If the Clenok cyborgs kill the humans, then we are also out of luck,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Gee, thanks,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It is the truth,” he said matter of factly. 
 
      
 
    “No, I understand. I got it. It is just a little cold,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Cold or not. Honesty is what we live by,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Loyalty and honor!” the other two weredragons said in unison as though they were saluting an army officer. 
 
      
 
    “We took out a cyborg repair facility one hundred and fifty miles away from here. That should take some of the pressure off of this village for a while,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” I said in shock. Humans have never had success in going after a repair facility of the Clenok cyborgs. Any attempt at doing so was left in defeat. The human army never returned. It was something that we never tried again even though we knew it was exactly what was needed if we were to ever defeat the cyborg armies. 
 
      
 
    “We took out the facility. We blew it up,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “But how? We can never do such a thing,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but you are not dragons,” Jex said with a cocky arrogance. 
 
      
 
    “Just the three of you? You want to defeat all of the Clenok Clenok cyborgs out there on Earth?” I said raising an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not. My army,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “army? You have an army?” I said looking around in the sky and in the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, I do. I am a king,” he said arrogantly. 
 
      
 
    “Where is this fabulous army?” I said crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
      
 
    “It is camped out one hundred miles from here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, how convenient. An army that I cannot see,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It does exist, human,” he said with anger in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa. My name is Dr. Vanessa Lopez,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa…” he said in a deep husky whisper, repeating my name. I don't know why, but as soon as his voice hit my ears, I felt fire in my loins. Shit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    She was the one. She was the one that could help us. I knew it the moment that she ran to my side after I collapsed. That was the kind of considerate nature that we needed to help us. She was a medical doctor, and I knew right away that there was something special about her. It wasn't just that her scent drove me crazy. Or that I felt completely entranced by her every time she moved and jiggled. There was something else to her. I was drawn to her. I did not know why. 
 
      
 
    “So I guess the only way to solve this problem is to get a town meeting going. We have them in the middle of Main Street. Everyone gathers there. I could call a meeting and explain what and who you are. But you will have to hide until I tell you to come out,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “We can do that. We can follow your orders,” I said with a smile. I liked to be ordered by this human female. She was petite, but she had wit and sassiness to her. I liked her. 
 
      
 
    “All right. I need some time. There is a large building with a clock on it. A tower of sorts. If you can, fly there without being seen and stay there. I will have the meeting right underneath that building. When I call you, only one of you come. One at a time. This is very important,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we understand,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Then I guess I will get to it. I need at least an hour or so to gather everyone. But right now is a good time for you to go there because everyone is barely waking up. No one should see you. But I am trusting you blindly. I still have my suspicions. I probably shouldn't be doing this at all,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Trust me,” I said to her. She had every right to be suspicious, but I wanted her to trust me. I wanted it badly. And it wasn't just because we needed the help of the humans; it was more than that. I wanted her to trust me deep down. 
 
      
 
    “I trust no one. But we do need your help, that is if you really do have an army. That is why I am helping,” she said. Then she walked away. She walked down the trail and out of our sight. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think, my king?” Azlo whispered to me. 
 
      
 
    “I think we can trust her. But it is hard to tell how the rest of the village will react. We scared her when she first laid eyes on us. I expect the others will react the same,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it would be better to appear to them in our normal state, not shifted into dragon form. We look more like them without our wings,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “That could be a possibility. We should go check out this building. Perhaps we can just walk out the front door instead of flying down from the tower. That might be too much for the humans at first,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What about her words? She said that she does not know if she can help you with the plague because she does not know our race medically,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is a chance we have to take. We have no other choice. I only know that something happened when she touched me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “When she touched me, I felt myself getting better almost instantly. I don't know how or why. I felt the weakness subside and it wasn't just the regular passing of the symptoms like usual. It was something else. I felt a rush of adrenaline, the same that I feel when I am flying very fast and dangerously. I felt a small amount of happiness surge through me. It was an odd sensation,” I said, recalling the moment that she touched me. 
 
      
 
    “That is a very unique reaction indeed. What do you think it means?” Jex asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know, but I would like to find out. Come, let's get to that tower. Follow me. Stay low,” I said. 
 
      
 
    An hour later, two thousand humans were gathered on the street in front of the tower building. We had shifted out of dragon form and hid inside of the building instead of on top of it. I took the advice of my soldiers to appear to the humans not in dragon form in order to keep it less frightening for them. 
 
      
 
    I watched as Vanessa addressed the humans gathered in front of her. I was very impressed with her. She was a commanding presence. Everyone was paying attention to her. It was obvious they respected her and that she was a leader of this community. I found it very arousing. As she spoke, I found myself growing hot. I found myself feeling strong, and that sense of happiness was returning. Just her voice was having this effect on me. It was a very interesting reaction. I wondered what could be causing it. But I would have to figure that out later. For now, I had to continue with the task at hand. That was important. I had to stay focused and not let this unusual reaction I was having distract me. 
 
      
 
    “I have called this meeting today because of the most unusual circumstance. I hardly believe it myself!” Vanessa said to the audience. This was it. It was going to be time to reveal ourselves. She continued with her speech. 
 
      
 
    “This news will seem alarming, but it is good news. We have been fighting the Clenok Clenok cyborgs for so long. We have stayed hidden from them and have fought off small bands of the Clenok cyborgs when they find out where we are. Sometimes it is successful, and sometimes it is not. We have lost many lives trying to find a way to defeat the Clenok cyborgs once and for all. But one thing that we have not tried is getting help. We need help. The Clenok cyborgs are made of metal; they are very strong. We are human, and our bodies are fragile. The Clenok cyborgs do not feel. They can fight and never age. They are able to repair themselves. They are machines created and lead by other machines. It seems that they just keep replicating over and over again. There seemed to be no end in sight… until now.  
 
      
 
    “I have met someone that brings me hope. I have met someone that says they want to help us fight against the Clenok cyborgs. They are much stronger than us. They have a vast army. I only met him today, and I want you to meet him as well.  
 
      
 
    “My first reaction when I saw him was to be scared. But after I spoke with him for some time, I knew that we had nothing to fear. They want to trade with us.  
 
      
 
    “You must be wondering what I am speaking of at this point. Please keep the commotion down as I continue to tell you. I met an alien. These aliens are known as the Veruka. They come from a planet called Tivoso, galaxies away. They are led by a king. This team is called king Karik Korinth. I have met him and two of his soldiers today. They come to us for a trade. They want to trade knowledge that we humans have in exchange for their protection. They have a vast army that is stationed a hundred miles away.  
 
      
 
    “I know that all of this sounds unbelievable, but there is more. They are not like us. True they look somewhat human, but they are taller and larger than us. They are what they call shifters. They can shift into a half-man half-dragon form: a weredragon. I know that this is extremely incredible. I agree. But I think that we should trust them because they ask for very little, and in return, they could save us all. I want to introduce you to King Karik Karin!”  
 
      
 
    The crowd was in commotion. They were all looking at each other and talking to each other. I could hear the fear in their voices. I looked at Jex and Azlo. 
 
      
 
    "That is our signal,” I said. 
 
      
 
    They opened the door. Together, the three of us walked out and stood behind Vanessa. She turned and looked at me. She had a look of sympathy in her eyes. She nodded at me. 
 
      
 
    “Say nothing, just stand here and let them look,” I whispered to my soldiers. It was then that I noticed that Vanessa was looking at our bodies. She had not seen us out of dragon form. I think she liked it. I nodded to her, letting her know that she still had the lead. The crowd grew very loud, and we could hear some humans saying that we were there to kill them. Others were saying we were going to eat them. Others said we were in league with the machines, the Clenok Clenok cyborgs. There was panic. This is what we were expecting. Humans were suspicious by nature. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa put her hands up in the air to silence the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Attention! Let me have your attention! They wish to speak. They speak our language!” she shouted. Then she looked at me, and I stepped forward by her side. The crowd grew quiet. 
 
      
 
    “Humans of Earth! Thank you for allowing me to speak. What Dr. Vanessa Lopez has said is the truth. We have come here to help you fight the Clenok cyborgs. Yesterday, we blew up a repair facility located a hundred and fifty miles from here. That should keep the number of cyborgs low within this region for now. We did this in order to help you. We admire the humans and seek your knowledge, and nothing else. We have known of you from across the galaxies for many years. We know that you are intelligent beings. We want to learn from you. We want to gather and store your knowledge, especially that of medical expertise that could possibly help our race as well.  
 
      
 
    “It is true that we are weredragons. Right now we are in normal form. But we can shift into a weredragon form. We won't do that now as we do not wish to frighten you.  
 
      
 
    “We come in peace. We have come to help you, if you will let us fight for you. I have a vast army of weredragons that are stationed far from here. But they are ready to defend you if you shall come under attack by the Clenok cyborgs. I hope that you will give this some thought and not immediately banish us from your home. It is just the three of us. My name is King Karik Korinth and beside me are two of my trusted soldiers, Azlo and Jex. We are the only three in your village.  
 
      
 
    “We know that this comes as a surprise. Dr. Vanessa Lopez has agreed to meet with us to share her medical expertise, and we will not be in your way at all. But we wanted our presence to be known; honesty, loyalty, and honor those are words that we live by.”  
 
      
 
    “Why should we trust you?” a man asked as he came up on the stage beside Vanessa. He was looking directly at me. He had brown hair with brown eyes. He was short, not much taller than Vanessa. He had a look on his face that was a cross between fear and jealousy. It was an odd combination, unless he was protecting Vanessa. Perhaps this was her mate. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you trust anyone?” I said to him in return. “You cannot trust someone until they have proven themselves to you; isn't that correct? When you first meet someone, you do not know them. But I will tell you this: we are stronger than you. We have a vast army. We shoot fire from our mouths. Knowing all of this, if we meant you humans harm, you would not be standing here right now. We would have launched a surprise attack. But why would we do that? You are living beings. Why would we want to be here with machines? We owe them no allegiance. But know that if we were here to harm you, it would already be done. You can trust that,” I said directly to him but loud enough for the crowds to hear. I could hear murmurs of agreement as people understood what I was saying. 
 
      
 
    The man looked down at his feet. That was it. He wasn't going to argue anymore? I thought it was strange for him to give up so easily. There was something about him that I did not trust, but I guessed he was thinking the same thing about me. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing? Are you crazy?” Dr. Bradley Douglas said to me. 
 
      
 
    We were inside the lab while the three weredragons were outside of the lab. I had led them to the lab after we gave our introduction speeches to the people of the village. The village was now buzzing with all kinds of talk. Some people were glad that these aliens were there to help us. After seeing just how big the soldiers were, they believed they could help us. Others were suspicious and did not believe them at all. I knew that this would be the state of the village from now on. You couldn't please everyone. People were never on the same page. This was how it had to be for now. It wouldn't be until the Veruka proved themselves as soldiers helping us that people would be convinced. But it was all that I could do for now. 
 
      
 
    So I lead them to the lab so that I could get started on helping them. I did not mention the blackness illness that they were dealing with because I knew that would cause more harm than good. People would think that it would spread to them, and as far as I knew, it possibly could. I didn't know anything about it at all. How could I? I had only known about this for a couple of hours and only seen it in action once when the king fell over. That was all that I knew. 
 
      
 
    But now Dr. Bradley Douglas was lecturing me and shouting at me in the lab. More so than his usual berating of me. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. You don't have to deal with this at all, Douglas. I am going to work with these aliens and share medical knowledge with them. They are also allowing me to gain knowledge from them. I am going to run tests on them. Who knows? They could offer medical advancements for our people as well. You don't have to lift a finger. Just go on with your regular work as you always do,” I said, lying to him. I was trying to make it look like I was going to be testing the weredragons out of scientific curiosity and nothing more. It would be a good cover. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot trust them. They are not here for the reason they say that they are.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that?” I said narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    “Because I can just feel it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am willing to take that chance. This is my chance to study something unique, and I am not going to pass up that opportunity. Now if you'll excuse me, I am going to get started,” I said walking away from him. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed my arm and tried to stop me. 
 
      
 
    “You are not going anywhere,” he said with anger in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “Get your hands off of me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Is everything all right here?” I heard a deep voice say. I turned to see Karik standing in the doorway. He was staring at us. There was anger in his eyes.  
 
      
 
    I pulled my arm from Dr. Douglas. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, everything is fine. I was just telling Dr. Douglas that I am ready to get started and I was about to go grab you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don't like this one bit,” Douglas said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, shocked that he was saying something like that in front of this massive alien. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it's a good thing that she does not need your permission, isn't it?” Karik said taking a step into the room. I saw Douglas take a step backward and flinch. He was obviously scared. He had every reason to be. Karik was very intimidating. 
 
      
 
      
 
    "What are you hiding, alien? Have you come to take over Earth?” Douglas said. 
 
      
 
    "Douglas!” I shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    "If I have, you would be the first to know, I guarantee it,” Karik said to him in a threatening tone. 
 
      
 
    “Enough. I am going to get to work. You two can stay here and fight like children if you want to. It is a waste of my time,” I said walking away into another room of the lab. 
 
      
 
    “I am not going to stick around to see this nonsense,” I heard Dr. Douglas say as I walked away. He stomped toward the door and left. I could hear Karik walk in my direction. His heavy boots made a loud sound on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” I said without turning to look at him. I was getting the equipment ready. 
 
      
 
    “Do not apologize. He is only protecting what is his. I cannot blame him,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I thought about what he said. Then I turned to him as I realized what he was saying. “What is his? I am not his. I do not belong to him. He is a work colleague. He is a doctor like I am. That is all. He is not my…”  
 
      
 
    "Mate?”  Karik finished my sentence. 
 
      
 
    “I never heard it called that, but yes. He is not my mate,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” he said. I looked at him for a second. What did he mean by that? I didn't want to ask. 
 
      
 
    “If you will sit on this table, I can set up the equipment and begin to run a few tests. While I have you hooked up, I am going to write down all the symptoms of this mysterious illness, including the history of when it started,” I said as I grabbed a few electrodes. 
 
      
 
    “I am more than happy to tell you anything you need. I am yours,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Hearing him say that suddenly made me feel aroused. I don't know why. I suddenly began to think about him sexually. I wondered what he looked like underneath those trousers. Was he human-like below the waist as well? I had to stop myself from thinking about it. But it was only going to get worse when I realized that I now had to touch him. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to put these on your skin,” I said to him. 
 
      
 
    “Do what you need to do, Vanessa,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I swallowed hard. Then I begin to work. His skin was spectacular. The silvery glitter-like skin was beautiful to look at. I rubbed it with an alcohol pad before sticking electrodes all over his body. Touching him was making me more and more aroused by the second. I could feel his firm muscular physique underneath my fingertips. I wanted to run my hands up and down his body, but I thought that would be too obvious. It wouldn't be medical, and he would know it. So I stuck to protocol. 
 
      
 
    “I was surprised to see you looking like this. Your wings are gone, and it just looks a bit different in your midsection area,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, when we first met I was shifted into dragon form. We decided to appear to the human group out of dragon form to make it less frightening. We look more human this way, except for our obvious differences.”   
 
      
 
    “That is an amazing quality, to be able to shift like that. I find it fascinating,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You do?” he said as he turned his face and was an inch away from mine. It caught me off guard. I look directly into his light brown eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I mean that I find it scientifically fascinating. I want to study you,” I said trying to correct myself. 
 
      
 
    “You can study me hard if you want to,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I shouted to him. 
 
      
 
    “You can study me in a very extreme way: hard,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I get it,” I said blushing. 
 
      
 
    “What did you think I meant?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing; lie down. I am going to start the machine to run this test,” I said, trying to change the subject. I didn't want him to know that I thought he meant I could study him while he was hard. I was very embarrassed by it. 
 
      
 
    “My king, everything all right in here?” Jex said as he walked in with Azlo. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, everything is going well. Vanessa just started on running the test. Stand guard in the front room by the door,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as you say,” he said, and they both walked out of the side room into the main room. 
 
      
 
    Karik laid there for an hour as I ran individual test. I also took notes as I asked various questions about the illness. He told me the history of when the illness first started showing up on his planet. He told me the symptoms, and then told me everything that he possibly knew about it. Then he answered all my questions about what was considered normal for a weredragon, like body temperature. 
 
      
 
    “So what are you thinking?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think I am done for the day,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Then I began to remove the electrodes from his hot skin. I did it slowly. I took my time. I liked feeling his muscles underneath my fingers. This was bad. It was really bad. I should not be doing this, I thought.  
 
      
 
    Then he let out a soft moan. I looked up into his brown eyes. They were glowing a lighter color. What did that mean? 
 
      
 
    Before I could ask, his mouth was on mine. 
 
      
 
    Even his lips were hot. They were soft and brushing against my own in a very gentle manner. Yet his movements were full of dominance. I was kissing a king. I was kissing an alien. I was kissing a weredragon. It was unbelievable. It was wrong, and I knew it. So why couldn’t I stop myself? 
 
      
 
    His large hands moved to my hips, and he pulled me to him between his thighs. I gasped. I was caught off guard by how strong he was. I was moved like I weighed nothing. A part of me was scared of that thought, but also fascinated.  
 
      
 
    I rubbed my hands up and down over his chest and torso. It was what I really wanted to do when I was attaching electrodes to him. Now I was able to do it openly. He felt so strong underneath my fingertips, and he wasn’t even in dragon form. I could only imagine how he would feel if he were shifted. 
 
      
 
    I felt moisture growing between my thighs as my center began to throb as I kissed him. I was eager, more than I should have been. I was so aroused, and I could feel my nipples hard against the fabric of my shirt and lab coat. His large hands moved to my waist and then around my back. They went lower and pressed against my ass. I moaned again into his mouth as he kissed me vigorously. I was taken with him. I was ready for him to pick me up and take me on the table. I didn’t care if anyone walked in on us. It was what I wanted, and I wanted it badly. I was wanton with lust. 
 
      
 
    Then I felt his hand move over the crack of my ass and continue further down. His long fingers were now caressing my center. I felt a flood of delicious pulsing hit me between my thighs. I wanted more and more. I instinctively parted my legs. He reached down further. “Oh, oh…” I whispered. He knew exactly where to touch me. I was curious. He was touching me, and I wanted to touch him. My hand landed on his thigh, and I felt the giant bulge of his hard cock. I was pleasantly surprised. I was too embarrassed to ask if he was a lot like a man during the exam, and now I knew that he was. It was long and thick through his trousers. I ached to see it.  
 
      
 
    He growled a low growl as I touched it. I caressed it lightly. It reminded me that he was a beast. It only turned me on more. I was attracted to it. It was taboo.  
 
      
 
    His fingers slid over the material of my clothes, over my center as I grew wetter and wetter. I was inching toward orgasm. I needed to stop this. I could not let him make me cum. It was wrong! It was so wrong! 
 
      
 
    He moaned and groaned again. I was lost in the lust and desire that he was giving me. I was lost in the fact that this was new and adventurous. I had been stuck in this village without any excitement for so long. I had not been with any man since… 
 
      
 
    “Stop,” I finally said. His mouth pulled away from mine. I pushed against him and got out of his grasp. I crossed the room in order to get away from those lush lips. If he kissed me again, I would not be able to stop. 
 
      
 
    “Did I hurt you? I am sorry. Humans are much more fragile then what I am used too. I am sorry. You are the first human I have ever kissed. Did I do it wrong?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not at all. It is perfect. I mean... not perfect... I mean, it was just…” I felt foolish as I had admitted that his kiss was good: damn good.  
 
      
 
    “Then what?” he asked. I heard him jump off the table. His heavy boots echoed on the floor. 
 
      
 
    “It is just something that I should not be doing. You are an alien. I am a human,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t understand. That is not a problem for me. I feel happy about it. In fact, I feel great,” he said with a big smile.  
 
      
 
    “It is better to pretend that this did not happen. Now, if you will wait for me outside, I can show you to a home where you and your men can stay,” I said, trying to get him out of my sight and to not be alone with him anymore. 
 
      
 
    “All right, Vanessa. As you wish,” he said with a husky tone. As soon as I heard the door close, I let out a sigh. Damn, I was turned on. I wanted to give myself some release right then and there. I could not believe just how turned on I was. I was turned on by an alien weredragon! What the hell was wrong with me? 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath and forced myself to concentrate. I needed to wrap up this work and put it in a place that Dr. Bradley Douglas would not find it.  When I was done, I was calmer. The redness had left my cheeks, and my nipples were back to a normal size. Only then could I face the alien that had done so much to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    When I kissed Vanessa, I had a feeling that I had never experienced before. It was complete euphoria. I had never felt this level of happiness in my entire life as a weredragon. Considering that I was two-hundred-years-old, that was a long time. 
 
      
 
    I knew that there was something to her. I didn't know if it was something special to do with humans interacting with Veruka or if it was just her specifically. But I knew that there was something going on, and it was worth looking at. 
 
      
 
    Vanessa was kind enough to find a home for myself, Jex, and Azlo. It was in a house next to her own. It had been empty and abandoned. She had told me that many of the houses in the village were empty. When the Clenok cyborgs first started to attack, many humans evacuated to military bases, leaving entire towns empty. It was a good house. I thought it was very comfortable considering it was completely different from what we had on Tivoso. This home was comprised of two stories. She had told me that it was very old, and the floors were made of wood. The walls were made of wood. There were lots of windows made of glass, and she said it was in a style that she called country. I thought it was charming. The bedrooms where we slept were located on the second floor, and the bottom floor was the communal spaces like kitchen and sitting areas. Behind the house was a very large garden with a fence. But most importantly, the house had a good view of the south side of the perimeter wall. It was a good place for my soldiers to keep watch. 
 
      
 
    The bed I slept in was comfortable, but I did not get a lot of sleep. It was because I could not stop thinking about kissing Vanessa. I replayed it over and over in my mind. I could still feel her warm body against mine. It was going to be hard to get through the night. I wondered what she thought of me. She had seemed to be into reciprocating the action of kissing, but she had pulled away for some unknown reason. I wondered if the feeling of euphoria that I was feeling was also something that she was feeling inside of her as well? I didn't even get the opportunity to ask her. 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Vanessa offered to give me a tour of the village. I agreed to it without hesitation. Not only did I need to examine the village in terms of military necessity and knowing a plan for a good defense, but I also wanted to spend time with her. We agreed that Jex and Azlo would stay in the house in the backyard. I instructed them not to shift into dragon form and fly around. Vanessa thought it was best that the humans did not see them flying in the air as they might take it as an act of hostility. I agreed with it. The humans weren't ready. They were still divided. Half of them felt that we were there to help and the other thought we were there to invade. We did not want to aggravate the opposition. 
 
      
 
    “Are you ready for our walk?” Vanessa said as she stood on the porch of the house. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you. After you,” I said, looking at her outfit. She was wearing a very long black skirt with layers to it. There were lace-up boots on her delicate feet, and she wore a maroon sweater. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail on her head. She looked gorgeous. I had to force myself to look away from her body because I was becoming aroused again. 
 
      
 
    “So this street that we are on is mostly abandoned. People chose to take up residence closer to town. I like being on the outskirts. It is more peaceful and private. But as you can see, it is very close to the wall. So if we were to encounter an invasion from this side, these houses are very vulnerable,” she said as we walked toward the wall. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can see that. I am anxious to walk along the perimeter of this wall,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we can do that. There is a path for maintenance that goes all the way around,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Who is in command of your defense?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “There are four that are in charge of coordinating, but they are not really military men per se. They are more engineers and are the ones that designed the fence and the electrical coils that go with it. I can introduce you if you like,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I would like that very much. It would help my army to know what your existing defense is, and we can figure out how to use it to our advantage,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You really do have an army?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I looked at her confused. “You still do not believe me?”  
 
      
 
    “Seeing is believing,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Then I will have to wait for you to believe me since the army is far from here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I guess that is the situation, isn't it?” she said. 
 
      
 
    "That is a shame,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Come this way. The path along the perimeter goes into the forest in this direction,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa, how did you come to this village?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Her face grew sad. I could tell it was a sensitive subject. 
 
      
 
    “I lived in a nearby major city called Atlanta. My husband Blake and I were on vacation in the mountains when the city was attacked by the Clenok Clenok cyborgs. We knew that we could not go back there. So we made our way to the nearest military base. But when we arrived, we were only there for about an hour when the Clenok cyborgs came for it. In hindsight it was a stupid place to go. Of course, Clenok cyborgs would be attacking the military bases, that is obvious to me now. They would want to take out our army as soon as they possibly could. But we weren't thinking that way. We were only thinking about shelter and protection. We had heard rumors about isolated villages like this one that were beginning to build walls and that were removing computer systems so that the Clenok cyborgs could not track them. But we thought villages like that were being crazy. But when the Clenok cyborgs attacked the military base, Blake and I made a run for it. We were running toward our truck. He was shot and fell dead immediately. I was in a panic. Then a group of people pulled me away from him. It's hard for me to remember the rest because I was in such a state of shock. But I remember being in a truck with them, a very big one. They drove and drove until we came here. That's it,” she said with tears in her eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to hear that. That is traumatic. I too lost a wife five years ago. I have had more than one wife in my lifetime. But that is the way of the Veruka,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” she said, wiping a tear away from her face. I put my hand on her back to console her. We walked together in silence. I could not stop looking at her face. Her fear and sadness was getting to me. I wanted to hold her close and take her pain away. It was hard for me to do my job, analyzing the perimeter fence. No matter how much I looked at it to get an idea of what I was dealing with, I kept looking back at her face. Every now and then she wiped a tear away. I regretted asking her the question that made her so sad. 
 
      
 
    I needed to take her mind off of it. 
 
      
 
    “So tell me what you have heard from the humans since we showed ourselves to them. When do you think it would be possible to shift into dragon form in order to fly around this perimeter so my soldiers could get a look at it?” I said. 
 
      
 
    She perked up. She liked work. She liked thinking. I could tell this much. 
 
      
 
    “That is a good question. I think we should wait two or three days so that they can get used to having your presence here. Maybe in the evening I can walk with the three of you into the town square. That is where they gather to speak and socialize. I think that if they speak to you in person they will see that you are just a caring being. Keeping yourself a mystery will only cause rumors. Then maybe a day after that, you can show them how you shift. I am sure they will find it fascinating. More than that, it is something entertaining. This town is very boring considering that we all know each other and do the same thing every single day. Even though it is a big village we do live in a prison. It is hard for us; you must understand,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do understand. I have all the freedom in the world to fly around on our planet. I can get in our ship and go from a galaxy to galaxy. If I had to live in one small space my soul would crumble and die. I feel for you and the humans,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds amazing. Being able to travel from galaxy to galaxy and have adventures and see the universe. I can only imagine,” she said with a smile on her face. The sadness was gone.  
 
      
 
    “I think this plan of yours is a good idea. We will follow it. We will not shift until we have made friends with the humans of the village. We will take it slow,” I said. We were now in the forested the area of the village. Tall pine trees surrounded us. We were alone. 
 
      
 
    “Karik, do you think that I could see yet?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I stopped walking and looked at her. “See what?”  
 
      
 
    “Do you think that I can see you shift?”  
 
      
 
    “You are interested in that? Will it not frighten you?” I asked.  
 
      
 
    “No. I don't think so. I think it is fascinating. I would very much like to see it, if you don't mind,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “All right, Vanessa, if that is your request, then I will grant it,” I said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Move back,” I said as I backed away from her, putting several feet between us. 
 
      
 
    She stepped back as well. This was going to be fun. Then in a flash, I shifted into weredragon form. My wings folded out from behind me, stretching the full five feet. I felt the rapid change of my skin hardening into a form of dragon scale on my chest that was barely visible to the human eye but was evident upon touch. I opened my eyes and looked at her. Her mouth was wide open. She said nothing but looked at me up and down. Then she walked to me slowly. I stood proud and tall at my full nine feet. She got closer and closer. Then she stopped inches in front of me. She walked around me, slowly looking at my form. It was starting to turn me on to be examined by her. I remembered kissing her, and I strained myself to not do it again. 
 
      
 
    She came around and stared directly in front of me. She tilted her head back and looked up at me. She looked so small and delicate underneath me. 
 
      
 
    “Can I touch you?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said, and the sound of my voice was thick and husky; I did not expect it to be. 
 
      
 
    She picked up her hand and placed the palm of her hand on my chest. She gasped. 
 
      
 
    “It is hard. It is sparkly like glitter, but it is hard to the touch,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is our armor. Dragon scales,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Then she moved her hand as she walked around me to the right. Her hand trailed down my abs and back up to my chest as she walked around and then her hand was on my arm, then on my back. Soon both of her hands were on my wing, touching and caressing it. She continued moving around me until she was on my other arm. Finally, after this slow torture, she came around to face me once more. Both of her hands were on my chest and moved up to my shoulders and back down again. I didn't know who was touching me. Was it the doctor touching me out of medical fascination or was it the human woman touching me out of desire? 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa, your touch is… Your touch is driving me crazy,” I said in a whisper. She tilted her head up and locked eyes with me. 
 
      
 
    “Me too,” she said. That was the only validation I needed. I put my arms around her back and pulled her body against my chest. My lips pressed upon hers. But this time, I was not going to let her get away. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I could not believe that I had told Karik about my husband and how I came to be at the village. I had not told anyone except those that were there to experience it with me. It was something that I had tucked away into my mind never to think of except when I laid down at night to sleep. I would think of my husband Blake and cry myself to sleep. But then I would get up the next day and go on; it was all that I could do. So it shocked me that I so easily told this alien. Maybe that was why I felt comfortable telling him. Because he was not of Earth. He would not be here long. He was not someone that would be in my life forever, and because of that, I felt some freedom in telling him. 
 
      
 
    But it was soon out of my mind when I saw him shift. I could not believe what I was seeing. It was. He shifted in a flash. It happened so fast that I didn't see the transformation. It was a quick blur, just the way they moved. One minute he was like a man and the next he had wings and hardened scales.  
 
      
 
    I could not help myself I wanted to touch him. At first, it was out of scientific fascination. But the more that I touched him, the more I found myself growing aroused by it. His body was just so perfect. It was beautiful to look at, like glitter. I could feel the heat of his body through my fingertips as I caressed his skin. Wings on his back were like sparkling emeralds flattened out to make wings. His long hair was rugged and dangerous looking. His light brown eyes had a glow in them when he was in dragon form. They drew me to him.  
 
      
 
    Before I knew it, I was kissing him. Moisture between my thighs was out of control. My nipples were hard as they pressed against the fabric of my maroon sweater and grazed against his hard dragon scales on his chest. I was moaning. I was wild. I was making out again with this alien weredragon. This time I was not afraid that Dr. Douglas would catch us. This time we were in the isolated area of the woods. No one ever went there. Everyone was too afraid to be in the woods because it was too close to the fence. It was my place of solitude. So I knew that I could keep going further and further. My mind told me that I shouldn't be doing this, but my body was yearning for it.  
 
      
 
    I did not want to stop. I had no control over myself. I felt his hands move on my back and around my bottom. He pulled me to him and pressed me harder against his hard body. 
 
      
 
    “Take me, Karik,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I want to know what it is like to be with you,” I whispered. He growled. Before I knew it, he was on his knees before me. He picked up my skirt and pushed it all the way up to my waist as he caressed my legs. I moaned in pleasure. His touch was hot and masculine. Then he grabbed the hem of my skirt and pulled the entire thing down to the ground. I stepped out of it. He grabbed my leg and held it. Karik grabbed my panties and pulled them down my legs slowly. He picked up my leg and then pushed his face into my already wet center.  
 
      
 
    “Oh god, yes,” I whispered. I looked around at the forest. We could be caught at any time, but I couldn’t stop myself. His tongue felt so good licking my slit up and down. I was in a state of blissful lust. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to cum, King Karik,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “That is good, Vanessa. I want you to enjoy this as much as I am. I want you to cum and let me taste you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    His words were dirty and just what I desired to hear at that moment. I felt exposed in this position as he watched, looking up at me every now and then. It was hot. 
 
      
 
    “I’m cumming. Oh yes, I’m cumming,” I moaned as my figure blasted into quakes. I bit down on my lip to control the noises coming out of me.  
 
      
 
    He groaned. “Yes. You are so beautiful, human female.”  
 
      
 
    I was lost in the frenzy of the minute as I exploded into release.  
 
      
 
    I thought I would fall down with my knees so weak from my orgasm and he held onto my waist as though sensing that I was going to fall over. He stood up in front of me. He pulled off my sweater and bra with ease. I now stood naked in the forest in front of this alien weredragon as my body still pulsed in orgasm. He looked at me with arrogance. It brought me back to the moment. 
 
      
 
    “This needs to come off,” I said tugging at his trousers. 
 
      
 
    “If that’s what you want, Vanessa, then that is what you shall have,” he said.  
 
      
 
    He pulled his boots off. I kissed his strong, sparkling shoulders as he did so. Then he unzipped his pants and pulled them off. I was hungry. 
 
      
 
    I moved my mouth up and down, kissing every inch of his brawny form. He was naked in front of me. I looked down at his long, thick cock. He was so damn hard. He was so much like a human man. I smiled in happiness that it was the case.  
 
      
 
    I looked at him and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is that smile for, Vanessa? A beautiful smile,” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “For this. I want to do what you did to me,” I said as I kneeled in front of him. He sucked groaned a growl. I put his cock in my mouth. I sucked on the tip. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, that feels very good, Vanessa,” he groaned. 
 
      
 
    I pushed more of his hard, long cock into my mouth. He groaned again, and I was satisfied that I was doing a good job. He was an alien, after all, and I didn’t know what he wanted. His emerald wings spread out behind him. He looked badass like this. 
 
      
 
    I moved my mouth back and forth, teasing and sucking. He whimpered and pushed his long fingers into my hair. I wanted him to be inside of me.  
 
      
 
    I enjoyed tasting him in my mouth, but I also wanted to sample him. He felt so robust and masculine under my hands as I grabbed onto his hips. He was powerful. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know how much more I can handle of this sorcery that you are doing to me. I want to be inside of you, Vanessa,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “If you demand me, then cease me. Claim me,” I said looking up at him.  
 
      
 
    He let out a soft snarl. He picked me up from the forest pine needles.  
 
      
 
    My hard, bare nipples brushed against his dragon-scaled chest. Then he kissed my lips, firm and wild.  
 
      
 
    “I want you to. Don’t hold back, Vanessa. Let go. Be a wild human female for me,” he whispered.  
 
      
 
    “Take me. I want your fat cock inside of me, my king,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Damn. I like hearing you say that. I want you too,” he responded. He laid me down on the pine needles. His long and broad body pushed its way between my thighs. His emerald wings sparkled as they stretched out behind his back.  
 
      
 
    It was powerful. I opened my thighs wide to welcome him. He placed the tip of his alien cock inside of me. I braced myself to be fucked by this massive weredragon. 
 
      
 
    He pushed himself inside of my pulsing, wet slit. Damn. He felt so damn good as he entered with slow tenderness. I arched my back. I moaned raucously at the lovely sensation. He moved deeper. Then deeper still. He looked down at me as he towered above me. Then finally, was deep inside me.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. Yes,” 
 
      
 
     I felt his hips move in a swaying motion and his cock slid in and out of me. I held on to him on the side of his muscular torso. 
 
      
 
    It was erotic, scorching, and sexy. I was with this hot alien weredragon that was trying to protect us from deadly Clenok cyborgs.  
 
      
 
    There was nothing hotter than that. It felt wonderful. He looked at me with those stunning brown eyes of his. Strands of black hair fell over his masculine alien face. He smiled. He moved faster and faster until he was pounding me  
 
      
 
    The sound of our skin slapping together made me grow wild. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Yes! Fuck me, King Karik!” I shouted. He growled in response. It was a low growl that was more beast than man. It was sexy. 
 
      
 
    He was inside of me for so long. He fucked me hard and long, and I lost track of all my troubles and any thought of the murdering Clenok cyborgs beyond the wall.  
 
      
 
    I ran my hands down his strong chiseled torso, and I could feel every ripple of the hard and toned muscles and hard dragon scales. He was the perfect alien beast.  
 
      
 
    Then he stopped fucking me and slid out of me. I didn’t know what he was doing. Did I hurt him?   
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    He just looked at me as he got onto his knees.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not done with you yet; do not worry, Vanessa,” he said. He picked me up and turned me over onto my hands and knees in the soft pine needles. I felt his large cock against my wet slit again, and then he pushed inside of me.  
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck. Fuck,” I whispered. In this position, he went even deeper. He moaned as he slid inside of me. Then he pulled out and in again and again. It was overwhelming.  
 
      
 
    I felt safe as he leaned over me and kissed my back up and down. I liked feeling the heat of his body and dragon scales on my back. I felt very protected this way.  
 
      
 
    He kissed my neck. This was sexy. He groaned. His hair was falling on my shoulder tickling me. I was in complete ecstasy. I wanted this alien weredragon more than ever and as often as I could have him. He had the heart and passion of a dragon and the physical body of a man. It was so hot, and I found all of it enticing. 
 
      
 
    Karik moved quicker with hunger, hammering me. I was about to lose it again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release again. I can’t help it,” I whispered. He moaned and moved faster against my body. Then I felt the explosion of pulsing and tremors rock through my entire body. I shivered. I orgasmed, one after another. 
 
      
 
    I felt Karik’s body tense, and his grasp on my hips tightened.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck. I’m going to cum,” he whispered. But I could only concentrate on my own orgasm beating my body. 
 
      
 
    His heavy breath was on my back as his growling and groaning grew louder. Then a giant tremor shot through him and shook my body. I felt the warmth of his release flow through me. He roared.  
 
      
 
    He moved his cock inside of me. Then he stopped. We said nothing. He pulled out of me, and we laid down together in the pine needles looking up at the tall pine trees over us. 
 
      
 
    “That was incredible. I have never felt anything like that before,” he finally said in a way that sounded like he was still catching his breath. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I was thinking the same thing,” I said.  
 
      
 
    He kissed my arm over and over. I was in a state of such gratification, unlike any I had ever felt after sex. He smiled. His eyes grew wide as he had this strange look on his face. It reminded me of someone getting presents on Christmas morning. He was so damn happy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa, there is something wrong with me,” I said as I rolled over to face her as we laid in the thick pine needles on the ground. I propped myself up on my elbow looking at her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh no. What is it? Is it the symptoms of the blackness?” she asked quickly sitting up. Her breasts bounced as she did so and I felt myself growing hard once more. 
 
      
 
    “No. It is the opposite. I feel extreme euphoria. I feel like I have been injected with some sort of drug. It is hard for me to describe to you. I feel like the world is a fascinating place. I feel extreme peace, like everyone can get along, even the Clenok cyborgs. I feel like there will be no more war ever again in any galaxy. I feel like my heart is filled with love and happiness. Extreme joy is running through my veins,” I rambled on and on trying to describe to her what I was feeling. But I could barely understand it myself. 
 
      
 
    “I think it is just the adrenaline and after moments of having an orgasmic release,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not that. Trust me. I know what a sexual release afterglow feels like, and this is not that. This is completely different. There is something going on inside of me. Deep inside my core. 
 
      
 
    “I don't like the sound of this. Perhaps it is the illness giving you an extreme high feeling before it gives you a very extreme low, a crash. Let's get dressed and get you back to the house,” she said standing up. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Let's do that, but I am telling you that I feel like I have never felt before in my life,” I said as I jumped to my feet in a flash with more energy than I had ever had in my life. 
 
      
 
    “How did you do that? I barely even saw you move,” she said with awe. 
 
      
 
    “Just the way I always do. But perhaps with more energy. I am telling you, there's something going on,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to head to the lab after I take you back to the house. I am going to look through the data from the test that I ran on you,” she said as she pulled on her clothes. 
 
      
 
    “I just feel so much stronger,” I said feeling it running through my veins. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is good to know,” she said. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, we were walking back to the street where I lived.  
 
      
 
    My soldiers were waiting for me on the front porch. I felt like they were looking at me like they knew what we had done.  
 
      
 
    “I will come check on you later. Please stay out of sight,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as you say,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to go to the lab now. I will bring back food for you when I return,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. There are still provisions here that you gave us,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    She nodded to us and then walked down the street. 
 
      
 
    “You look well, my king,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “I feel well. In fact, I feel better than I ever have in my life,” I said walking inside. They followed me in. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “I mean I feel a change within me. I know this sounds strange but I think that I might be cured of the blackness,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “How can that be?”  Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think that it could be the environment of the Earth? Maybe it is being here in the village? Maybe it is the human food,” Jex said as he was thinking out loud. 
 
      
 
    “No, I think it is the humans themselves. Particularly the human females,” I said. 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other confused, then they looked at me for answers. 
 
      
 
    “I felt it when I first kissed her,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What? You kissed the human?” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why is, my king? The humans do not trust us as it is,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is dangerous. I understand that. But I could not help myself. I am drawn to her more than I have ever been with any female, including my past wives. When I kissed her, I felt a feeling of happiness. I felt euphoria. I felt joy. I felt strength. I thought it was just the effects of getting what I desired. But just now in the woods, I mated with her,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Azlo shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It was wrong. I know that. But I felt something happen when I was inside of her. It was as if we became one. I can't explain it. But after I was with her, I felt completely different. Not only did I feel that extreme feeling of euphoria and joy, but I felt stronger. I don't know if it is a temporary feeling. Maybe when I wake in the morning, I might be completely weak and sicker than I have been. Only time will tell. But I can only tell you what I feel now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That is most intriguing indeed. We must keep track of this,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “If mating with human females can cure the blackness, then that is going to be very complicated,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it will be. But let us not worry about it until we know for sure. Vanessa went to go work in her lab and check on the results of my tests. I will wait to hear her diagnosis. For now, let us sit and talk about what I saw with the perimeter defense,” I said, leading them to the table. 
 
      
 
    We sat around the table, and I told them everything that I saw. I ensured them that they would get their chance to get a look at the defenses and meet with the engineers that created the electrical fences. We started to lay out a plan. We worked late into the evening drawing up battle plans. Figuring out ways to place our army in defense against the Clenok cyborgs if they ever decided to invade this village. It felt good to get my mind off of the NASA. I found myself thinking about her over and over again, particularly thinking about her naked underneath me. If I close my eyes, I could see her rosy nipples. 
 
      
 
    In the evening, she returned with a crate of food. She would barely look at me in the eyes. I think she was feeling embarrassed about what she had done. I didn't see any reason for embarrassment. 
 
      
 
    “I have bad news,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I am listening,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “The tests that I ran on you show me your DNA and that your body is slowly dying. I could not get any real answers though. There is another test that I could run tomorrow, if you would come to the lab with me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Slowly dying? What does that mean?” Azlo said in a panic. 
 
      
 
    “It means that your organs are on the verge of shutting down. That is all that I could really tell from these tests. We need to do more. The machines we use in the lab are very old. I do not have the computer power that we used to have before the cyborg attack. Those machines could do a lot more work in a short amount of time. This is all that I have to work with. It is telling me what is wrong with you but not really why you are going through this or what could possibly cure it,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I will come to the lab tomorrow,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, come at noon. Dr. Douglas will not be in the lab during that time. He is not a fan of what I am doing. He does not trust you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I must be getting to bed. Good night to you all,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Good night,” I said. I wanted to follow her out. I wanted to bed her again. I wanted to sleep in her home, but I knew that I should not. She was not inviting me to, and I think that she was overwhelmed by what we had done. I would give her some space. I did not want to crowd her mind. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I woke up and jumped out of bed. I felt strong. I felt stronger than I had ever felt, even before I got sick. I could not believe it. I wanted to run and jump and fly. It was amazing. I went downstairs to find Azlo and Jex eating at the table. 
 
      
 
    “We were just about to wake you. You never sleep this late. You have an hour before you are to meet Vanessa at the lab,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “What? What time is it? Surely the sun has only risen,” I said looking out the window. 
 
      
 
    “No. It has been hours since the sun came up. You have been in a very deep sleep,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at my armband. I pulled up my systems and saw that I had been asleep for twelve hours. That was unlike me. I never slept much. I was a king after all. 
 
      
 
    “That is unbelievable. But I must tell you, I feel like I am completely cured,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What? How can you tell?” Jex asked. 
 
      
 
    “I just can. I don't think I have the blackness anymore. I think my body has healed itself, and I must think that it is all because I was with Vanessa. Somehow, the human female has cured me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You cannot know that for sure. I think it is best that you let her examine you once more. This could be a side effect that is temporary,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am going to continue with the test. But I know. I know inside of me that I am cured. I can just feel it,” I said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    "Well if mating with a human female does all of that, then I want to try,” Azlo joked. 
 
      
 
    "No kidding,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    "I must get a move on to the lab,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We will walk with you. You cannot go unguarded,” they said. 
 
      
 
    I grabbed food off the table and bit into it. My soldiers followed me out into the street. We took the back way along the tree line to stay away from the busy human areas of the village. We had not yet talked to them the way that Vanessa thought we should. Perhaps this evening we could get to know them, and they could get to know us and know that they had nothing to fear. In fact, with this new turn of events, we needed them now more than ever if the Veruka were to survive. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I could not believe it. I had sex with an alien. Not just any alien but an alien that was part dragon. I had been turned on beyond believe when he showed me what it was to shift into dragon form. I was ashamed of myself that I had been such a naughty girl. What was I thinking? I did not know this strange alien. I did not know what he really wanted with humans. I didn't know if he could be trusted. Yet I allowed him to have sex with me. I practically begged him for it. It was something that I wanted to keep a secret. 
 
      
 
    As I walked through the village, everyone was looking at me and whispering. I figured it was simply because I was the one that introduced the aliens. But my paranoia made me feel like they all knew that I had sex with one. What if they knew? It would be absolutely terrible. They would never trust me. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, Dr. Lopez,” a young teenager said to me with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Good day,” I said smiling as I walked faster. I did not want to talk to anyone. I knew they all had questions and they were all going to direct them at me. The village was still very quiet because it was still early. I was glad for it. I walked down Main Street wishing that I would have taken a backstreet, but I always took Main Street because it would let me know how the village was doing that day. If there was panic or an emergency, Main Street was where everyone would gather. Everything seemed normal despite the fact that there were aliens around us. 
 
      
 
    I finally made it to the lab. I began to work, taking notes and looking at the schedule for patients at the clinic. I would be going to the clinic around two that day.  
 
      
 
    I was glad that Dr. Douglas was not in yet. This was my alone time in the lab. I looked over the results once more that I had taken on Karik. I wished that I could do more. If I had the technology that I used to have as a doctor, I would know so much about him by now. I looked again at the DNA results. They were so similar to humans, but yet very different. I could see why we were able to have sex. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you think you're doing?” I heard Dr. Douglas say. I closed my notebook before turning around to him. He did not know exactly what I was up to with the aliens. I did not want him to know about the sickness. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning to you too, Dr. Douglas,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you're doing with that alien? I saw you walking with him yesterday,” he said as he came toward me. There was anger on his face. I was mortified. Exactly what did he see? Did he know? 
 
      
 
    "Were you spying on me?” I said trying to defend myself. 
 
      
 
    “No. I was on my way to the engineering office on the outskirts of the perimeter,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I was showing Karik the perimeter fence. He requested to take a tour of the village end of the defenses that we have in place,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course he did. He needs to know everything he can in order to plan his invasion of taking over our village,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That is what you think?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and you would do well to think that too. You are exposing us. You are betraying the humans for some visiting aliens. What would everyone think if they saw you taking a romantic walk with that alien? They would never trust you again,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Romantic walk? That is not what that was. This is simply because I am a woman. If I were a man, then you would not be saying such things. Now if you are done belittling me, I would like to get back to work. I have a very busy day, including working in the clinic this afternoon,” I said turning my back to him. 
 
      
 
    “You are being a fool. He is playing you for a fool. I can't believe that you cannot see that. If the village finds out that you are getting cozy with this alien, then they might decide to cast you out of the village. How would you like to live beyond the walls, without protection?” he said as he stomped into another room of the lab and slammed the door. 
 
      
 
    I was relieved. He did not say anything about knowing that I had sex with Karik. It was a relief. But I was mad that he suspected it because he would be right to be suspicious. I had given in to the alien. I had put my own feelings above the well-being of the village. It was wrong. I was being selfish. What if Karik and his soldiers were lying to me? I had no proof that they had an army that could help us. I had never seen it. They could be lying about that just to get what they wanted. Even though I wasn't sure exactly what that was just yet. 
 
      
 
    I wished that Bradley Douglas had not said anything at all because now I felt paranoid and suspicious. It was not a good feeling. What if the village did get this witch hunt type of mentality and decide to cast me out along with the aliens? I would not last two days outside of the walls. There were no resources, and I knew very little about gathering my own food from the land. Not to mention that the Clenok cyborgs would pick me off easily and in no time. 
 
      
 
    I spent the morning working on various projects and did not work on anything to do with the Veruka aliens. I have been neglecting working on things for the village. I had to get back into my own work. There was bloodwork to test and different medications to replicate and ration. There was a lot of work to do. Finally, Dr. Douglas left just a little before noon. I was glad to see him go. He was going to the clinic for his shift. He did not speak to me. He only gave me an angry look, like he always did, but this time it was cruel.  
 
      
 
    Was Karik right about him? Dr. Douglas thought that he owned me and that's why he was so mean to me. It was out of jealousy. It was out of his desire for me and frustration that he could not have me. I found him to be repulsive. I would never let him touch me. I longed for the intelligent colleagues that I had at the hospital in Atlanta. I wished that I could go back to that life. I wished that I could go back to Blake. What would my husband think of me now knowing that I had been slutty and given myself to a strange alien that I hardly knew? What would he think of me being attracted to a weredragon? I felt sick to my stomach. 
 
      
 
    At noon, Karik walked into the lab. I was not happy to see him. It wasn't his fault. It was just spending the entire morning in paranoia that I could not trust him and regret about what I had done with him. But as soon as he walked in, my eyes roamed over his body. What the hell was wrong with me? Could I not put my lust aside for just a second? 
 
      
 
    “I am here just as you requested,” he said in a deep voice that brought goosebumps all over my body. As soon as his words reached my ears, I could picture myself touching him. I could picture him naked and just how delicious he had looked. I thought about having him inside of me and what that felt like. I swallowed hard. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to tell me what is really going on here or not?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you really here? Why did you travel across many galaxies to get to us? Why would you come to a planet that is under siege by Clenok cyborgs? These machines are ruthless. Why would you put your life at risk? This does not make sense to me. I cannot trust you. I think that maybe you should leave,” I said. 
 
      
 
    "You want me to return later then? You seem as though you are engulfed in the work, and I do not want to disturb you,” he said with sympathy and a sensitive heart. It made me feel weak in the knees. 
 
      
 
    “No, that is not what I meant. I meant that I think you should leave the village. Leave with Jex and Azlo and never return here. This cannot be good for anyone. I don't know what you are up to, but it cannot be good. I have to pick my people over you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know what you are talking about, Vanessa. Where is this coming from? All of a sudden you do not trust me? I have no ulterior motives. I have told you the reason why we have come to Earth and why we need human help. There is nothing beyond that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him for a long time. His brown eyes looked sensitive and filled with apology. He took a few steps toward me. I backed up away from him. I know that if he touched me, I would give in. If he put his hand on me I would feel the heat of his body and then I would be kissing him. It was though I had no control over my own senses when he was within inches of my own body. I suddenly had this strange primitive reaction. I wanted him inside of me when he was near me. I couldn't let that happen right now. I was on the verge of getting rid of him forever. I had to stay strong to what I was saying. Otherwise I would be defeated again. I didn't want to admit to myself that I let Dr. Bradley Douglas’s words get to me. It was like he had brainwashed me with fear and paranoia. It was getting the best of me. It was silly, but it was something that I needed to consider. Maybe Dr. Douglas could see what I could not. 
 
      
 
    “Don't cast me out, Vanessa. We are so close. I know that something has happened inside of me. I need your help. My entire race needs your help. I beg you,” he said as he got down on one knee in front of me. He looked so sincere, and I could feel my heart going out to him. Dammit. He was getting the better of me, like he had been over and over. There was no use. I knew that I was going to give in. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    Jex and Azlo walked with me in the village. We stayed away from Main Street and walked down one of the back streets. But there were still humans about. They all stopped and stared at us. 
 
      
 
    “Smile, but not in an overbearing way,” I whispered to them. They obeyed. We smiled and nodded in greeting as we passed various groups of humans. There was a child playing with a ball. The ball slipped out of his hands and rolled directly in front of me. I picked it up and walked to him. I knelt down in front of him in order to be not obtrusive. 
 
      
 
    “Here you are, child. Here is your ball,” I said to him. 
 
      
 
    "Thank you. Are you really an alien?” the child said. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “Yes, I am. But I am a friendly alien. Are you a friendly human?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is a good quality to have,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Carol,” a human female said walking up to the child but was talking to me. 
 
      
 
    “I am honored to meet you, Carol; is this your little one?” I asked. I was still on my knees looking up at her. I did not want her to feel terrified. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is. But I am without a husband,” she said eagerly with a big smile. It was then that I realize she was looking at me and my soldiers with desire. I looked around and realized that it was mostly women that were staring at us. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry to hear that, Carol. If there is anything that myself or my soldiers can do for you, we are at your service,” I said. Then I got up to my full height. She stared at me with desire in her eyes. Then another woman was beside me. She put her hand out to me. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Jessica. We are so glad that you have come to help us,” she said. I shook her hand. 
 
      
 
    “We are honored to help you fight. The Clenok cyborgs are cruel. We will protect you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that you can,” she said, looking at me up-and-down. I realized that they were looking at us like pieces of meat. I looked at Jex and Azlo who were holding back the laughter. 
 
      
 
    “Ladies of Earth, it was an honor to greet you, all of you. We must be on our way; we have a lot of work to do,” I said loudly to address all of them that had gathered around us. 
 
      
 
    I could hear various sighs and dirty words as we walked away from them. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe that? I wasn't expecting such a reception,” Jex quietly said. 
 
      
 
    “Nor was I. We should have been walking around the town this entire time,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “That is an interesting turn. It might be to our advantage as well. Now come along; I do not want to keep Vanessa waiting. She is a very busy human,” I said as we walked along. But as we continued down the street, more and more women came out of their houses to just stare at us and smile. We waved and smiled back as though we were on parade. It was very interesting. Jex and Azlo enjoyed it.  
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the lab, I had Jex and Azlo wait outside. I wanted to be with Vanessa alone. I was excited to see her again. She was all that I could think about. Especially now that I had my energy back. My libido was raging with this newfound strength and health. But when I found her, I was not expecting her to have changed so suddenly. She was now against me for some odd reason. I could not figure it out. Not only did she want me to leave the lab, but she wanted me to leave Earth altogether. She wanted me to leave the village and leave her life.  
 
      
 
    I was not going to give up this easy. I was a fighter. I was a king. I was not going to let her go, no matter how much she fought me. I could tell that these words were not her own. Someone or something had gotten to her since I had seen her last. There was something going on, and I was going to figure it out. But first things first, I needed to talk to her about my medical condition. That was the entire point of this trip to Earth. I had to think about the Veruka more than anything and put my own desires last. 
 
      
 
    “Don't cast me out, Vanessa. We are so close. I know that something has happened inside of me. I need your help. My entire race needs your help. I beg you,” I said as I got down on one knee in front of her. 
 
      
 
    “I have already told you that I have no results for you. I have told you what your body is going through, but I cannot figure out why or a cure. Not with this amount of time. I have my own people to take care of as well,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I do not expect you to neglect your own kind for me. But will you consider running the test again? The one that is the less complicated and does not take as much time? I think that something has happened to me. Please. I will not take up much of your time, and Jex and Azlo are eager to meet with your engineers and figure out the best way to protect the village. I do not want to go back on that promise to your people. Even if we cannot find a cure for the blackness, I still want to help the humans of Earth. We have just met a few of them on our walk here, and all of them were very kind and eager to speak with us. We are not going to abandon those now,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “You met some humans? Who?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “We walked down a backstreet, and there were many human females coming out to greet us. I believe one was named Carol and another was named Jessica. They were very pleasant. They were very nice,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I realize that she had grown red in the face. She must have known those women. I wasn't going to push it. But was it possible that she was jealous? 
 
      
 
    “Fine. Get on the table. I will run the DNA scan one more time. But that is all I can do for today.” 
 
      
 
    “I am grateful to you,” I said as I sat down on the table. She then began to do her work. I watched her closely. I could not take my eyes off of her. I was upset that she was angry with me. I did not want her to feel this way about me. In truth, I wanted to be with her again and again. I wanted to take her. I wanted to put my cock inside of her. Since she was mad at me, that was not going to happen. I would eventually find out the source of this new anger toward me that she had. But for now, I was going to let her do her work, and I was not going to push it. 
 
      
 
    An hour passed as she worked on getting the results. I sat quietly. I did not want to anger her and give her a reason to send me away. I was working with a very delicate situation here. On the one hand, I wanted to argue with her in order to get my passion out in the open. I wanted to find out why she was so pissed off at me without warning. But on the other hand, I had to restrain it. It was for another time. 
 
      
 
    “I don't believe it,” she said looking at a long sheet of paper. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it?” I jumped off the table and moved beside her. She was looking up and down at the paper. “Are these the results?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, these are the results from the first time I ran the test. These are the results from today,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I do not understand how to read this,” I said looking at the long list of letters. 
 
      
 
    “You don't need to. You only need to notice the changes. Do you see this here? This is your DNA from when you were sick. Now, this is your DNA now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What does it mean? I am no longer sick?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. It seems that the blackness has left your DNA. You are completely healed. But there is something much more shocking than that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I am listening. What is it?” I asked looking at the two long papers trying to decipher it myself. 
 
      
 
    “You now have strands of human DNA inside of your own DNA,” she said looking at me with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “What? How can that be?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. But it seems impossible unless,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Unless what?” I asked. Then she stepped away from me. She started to tremble. 
 
      
 
    “Did you eat a human?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    My brows furrowed together. Was she serious? I tried to restrain a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa. How can you ask me that? That is absolutely absurd,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Is it? You are half beast after all. You are a damn dragon,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That is dumb. That is not why I have human DNA. I think that it is something else,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And what is that?” she said picking up a scalpel and aiming it at me. I rolled my eyes at her. 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think you are going to do damage to me with that? You really do need help defending yourself from the Clenok cyborgs. Now if you will listen to me, I think the DNA is yours,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The scalpel fell from her hands and landed on the floor with a loud clicking. 
 
      
 
    “No, that is impossible,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Run the test. Check your own DNA against what you see in my results.”  
 
      
 
    “I don't have to run the test. I already have a print out of my DNA,” she said as she went to a drawer and began to shuffle through it. She was mumbling to herself. “I don't understand how this could be happening. This is not possible. My DNA cannot be inside of you. It is just not medically possible,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Did you ever think it would be possible that you would be talking to an alien weredragon?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She stopped shuffling the papers and then said, “I guess not. Here it is,” she said pulling out a long sheet of paper. She ran over to my results and began to compare the two. 
 
      
 
    “It is a match! I cannot fucking believe this! But how? This is absolutely unbelievable!” she said with a mixture of happiness, shock, and fear. 
 
      
 
    “It is what I was trying to tell you yesterday, but you did not believe me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    "What do you mean?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    "It is just a theory. But I believe that when we were together, when we had sex, that somehow I absorbed your DNA. That was why I felt euphoria. That was why I felt strong. When I woke up this morning, I felt healthier than I have ever been. It's as though mating with you was the key that I needed for so long. It is unbelievable, I hardly believe it. But now you have scientific proof that it is what happened. I needed to mate with a human female in order to be cured. It seems that biology has decided that our two races need to be together. Without it, my entire race will die,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating. It does make sense when you put it that way. Maybe the fact that humans are going extinct as well has caused our biology to be receptive to a new, stronger race. It is evolution in action. That would make sense,” she said as she walked back and forth in the room thinking. Then she stopped and looked at me. Her eyes narrowed. 
 
      
 
    “What? What is it now?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is not news to you, is it? You have known all along. This is why you are here. This was why you traveled across galaxies to get here. It is not because he wanted our medical knowledge and wanted to help us fight be Clenok cyborgs. It is because you knew that you needed to have sex with human females. I can't believe this! You have been lying this entire time. I feel so stupid. It was obvious. All you had to do was get to know me for a day or two, and then suddenly I am trying to have sex with you? Dr. Douglas was right about you. You have been hiding something. You have been hiding this. You have deceived me!” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    “That is not true, Vanessa. I am learning this information along with you right now. I did not know this. I did not plan anything other than what I had already told you. We came here seeking a cure or help with a cure and nothing more. It is remarkable that humans themselves are the cure. But I did not know this. You must believe me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Bullshit! You had to have known this all along,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “If I knew all along, why would I go to these lengths? Why wouldn't I just kidnap and abduct a bunch of human females and take them back to my planet? Wouldn't that be easier? Humans are no match for us; it would be easy to steal hundreds of you and take you back to our planet to mate with our sick weredragons. Why would I put my life on the line? You saw my test results. I could have died any day while I was here. Why would I wait so long, going across the galaxy and staying here in this village when I could just take a human female and be cured? You are not thinking,” I said angry and frustrated with her accusations. 
 
      
 
    “Well… Maybe because… You did it this way because… I don't know, okay, but I don't believe you!” Then she ran off. I was left alone. She thought I was a liar. 
 
      
 
    “What does she not believe?” I heard a voice say. I turned around to see Dr. Douglas walk into the lab. 
 
      
 
    “Me. She doesn't believe me. It is interesting considering that she did yesterday. But today she seems extra paranoid. Do you have any idea why?” I asked moving toward him, knowing that he was the reason. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe someone finally talked some sense into her,” he said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “And that someone is you?”  
 
      
 
    “I think you should leave now. She is done with you,” he said crossing his arms and smiling in victory. 
 
      
 
    “Leaving,” I said walking out. I knew that if I stayed any longer, I would be forced to punch him and then the humans would see me as violent. It is probably what he wanted in order to get proof that we were there to hurt the humans. I was not going to play into his game. I walked out and grabbed Jex and Azlo, ready to go investigate the perimeter fence and attend the meeting that we had set up with the engineers. It was going to be a long day. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I could not believe it. I was such an idiot. Karik had played me just like Dr. Bradley Douglas said he would. I had played right into his hands. It was obvious that he knew all along that having sex with a human female would cure him. I wished that I had figured that out sooner. I had been vulnerable. I had allowed myself to get attached to my desire. It was because of that blind desire that I gave into him so easily. I was seduced by his strange alien weredragon ways.  
 
      
 
    Now that I had scientific proof that human DNA bonded to Veruka DNA, I knew that that was the real reason that the weredragons were here. It was obvious that they would want something very big in order to help us fight the Clenok cyborgs. I wished I would have thought through it sooner. I had been blind to it all. I went to my clinic shift trying to focus and get my mind off of what I had learned. 
 
      
 
    When I left, I decided not to walk down Main Street. I felt foolish, and I did not want to encounter anyone. I took a different backstreet to go to my house. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa! Dr. Lopez! Wait,” I heard a female voice say. I stopped. It was Jessica; she was coming out of her house and running toward me. I remembered what Karik had said. That this woman had come up to him and spoke to him. 
 
      
 
    “Jessica, how are you?” I said 
 
      
 
    “I am just fine. We have all had an interesting day on this block here. The alien men walked this way earlier. I was fortunate to speak to one of them. They are amazing specimens, are they not?” she said. Her eyes lit up. I knew what she was talking about. She was speaking in sexual terms. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, in medical terms, they are very fascinating,” I said, starting to continue my walk. She walked alongside me. 
 
      
 
    “What else do you know about them? Do they plan to stay long? Is it possible that maybe I could join you all for dinner one day?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Dr. Lopez!” I heard another shout. I turned to see Carol coming out of her house and running toward me. I rolled my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Carol,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Did Jessica tell you that we encountered your friends today? It was fun. It was very exciting. Is it possible to set up a meeting with them? I would love to be able to cook for them or help in taking care of their needs,” she said. I stopped in my tracks. 
 
      
 
    “I mean needs of nutrition or laundry, things of that nature,” she said blushing. 
 
      
 
    “I will keep that in mind. Now if you'll excuse me, I would like to do some work at my house. I have a very busy day,” I said walking away from them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course you do. Just let me know if you need any help,” Carol said. 
 
      
 
    “I will, thank you,” I said walking faster. This was unbelievable. It was as if all of the women had fallen under a spell and wanted to have sex with these alien weredragons. Maybe that was part of their powers as well. I wouldn't put it past them. They were able to shift into dragon form so why not have the power of persuasion as well? These women were eager to throw themselves at them, just as I was. That was convenient.  
 
      
 
    But as I thought about Jessica and Carol getting dirty with the king, I felt extreme jealousy come over me. I did not want anyone else touching him. Why was I feeling possessive? I had no right. In fact, I had been very mean to him and had pushed him away. Why would he want me now? He had plenty to choose from. I wondered if his healing was temporary and he would have to keep fucking human females in order to stay alive. That would be something, wouldn't it? I kind of like the idea of him needing me in order to stay alive. I was not proud of that thought, but it was satisfying. 
 
      
 
    I walked into my home and went to do the work I had been neglecting. I had my own project trying to defeat the Clenok cyborgs. I had pushed it aside. I went down to the basement and worked on the virus. This time I turned on the laptop and started to create the code for the virus. I was surprised at how good I was at it. After a couple of hours, I felt like I had come up with something that I could think would be a success. But there was no way to test it. 
 
      
 
    Ring! Ring! It was a frightening sound. It was the sound of the town bell, and it only meant one thing: Clenok cyborgs. I closed up my work and ran to the neighboring house. I knocked on the door loudly. 
 
      
 
    "Karik! Clenok cyborgs!”  there was no answer. I ran inside, running all over the house. They were not there. I did not know where they were. It wasn't like he was going to check in with me after the way I treated him. I ran to the town square. Everyone was gathered. I could not see the Veruka in the crowd. They would stand out because they were nine feet tall. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, quiet down!” I looked to the stage to see Christopher Allen, a scout, standing there. That was not a good sign. He continued. 
 
      
 
    "I have news! There is a cyborg army of about five hundred Clenok cyborgs fifty miles away from here over the mountain ridge. They are camped. They are not moving. But they are very close. We must prepare for invasion,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Everyone screamed and began to panic. I was terrified. Fifty miles was very close, especially for Clenok cyborgs that did not need rest. If they were camped, it was simply because the keddle needed time to maneuver. We were their target; there was no doubt about that. We were lucky that there was a large mountain range in between us. But they were machines. It was possible that they were burrowing through the rock to get to us instead of going up the mountains. It would make sense. They had the power to do it. 
 
      
 
    “Everyone, listen to me! We do not need to be alarmed. Even if the Clenok cyborgs show up here outside of this perimeter, they will not get through. Our electricals will fry them if they even get close. The circuits go into the ground if we detect any activity under the Earth. There is nothing to fear. But we should go calmly to our stations. We have practiced this many times in our drills. Each of you know your position and your job. If we each do what is required of us, then we will have victory. Remember, it is not even clear if they are headed in our direction. So, for now, let us go into code red.  
 
      
 
    Everyone knows what to do. You have fifteen minutes to get what you need and get to your station, and then code red will begin. This means that all power will be turned off in the village in order to camouflage our position. The energy will be directed to the perimeter fence. All talking should be kept to a low whisper. We are in code red until we hear that this army has moved away from us. For now, it is daylight so we will be fine without electricity. But take flashlights with you and only turn them on in necessity. They should be off the majority of the time. You know what to do. We have done this a thousand times. Go now and go quietly and do not run. This is not a good time to have a twisted ankle injury. Go now,” Dr. Douglas said. 
 
      
 
    The people began to disburse. I knew my position and my job. I was to go to the medical emergency tent on the perimeter of the forest. Dr. Douglas would go in the opposite direction. The point was to have medical staff at four points of the wall in order to treat any injured people. 
 
      
 
    “Where are your dragon protectors now?” Dr. Douglas said, coming up behind me. 
 
      
 
    “I do not know. I have not been keeping tabs on them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That is convenient that they should disappear right when they are needed to help fight the Clenok cyborgs. This is what they promised they would do and now they are not following through. That is typical. I told you not to trust them. First sign of danger and they have abandoned us,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am sure that is not true. Last time I spoke with them, they were working to figure out our defenses in order to know how they can help the most. Now if you'll excuse me, I need to prepare for invasion and get to my post,” I said walking away. 
 
      
 
    I felt him grab my arm. He turned me around quickly. Before I knew it, his lips were on mine. I pressed against his chest pushing him away. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell, Douglas? What the fuck was that?” I was grossed out. 
 
      
 
    “Just in case. I had to do that just in case,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Just in case what?”  
 
      
 
    “Just in case we die. You and I know the Clenok cyborgs are better than us. If a few of them get over the fence, we are done. We are not an army. The fence is all that we have. So if I am going to die, then I am going to sample those lips. I have wanted to for a long time,” he said as he yanked me toward him again. But I pushed back. I don't know what got into me, but I swung at him and punched him in the jaw. 
 
      
 
    “Stay away from me. I do not like you. I do not want to kiss you. You disgust me,” I said. I turned and walked away. I walked very fast back to my house. Even though I was panicked about the situation, I felt good. Punching Dr. Bradley Douglas was something that I had wanted to do for so long. I had proven that I could take care of myself against a man like him. I knew that he had hated me for a long time, and now I knew exactly why. Karik had been right about that: Douglas wanted me. He was immature, like a kid pulling on a girl’s pigtails because he likes her. I could not believe I had put up with his bullshit for so long. No more. I would never let him treat me badly again: that's if we lived through this. 
 
      
 
    I went back to the house next to mine to see if Karik had returned. I wondered if he was at the fence or had he left. Did he take my threats seriously and went back to his army? I hoped not. Even though I still did not believe that he did not know that having sex with me would cure him, I still wanted him there to help fight the Clenok cyborgs. I didn't know whether he truly had an army or not but just having the three of them was better than not having them at all. They were military men, weredragons. They were far stronger then we were. I really hope that I had not chased him away. I would feel very foolish if he took my words to leave seriously. 
 
      
 
    I went down to my basement and loaded the virus onto a small jump drive. Then I turned the laptop off and put the drive in a safe drawer. Then I went into the kitchen and loaded a backpack with some food and water. Then I grabbed my medical toolkit. It was in a black metal fishing box. It was not much, but it would have to do. I found a flashlight and put extra batteries into my backpack. Then I went out on the porch of my house. The sun was beginning to set. It would get dark soon. I had to walk through the forest in order to get to my medical point. I would need to set up a small tent that was left there already. I would just have to erect it. But I did not want to leave just yet. I was scanning the area for Karik, Jex, and Azlo. I looked up at the sky, remembering that they could fly. I wondered where they were. Did they leave the village? I watched as people were walking around the village getting to their positions. Everyone had a job to do, and everyone had a position to camp out in. We had practiced this drill over and over for years, but we never had to do it for real. This was the first time that an army of Clenok cyborgs was coming to us. Before it had just been a couple of Clenok cyborgs here and there; we didn't know what we were truly up against. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    We spent the rest of the afternoon looking at the perimeter fence with the human engineers. They told us how it operated and what their defenses were. It was a good set up, but I thought it was flawed. It seemed to me that if many Clenok cyborgs attacked at once that it would short out the system, maybe just in segments or perhaps the entire thing. I thought that the concrete wall was a better defense than just the electrical system. But at least the two of them together would give them some protection against the Clenok cyborgs.  
 
      
 
    But I was very surprised to find out from the engineers that there were hardly any guns in the village. They relied completely on this wall for protection. Their defense also was simply to hide. They would turn off the electricity except for the fence and just hide. They would hope that the Clenok cyborgs would just pass them by. I did not know if that would work considering that the keddle had scanners. But I did not know if they could detect human life forms. It's seemed to me that they would be able to but I did not have very much experience with them on my own.  
 
      
 
    But they did not have an army. It was because the Clenok cyborgs first decided to attack all the men that were able to enlist in the military. They took up arms wherever they could and fought against the machines. Because of this, there were very few soldier-like humans left. The men that were in the village were mostly of a science background or were those that had stayed behind to take care of their families and had no military experience because of it. So there were a few guns, bombs, and the like in an underground arsenal, but it was not used for training. 
 
      
 
    “Look at that out there. It is beautiful here,” Jex said as we stood on top of the one-hundred-foot-high fence. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. Mountains to the south and what is to the west?” I asked the human engineer named Marcus. 
 
      
 
    “There is a very big lake in that direction. It is very beautiful. I wish the village was built closer to it. It is about ten miles to the west. Those of us that are more adventurous have risked taking a truck out there every now and then in the middle of the summer when the heat is unbearable in order to go swimming. It is crystal clear water and very refreshing,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds tempting,” Azlo said looking at me. 
 
      
 
    “You know that we can't,” I said. “Vanessa said that the humans would be frightened seeing us in dragon form,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Come on. We are not in the village; we are on the fence. The only one that will see us shift is Marcus here, and he is not going to be frightened, right, Marcus?” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “No, as long as I get some warning,” he said taking a step back. 
 
      
 
    “My king, I am going to lose my mind if I do not stretch my wings. We have been cooped up here and before we arrived we were cooped up on a ship. We have had very little flying time. I think we could fly to the lake swim and be back in an hour. We need this,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    "All right. You are right. I have not been good to you. And now that I feel very strong, I would like to stretch my wings as well,” I said. 
 
      
 
    My soldiers let out hoots and hollers in celebration. Marcus stepped away from us. Then the three of us shifted into dragon form. It did feel good. I stretched my emerald wings and then I ran and jumped off the one-hundred-foot fence and took flight. Azlo and Jex followed. We flew in the direction of the lake. I flew up high directly into the sky. Then I flew straight down, diving. Then I stopped myself a couple of feet above the ground. I grazed along the tall grass. I could say that I've had my full strength back and I felt very strong. Being with Vanessa was a gift in more ways than one. She had brought life back to me. 
 
      
 
    We were wild as we flew recklessly over the isolated land. It was a very beautiful part of Earth, and we were enjoying it like wild creatures. We were laughing and shouting at each other. Then we finally came across the lake. I landed on the bank. It was absolutely beautiful. There was a tall granite cliff on one side, and the water was so clear it almost didn't look like there was water there at all. I pulled off my boots and weapons and then pulled off my trousers. Jex and Azlo did the same. Then we were completely naked. I flew over the lake and then dove into the water. It was very cold, and it felt amazing. Because our bodies were always burning with heat, it felt especially refreshing. I dove all the way to the bottom of the lake, swimming and spreading my wings as though I was flying in the water. I could feel splashing near me, and I knew that it was Jex and Azlo. 
 
      
 
    They were having a great time, and they did deserve this. They deserved some fun after being tied up in the village for so long not able to do any flying. I surfaced on the water and floated on my back with my emerald wings spread out under me, creating a raft. I let the sun hit me even though it was low on the horizon. It felt good. The clouds were big and beautiful. I could hear Jex and Azlo playing around. We should have been doing this every day, I thought, but then again, my weakness would not have allowed it. 
 
      
 
    “We should probably check on our ship on the way back,” I said 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king. We will remember to do that on return. I am sure that it is still hidden within the trees considering the humans do not leave beyond the wall very much,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    I flew from the lake into the sky. It felt good to fly naked. I flew around the lake in a circle, spiraling down towards the water, and then dove into the water once more. I played like this over and over, enjoying this new euphoria that I felt and being healthy again. But at that moment, I thought about Vanessa. I wished that she was here playing in the water with me. If she would allow me, I would bring her here one day. Now that I was strong enough I could fly with her in my arms and bring her here. I knew that she would enjoy it. Any sign of Clenok cyborgs, we could just fly away back to the village. It was a good advantage to have over the humans. 
 
      
 
    We stayed at the lake longer than an hour. We were just enjoying it so much that we did not want to leave. But I noticed the sun growing lower and lower. 
 
      
 
    “We should get back; we still need to check on the ship,” I said. I moved to the bank of the lake and sat down on a rock, giving my body time to dry off. It didn't take very long, less than two minutes to be completely dry because the heat inside of my body made the water evaporate immediately. It was an advantage to being a dragon. 
 
      
 
    A couple of minutes later, we were dressed and flying toward the ship’s hiding spot. Just as we had thought, it was still there. There were no signs that anyone had come close to it. 
 
      
 
    “Let's turn on these systems and check in with General Razook,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    They turned the ship on as I looked through the communication log that came up to see if any transmissions had been sent to us. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I am not getting a connection. I think that we may be too far away, especially with those mountains in between us. We could fly the ship into range if you like,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, that is fine. We can wait. I want to tell General Razook and the army the good news about the cure, but I want to make sure that it is indeed a cure. I want to give it another day to see if the symptoms do not come back,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they will be glad to hear the news about the human female DNA bonding with our own. It is a miracle,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Turn off the ship and let us get back to the perimeter fence. Once we are there, we will shift back out of dragon form and return it to the village,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” Azlo said. We went through the protocol of shutting down the ship and arranged the tree brush around it to hide it again. 
 
      
 
    We went back to the village and landed in the same area where we were before. Only something was different. The humans were frantically running around. 
 
      
 
    "Marcus, what is it?”  I asked. 
 
      
 
    “A cyborg army of five hundred has been spotted by one of our scouts. We are going into code red,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “My thoughts exactly,” Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    “I want the exact coordinates of this army,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Coming right up,” Marcus said as he walked into the tower to write something down. 
 
      
 
    “Azlo, I want you to get back to the base camp and gather the army. I want them inside this village as soon as possible. Copy the coordinates,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that.” 
 
      
 
    “Jex, I want you to go to these coordinates and check out this cyborg army. Do not get in firing range of them. Stay out of sight and off the radar. I just want more information. Gather whatever you can and then return here. Make it quick,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, they flew off the perimeter fence and went into action. I knew that I had to find Vanessa. 
 
      
 
    “Marcus, I will return. I will help to coordinate the defense. But I must do something first,” I said, and then I flew off the fence into the village, staying low among the trees. I flew directly to the house that Vanessa called home right at that moment she was walking down the street away from the house. I landed directly in front of her. She jumped back. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry. I did not mean to frighten you. It is just me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Where have you been?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is a long story. I just heard the news about the cyborg army,” I said. She gave me an angry look and continued to walk in the direction that she was headed toward the forest. 
 
      
 
    “How convenient that you disappeared when we are close to an invasion,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know what you mean by that. I am sick of your suspicions, human female,” I said walking alongside her. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do now? Where is this fictional army?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I sent Azlo to go get the army,” I said. She stopped walking and looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. You want your Veruka to come here in order to mate with the human females. That makes sense. What is your strategy? Wait until all the human men have been killed by the Clenok cyborgs and then kill the Clenok cyborgs? I can't believe you,” she said walking away. 
 
      
 
    “No, that is not it at all. Where is all of this coming from? The army is coming to fight and nothing more,” I said. New 
 
      
 
    “Whatever. If you will excuse me, I have a job to do. Make yourself useful and go prepare for this invasion where you can,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I should protect you. Where are you going? You can't head to the wall. You should take refuge in the center of the village far from the invasion,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No. I am not a coward. I am to set up a medical tent along the wall in this direction so that if anyone gets hurt, I am already there. There are four medical points set up. Others are doing their job, and so should I. So should you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, I will go,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I turned and flew away back to the perimeter fence. If I stayed any longer, I would be shouting at her. She was frustrating. She was fiery. She was everything that I dreamed of. 
 
      
 
    “I have returned; tell me the news,” I said to Marcus. Then he walked me through the procedures that they had planned. I told him which direction my army would be coming from but that it would be in the sky and they would know about the electrical fences because Azlo would tell them. We spoke for a long time making up a plan. He was very smart and was good with strategy. I trusted him because he had been standing on this wall for years. He knew what it could do. He knew what it looked like when Clenok cyborgs came up to the wall. 
 
      
 
    I looked in the direction that Vanessa would be stationed. I wanted to go to her, but she did not want me around. It was fine. I was needed here. If I was successful in defending the village, then I would be successful in protecting her as well. I only wished I could see the look on her face when she saw the army. Since she did not believe that such an army existed, I would get some satisfaction out of her seeing it for the first time. Of course, she would make the excuse that their sole purpose was to have sex with human females. She just would not let up. She wouldn't let me win. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” Marcus said pointing to the sky. 
 
      
 
    “That is my soldier Jex. He is returning from his scout,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are so fast when you fly, it is like a blur,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. It is a great advantage. We do simple movements, but it comes out at great speeds. We are fortunate. Jex will have more news of the cyborg army,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Within seconds, Jex landed on the perimeter fence next to me. 
 
      
 
    “What news?”  
 
      
 
    “There is a cyborg army, about five hundred of them. I saw one keddle, and only one. This is good news. If we can take out the keddle, then we can take out the entire army. They do not seem to be moving. They are sedentary. In fact, it seemed like they were waiting for something. I didn't even see any of them scanning the skies or the area. But I did not wait around long. I got in and got out, just as you asked. So that is good news,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is good news. They are not moving; that buys us some time. But what are they waiting for? I have a feeling that I am not going to like the answer. When you give machines that are intelligent the way they are extra time then they are able to compute better tactics,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Let us hope that you are wrong and that Azlo and General Razook get here with the army before the Clenok cyborgs do,” he said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I didn't know why he made me so angry. I knew that it did not feel good to be used. I think that was what was getting to me the most. It was because I thought he had sex with me because he desired me and wanted me. Not because he needed to do it in order to survive. Could I trust him? Was it true that he really didn't know that having sex with me would save him? I wanted to believe it. But my cynical side would not allow me to. It was as if I could hear Dr. Douglas’s words in my head. 
 
      
 
    I was so deep in thought that I didn't even hear the noise above me. I was looking around for the tent that I needed to set up. I took off my backpack and sat down my toolbox. I should have had Karik come with me just to set this up and then get rid of him. But I wasn't thinking at the time. I was only angry at him for using me, and I did not want to see his beautiful face. If I spent any time with him, I would forgive him eventually. It was easier to stay mad at him. Anger was a defense against having to come to terms with my feelings. It was better that way. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I was lifted off the ground. I thought it was Karik. I looked up and let out a terrifying scream. It was not Karik at all. It was a drone. I had only seen one in a long time ago when there was an attack on the military base. There weren't very many of them in the cyborg army. I had heard that each army only had one of them. For some reason, the technology was hard for them, and humans easily shot them down. But we did not have very many weapons, and I knew that the arsenal was only being emptied right now. I doubted that there were many set up on the perimeter. But even so, they could not shoot it with me in its grasp. I would fall to my death. I screamed louder and louder, hoping to get anyone's attention. The drone was flying me toward the wall. It went higher and higher and soon I was going over it. I could not see any lights because the village was dark. I was terrified that it was going to drop me in the electrical fences. Why had it picked me up? 
 
      
 
    “Let me go!” I shouted. But it was no use. You couldn't talk to a drone. You couldn't negotiate with it. I was so high that if it did drop me, I would die. I had no choice but to let it take me wherever it was taking me. 
 
      
 
    “Karik! Karik!” I shouted knowing that he was the only one that could rescue me. I didn't know where in the village he was other than on the fence somewhere. But would he be able to hear me anyway? Maybe he had some sort of super hearing. He could fly. That meant he could save me. But I screamed over and over again as the drone took me farther into the darkness of the night. I noticed there were no flashing lights on the drone; it was staying secret. It had managed to sneak into the village. It had managed to abduct me. I couldn't believe it. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I said knowing that there was no point in asking but it was just making myself feel better to keep talking. I screamed over and over again, hoping that anyone would hear me, but I was so far from the village. Maybe this army that Karik spoke of was real and was on its way. Maybe it would hear me and rescue me. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly I was high over the mountain range. Shit. I knew where it was taking me. It was taking me to the cyborg camp that the scout said was camping on the other side of the mountain. But why? I had not heard of Clenok cyborgs abducting humans. This was a new trick. My scientist side was very fascinated to know why. But the human in me was terrified. The Clenok cyborgs wanted nothing more than to get rid of all humans. They wanted to drive us to extinction. So whatever it was they wanted me for wouldn't be for long. They were going to kill me. That was going to be my fate no matter what. I wished that I had brought the drive with me with the virus on it. Since I was going into the camp anyway, this could be my shot. At least my life would not have been wasted for nothing. 
 
      
 
    I looked down, and suddenly we were over the cyborg camp. I couldn't believe it. There were Clenok cyborgs as far as I could see. It seemed like at least five hundred of them or more. I was trembling. Then I saw something that I had never seen before: the keddle. reminded me of a very large silver Airstream trailer. It was moving about. I grew more frightened as the drone flew me directly toward the keddle. I didn't bother screaming anymore. I knew my fate. All I could do was look around and absorb everything that I could. I was somewhere that no human had ever been before: a cyborg camp. 
 
      
 
    The drone set me down on my feet next to the keddle. Two Clenok cyborgs came toward me. Their eyes were glowing red. Their silver machine bodies walked toward me. The sound of metal and electrical circuits as they walked toward me was frightening.  
 
      
 
    The heads of the Clenok cyborgs were slick silver metal. They almost looked like human weredragons  with eyes, nose, and mouth. It was very strange to look at this close. The torso of the cyborg was full of different lights, flashing. There were lots of wires exposed. The legs were skinny metal, almost like human bones. There were all kinds of guns draped all over it.  
 
      
 
    One cyborg grabbed my arm and pulled me back toward the keddle. I just obeyed. I didn't bother to fight; they would just kill me. I faced the keddle as I was pulled toward it. Suddenly it opened up. I was shocked. Inside there were lots of computer components. It would have been fascinating, if I wasn't about to die.  
 
      
 
    Then there was a box. The cyborg pushed me onto it until I was sitting down. I looked around, trying to absorb all the information that I could. I did not know what was happening. Was this normal? Were they going to absorb my human energy or something?  
 
      
 
    Then out of nowhere, I felt a sharp pain. A large needle was stuck into my arm that was attached to a cord. I screamed in pain. Then the pain was gone. The screen to the side of me began to run code. I knew it well from coming up with my own virus on the laptop. The computer was reading me. It was intense. I couldn't believe it. They hooked me up to a computer in order to absorb information from me. I wondered exactly what they were trying to get out of me. I wondered how long this was going to take. As I sat there, I looked around at all the wiring and surroundings. I saw many ports. These were ports that you could attach wires to or even a jump drive. Dammit, I wished I had that virus. Why didn't I put it in my pocket instead of hiding it safely? That would've changed everything. 
 
      
 
    Then something happened that shocked me. I felt like I could understand the keddle. It was coming to me in waves. It's not like it was speaking English, but I was getting some sort of information directed at me.  
 
      
 
    It was then that I realized I was there because they were running tests. I thought it was ironic. This was what I did daily. Now I was being the one being tested on. They were testing me to find out more information about humans. They were trying to find out what our vulnerabilities were. Wait a minute? Were they trying to understand human anatomy so that they could create a virus or plague to wipe us out? Of course; it made sense. It was what we had thought of doing to them, so naturally, they would want to do the same thing back to us. It would be easier than fighting battles. 
 
      
 
    A cyborg walked over to me and pulled the wire out of a port and then pushed it into another one. Then it turned and looked at me. I looked into its red glowing eyes. It was weird. It was it was looking at me as though to say something. But that was not possible. Then it walked away and turned to face me again. It was keeping guard, or keeping watch on the equipment. I hoped that this would take hours. The longer it took, the more I could figure out how to get out of there. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    “What? What do you mean a drone? This cannot be,” Marcus shouted over the radio. I looked at him. He looked sick to his stomach.  
 
      
 
    “What is it? What is going on?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is a report. A drone has taken a woman out of the village. It is unbelievable; we have never seen anything like it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Where? Where did it happen?” I asked frantically. I already knew in my heart that it was Vanessa. 
 
      
 
    “It was from the south medic tent. I think it was Dr. Lopez. That is her station,” Marcus said. 
 
      
 
    “Jex, with me!” I shouted. Within seconds, we were flying towards the medical tent. 
 
      
 
    I landed in the area where she had been walking to. I saw her bag and toolbox that she had been carrying. 
 
      
 
    "Vanessa!” I shouted. Jex shouted too. We quickly flew into the air and scanned the area. 
 
      
 
    “She is not here. It had to have been her. Jex, lead me to the camp. We need to find a place to observe and to rescue her. There is no time to lose. Go at double-speed,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, follow me!” he flew, and I followed him over the wall toward in the fifty-mile mark of this cyborg army. We reached the mountains, and Jex already had a spot. It was the same place that he had observed the cyborg camp from when I sent him to scout. 
 
      
 
    “This is it. They are still not moving. Why would they take a human female? From what I have heard, they do not abduct humans. They simply want to kill them,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have heard the same. This must be some new tactic. I only hope that they took her for a very specific reason. Because then she will still be alive. They want to do something, and I don't know what that is. What do you see?” I said as we looked down over the camp. 
 
      
 
    “There, that is different. The keddle: do you see it? It was not opened when I was here earlier. I didn't even know they could open. Look at it.”  
 
      
 
    I looked down and saw the large keddle. It was open. It was like a clamshell on its side; it was not facing us. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think is inside?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know, but we can't see from here. We need to go around on that side in order to see the open-end area,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way,” I said. 
 
      
 
    We flew low and slow around to the other side of the ridge. We hid in the brush. We looked around to make sure that no one had seen our movements. Then I looked inside the keddle. My heart stopped. 
 
      
 
    “It's her,” I said. Vanessa was sitting down. I could tell that something was on her arm, but it was such a far distance that I could not tell what was going on. 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing to her?” Jex asked. 
 
      
 
    “It looks to me like they are running tests on her. It is what I looked like when she was running tests on me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That is odd. Why would they do that? It does not make sense,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it does not. Unless they are trying to find out new information about the humans. When they come across humans, they are always dead. Maybe they have a new strategy and need to experiment on a live human. That would make sense. That is the way a machine would think. Gather information and then come up with a strategy. We have to rescue her,” I said. I did not like seeing her this way. I was restraining the rage inside of me. I wanted to fly directly to that her and get her out of there. But I knew that was the wrong thing to do. I would be shot out of the sky or when I landed next to her. Even though we moved fast, I still needed to get to her and unhook her. I didn't know if that would cause any damage. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do?” Jex asked. “Should we wait for the army?”  
 
      
 
    “No, it might be too late. We have to get her. But I need a distraction. I need to draw the Clenok cyborgs away from her,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I have charges. I could detonate them on the other side of the camp.”  
 
      
 
    “That is perfect. Set them and leave immediately. Do not wait for me. Set them, leave, and detonate them. I will swoop in and get her and will fly in the direction of the village.”  
 
      
 
    “I understand,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Go now. We are wasting time. Who knows what they're doing to her. I owe her my life. She saved me from death, and I will save her. Go,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Jex left my side. 
 
      
 
    It caused a great pain inside of me to see her that way. I hoped that she was all right. My heart went out to her. I wanted to save her. It was at that moment that I knew that I was feeling very deep feelings for her. Could I have fallen in love with this human in such a short time? It didn't seem like it could be possible. But then again, her DNA had bonded itself to me. And anything was possible. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 16 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I did not know how long I was sitting there inside the keddle. It felt like hours. It felt like days. I really had no concept at all of time passing by. The longer I spent hooked up to the keddle, the more I started to feel like I had some sort of divine insight. I felt myself growing smarter. It was as though I was being filled with information. I didn't know if this is what they meant to do to me or if it was a side effect. But suddenly I could understand the cyborg communications. I could hear the frequency waves of the keddle talking to the cyborg army around it. He was giving them orders of some sort. I thought there was a number; it seemed to be like a time. Maybe it was the time of the invasion that they were planning on the village. Or something else. I really didn't know, but I was fascinated by the fact that I was starting to understand them. This wasn't normal. I hoped that I wasn't turning into some sort of machine. 
 
      
 
    Then I understood something very clearly. I was a number. I was given a number assignment. I was number one-two-one. This meant that I was not the first human to be taken and tested on. I was one of many humans that have been taken. But was that the number taken by this particular keddle, or the entire cyborg army all over Earth? I had no way of knowing.  
 
      
 
    But I knew that they had a project going on. They were gathering humans in order to gain information on anatomy and brain activity inside of humans. They were trying to gather knowledge to know everything that they could about us. This would give them the advantage when fighting us. That much was clear to me.  
 
      
 
    I wanted to disconnect myself and run away. It was the least selfish thing I could think to do. If I disconnected myself and ran away, then I would not be contributing to their project anymore. Right now I was allowing myself to give them information. I knew that as soon as I ran away, they would shoot me dead. But with that be so bad? At least I would know that I had protected hundreds of humans.  
 
      
 
    I put my hand closer to my other hand where the needle was inserted. I looked at the Clenok cyborgs around me. They didn't move. They just seem to be looking straight ahead. It was strange. With a human, you could see something in their eyes that let you know what they were thinking. But there was nothing there in these machines. They were just vacant. It was hard to work with. I was about to pull the needle out of my arm quickly and run away when suddenly… 
 
      
 
    Boom! Boom! There were loud explosions. It's seemed to be coming from directly behind me but not close enough to feel the blast. The Clenok cyborgs that were standing in front of me standing guard tilted their heads up as though to look at the source of the blast. Then they grabbed their guns and walked in the direction behind the keddle. This was it; this was my chance. Then I heard the hydraulic sound of the keddle beginning to close. Shit. It was going to close with me inside of it. I yanked the needle out of my arm. It hurt badly. I stood up and ran forward. I could hear the low sound of the alarm from the keddle alerting that I had been unhooked. But it was so low that you could not hear it over the blast and gunfire. 
 
      
 
    Then I was picked up off of my feet. I figured it must be the drone picking me up. But it was not cold metal that was touching me. It was large warm hands. 
 
      
 
    “Miss me?” I heard a familiar deep voice say. We were moving so fast that the wind was hitting me hard. But I knew. It was Karik. He had come to rescue me. I was so fortunate. I was so excited. I was in deep lust for him at that moment. Perhaps even love. 
 
      
 
    “It's about time,” I said to him as we flew very fast. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” I heard another voice on the wind say. It was familiar.  
 
      
 
    "Coming, Jex,” Karik said. I leaned my face against his hard dragon scales. He held me close. I tucked my head into my chest and just allowed him to cradle me in his arms as he flew hard and fast. I could no longer hear the sound of gunfire. We were far from the cyborg base. 
 
      
 
    Minutes later, we landed on the perimeter fence at one of the guard towers. 
 
      
 
    “Unbelievable. You got her back. How?” Marcus, the guard on the tower, came out to see me. His mouth was wide open. 
 
      
 
    “It was easy,” Karik said with a cocky arrogance. Then he looked at me. “Are you hurt? What were they doing to you?”  
 
      
 
    “I think I am fine. I am not hurt. But I think it is important that I do a scan of myself. There is time,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course, I will take you. Jex, stay here and alert me when you see our army arriving. Marcus, get word that the Clenok cyborgs have a drone that can pick people up and fly them away. Since I took Vanessa from them, it is likely they will come for another. Everyone should get underground,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Copy that. I will get on the radio now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Where shall I take you?” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “My lab. I want to make sure that nothing was planted inside of me. It is important to do in timely manner,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “The lab it is,” he said as he scooped me into his arms again and flew over the village. We landed outside the lab and he opened it. 
 
      
 
    “Bar the door. I do not want that drone looking for me and having easy access,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good idea,” he said as he closed the door and rigged it. 
 
      
 
    I quickly went to the ultrasound machine. I scanned my entire body. I looked at the results. I could not find anything unusual. Definitely nothing metal or like a tracking device. 
 
      
 
    “What were they doing to you?” he asked does he put his hand on my arm. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure, but I have some theories,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am listening,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “When I was hooked up to the keddle, I could almost hear it thinking, or computing I guess. It is a machine that does not think. But it does have artificial intelligence. It has been taking humans and recording information. They are looking for vulnerabilities I think. I really didn't understand it. But that is what I think they were doing. They were examining my anatomy and body and turning it into a computer code that they could understand. It was very strange,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing you there and hooked up to that machine, I felt so much rage. I wanted to annihilate that entire camp on my own. I have never felt angrier. If they had hurt you, I could not have lived with myself for letting you go off alone,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “This is not your fault. You are not to blame, Karik. In fact, I don't think I have actually said the words thank you. You rescued me. You put your life in danger, and that of Jex. You didn't have to do that. Thank you for coming for me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    "I would do it again and again, Vanessa. I know I have only known you a short time. But I have bonded with you. I hope that you will trust me. I hope that you will believe that I knew nothing about the DNA. It is a coincidence. It is a coincidence I am glad happened. But I feel for you. I feel such extreme emotion. I am falling for you. I hope that me coming to get you proved that to you. If I only wanted you for sex, I would not have come. I could just replace you with another human female. Does that not prove to you that it is you I truly want?” he said. 
 
      
 
    As he spoke, tears began to come into my eyes. Tears that I wanted to cry when I was in the cyborg camp. Tears that I wanted to cry when I screamed out his name. Tears that I was very happy to hear him say these things. I believed him. I truly believed him now. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Karik. I understand. I trust you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He moved closer to me and put his hands around my back. 
 
      
 
    “It feels so good to hear you say that. I thought I had lost you. And I would have lost my mind if I had lost you. I need you, Vanessa. I need you more than I need anything. You saved my life. I saved your life, and I did it because I wanted to. I did it because living this life without you would be great pain for me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    His hot large hands pulled me to him. I tilted my head back and allowed his lush lips to press against mine. I kissed him deeply and with passion. Only an hour ago, I thought I was going to die. But this alien weredragon Veruka saved me. Thinking those thoughts only made me want him more. I kissed him back and moaned loudly. I could not help myself. I felt my body responding to him as my breasts rubbed against his hard dragon scales. 
 
      
 
    His kiss was filled with lust and yearning. It was what I needed from him. I couldn’t deal with the fact that I was abducted and almost died. I guess it took me thinking I was going to die to recognize my true feelings for him and him almost losing me to bring out his true feelings. 
 
      
 
    I pulled at his trousers. He growled. He picked me up and set me on the lab table.  
 
      
 
    “Wait, this could be dangerous. I need to take off my gear first,” he said, showing me his gun holster on his belt and boots. I pulled my hands to myself and waited patiently as he took off his weapons and clothes. Then he sat next to me on the lab table. He cock was hard, and I wanted to straddle him. With one quick movement, he disrobed me. I didn’t know how these aliens were able to move so fast, but I liked it. 
 
      
 
    He moaned as he stared at my wet slit and ran his hand over it.  
 
      
 
    “You are a beautiful human, Vanessa. Look at you,” he said.  
 
      
 
    His eyes were fastened on my nipples. He lifted his large hand and pressed on my nipple. Karik’s stronger fingers rolled it. It only grew harder. I tilted my head back and moaned as he took his time fondling me.  
 
      
 
    But I needed more, and I needed it right now, or I was going to go crazy. His mouth clamped over my nipple and flicked and sucked on it. I pressed my head into his strong sparkly neck. I kissed him softly as I pushed my hands through his long dark hair.  
 
      
 
    “I need you again, Karik,” I whispered as my hand closed around his cock. He moaned. I looked down at it. It was so hard and long. It was begging for me to sit on it as it stood straight up. I picked myself up and straddled him. He put his hands on my waist, delighted to help me. I grabbed his cock and placed the round thick tip inside of me. Then I looked up at him. I slid down slowly onto his shaft. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck, that feels good. Yes,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him remembering the first time we had sex in the forest and just how good and wild that felt. It was only days ago, but it felt like a lifetime. It was funny how having a near death experience made me feel that way.  
 
      
 
    I was thinking of it now more than ever. I was filled with eagerness, expectation, and desire as I put my hands on his shoulders. I needed to do this to maneuver myself on top of him. Karik put his hands on my hips. He slowly pushed me down. His cock slid inside of me as he did so. Then he pulled me up again. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck, that is amazing,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, so fucking good, Vanessa,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I slid down further until he was completely inside of me. We both sighed in elation. Then I moved faster. Karik put his hands on my ass, cupping me. I was crazy and moist as I caressed him and bounded up and down. He watched my breasts springing up and down with each movement. it made me feel so sexy and desired that he was relishing how I appeared while fucking him. All my inhibitions were gone. 
 
      
 
    “Damn that feels good. Just to watch you feels good,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “I like looking at you too,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    I went faster and faster. I was on the brink. I had so much to release. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to cum, my king. I can’t hold on any longer,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    He grabbed my breasts and massaged them in his hands. He was so powerful, and his hands were hot. It turned me on even more, and I felt pulsing explode from within me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck! Fuck!” I shouted. “I’m cumming! I’m cumming!” I felt no restraint. I didn’t care who heard me. I was glad to be alive. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” he whispered. His hands moved madly over my body as I experienced my orgasm speed through me.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck, I’m going to cum,” he whispered. He grabbed my waist and let go in a loud roar. The beast was out. Then he shook as he released inside of me. His wings spread out behind him. I relaxed my face against his strong chest. I felt so small and delicate against his strong body.  I never wanted to leave his protection.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 17 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    I felt it again. I felt that state of euphoria that I had felt after the first time being with Vanessa. It overtook my senses again. It felt incredible. I wanted to lay with her and have this feeling forever. But there was work to do. We were able to sneak in this short session of lovemaking but I knew that I needed to get back to the wall. 
 
      
 
    “That was incredible,” she said rolling on top of me. 
 
      
 
    “I was just about to say the same thing to you,” I said smiling at her. 
 
      
 
    “What now?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I need to get back to the wall. I need to prepare for this invasion and the army should be arriving any time now.”  
 
      
 
    “I want to go with you,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “No. I will take you to an underground bunker, and you will stay there until I come for you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “If you do that, I will only leave after you leave,” she said stubbornly. I knew that she was not lying. She would do something like that. At least if I took her with me to the wall, I could keep an eye on her and protect her. 
 
      
 
    “Fine, get dressed,” I said as I got up and pulled on my trousers and boots. Then there was a loud banging on the door. She looked at me terrified. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think it is the drone?”  
 
      
 
    “My king!” Jex shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It is just Jex,” I said walking to the main room of the lab and opening the door. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?”  
 
      
 
    “Azlo is in sight. Our army is coming,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I smiled. “Good. Radio to him to have the ships land inside the village near the wall. Then all dragon shifters should take position on the wall except for the ship pilots should remain with the ship. I am coming to the wall now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Roger,” he said. Then he flew away. I turned to see Vanessa behind me fully dressed. 
 
      
 
    “Your army is here?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I want you to come see,” I said feeling arrogant. She was finally going to see the army that she did not believe I had. It was going to be bittersweet. 
 
      
 
    “I am ready,” she said. We both walked out of the lab, and I picked her up, scooping her into my arms. Her scent was distracting. I moaned having her this close to me. I had to focus. I flew with her onto the wall near the post with Marcus. In the distance, I could see the ships of my army. 
 
      
 
    “There. See,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes grew wide. “My God. There are so many ships,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “And they are all filled with dragons,” I said proudly. 
 
      
 
    We watched as the ships flew over the wall. They landed inside the village. She watched as the ship doors opened and out flew many Veruka weredragons. They flew high into the sky, circling around the village. They all took strategic positions. They lined up on top of the wall all the way around it. Some flew outside of the walls, taking in the land. Others flew over the village. They all knew what to do. 
 
      
 
    “This is incredible. I am sorry that I ever doubted you, Karik. I see now that you were not lying. I was wrong. I was very wrong. Can you forgive me?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes. Of course. You were only being cautious. I do not blame you. But as you can see, I do have an army, a great army. And this is only part of it. The majority of my forces stayed on my planet. This is just the army that traveled with me to Earth,” I said proud of my troops. 
 
      
 
    "That is a great army indeed. It is beautiful. I have no doubt that we can defeat the Clenok cyborgs now,” she said. 
 
      
 
    "My king!” Azlo said as he landed next to me with General Razook. 
 
      
 
    “It is good to see you both,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We are ready for battle, sir. We have a report. We saw the cyborg army headed this direction. They are no longer at the base camp that they were at. They have made movement and are going around the mountain ridge.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the report. Have everyone prepare for the invasion. The electric fence is hot and ready. Those that don't fry on the fence, we shall shoot them from this vantage point,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” he said to me. 
 
      
 
    We took shifts waiting for the battle to begin. We had a good six hours before the Clenok cyborgs came into view. Then, they surprised us. They were not only coming from the area of the mountains, but they were coming from the west near the lake. Suddenly it was a full-on cyborg invasion from two sides. I took the west side of the wall, ordering my dragons there. General Razook and Azlo had the side of the wall with the mountains. I watched as Clenok cyborgs ran directly into the fences, one hundred at a time. 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing? They are just flinging themselves onto the fence and frying,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “I think they are testing the fences. Or they are trying to short out the current. They can sacrifice as many as they like to do this. They are machines,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Launch fire attack!”  I shouted. 
 
      
 
    One hundred weredragons took flight. They flew in a line side-by-side, shooting fire from their mouths at the Clenok cyborgs nearest the wall. The fire melted the Clenok cyborgs where they stood. 
 
      
 
    “That is amazing. It is working,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “We have sight of the keddle, my king. It is on the side of the wall. We are trying to take it out,” Azlo radio that to me. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Do what you can,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “The keddle. If the Keddle can be taken out, then it will stop all of the Clenok cyborgs,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “That is the idea. But all the firepower might not be able to get through that metal shelf. We are going to hit it with all we can, as many bombs as we can.”  
 
      
 
    I looked up into the sky. We had our ships flying in the air, shooting bombs at the Clenok cyborgs and gunfire. Dragons were flying in the air, shooting fire and gun blasts. Defenses were working, including the electrified fence. But the Clenok cyborgs just kept coming and coming. They came in waves and there seemed to be so many of them. The camp of five hundred was only a fraction of the cyborg army that we were up against her now. They seem to be ten thousand strong, if not more. They were beginning to surround us. 
 
      
 
    “What is going to happen if they short out the fence?” Vanessa asked. 
 
      
 
    “Then it won't be long before they scale the wall. They will just pile on top of each other, creating a ladder. The others will climb the piles, and then they will breach the walls. It will be hand to hand combat,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That does not sound good. I think the fence is weakening. I think the electricity is going down,” she said looking down at the wall. 
 
      
 
    I looked at what she was looking at. I did notice that it was weaker. 
 
      
 
    “I think you are right.”  
 
      
 
    “I need to get to my house,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Are you insane? You want to go home now?” I said confused by her request. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. There is something there that I think might help. I need to get to my basement now before the fence fails.” 
 
      
 
    “No. It is too dangerous. I am not letting you go. I am not letting you out of my sight, not again,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am going with or without you. You can either fly me there, and we can be back in no time at all, or you can let me climb down from here and run to my house,” she said putting her hands on her hips. 
 
      
 
    “Those are my choices? Why do you have to be so stubborn?” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “You can call it stubborn. I call it strong,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. I will take you to your house. But we will not linger. I need to be here on this wall,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “I am ready,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I put my arms around her petite body and scooped her up. I held her against my chest. 
 
      
 
    “I will return in ten minutes or less,” I told my lieutenant. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    I flew off of the wall in the direction of her home. I flew low along the tree line in the village so that we were not at the same height as my ships. I moved fast. We got to her home in less than sixty seconds. I put her down on the porch. 
 
      
 
    “We are here. What is so important?” I said. She opened the door and ran inside. I ran after her. We descended the stairs to her basement. 
 
      
 
    “A virus. That is what is important,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “A virus? What do you mean? It is not wise to handle a virus. You could get many humans sick, possibly even my weredragons,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She chuckled a bit. “Not that kind of virus. This is a computer virus,” she said, opening a drawer and pulling out a small computer stick. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  
 
      
 
    “I made it myself. I have been studying computer code for a long time. I created a virus. I think that it can bring down the keddle,” she said. 
 
      
 
    "Think? You are not sure?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am not sure. But after being hooked up to the keddle, I think that it will work. I have a feeling. I think that if I plug this into its console, then it will inject the virus and debilitate the keddle.” 
 
      
 
    “Whoa, whoa, stop right there. If you plug it in? You are not getting anywhere near that thing. Have you lost your mind? I only just rescued you from it not too long ago. Now you want to go back? There's no way in hell,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It might be our only chance. You saw the fence out there. Your army is spectacular. But we are outnumbered. It is obvious, is it not?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes outnumbered, but they are machines. We will just double our efforts. I do not need you to be putting yourself in this crazy danger.”  
 
      
 
    “I know it will work. But I can't do it without you. I can't exactly walk out there. I need you to fly me to that keddle,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Say that I get you near that thing. How will you get inside of it to plug it in?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It will open for me. It will just think that I have returned and it is going to continue running the same test that it was running on me before. Then I can plug it in. Then I need to get out of there,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That is a very bold plan. But I can't let you do it. I am sorry, I just can't. Now come on; we are going back to the wall,” I said, getting to the bottom of the stairs. 
 
      
 
    She talked the computer stick into her pocket. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. But promise me if the fence goes down that we will try this plan of mine?”  
 
      
 
    “I promise. But it is not going to go down. We will be victorious,” I said. 
 
      
 
    We walk together at the stairs and back out onto the porch. I picked her up into my arms and we flew back to my command post. 
 
      
 
    The fence was still electrified and frying Clenok cyborgs as they threw themselves at it. But they were piling up. It was a complete onslaught of machines. They just kept coming and coming from both directions. I was glad that they could not fly. Otherwise, we would not be able to hold them. 
 
      
 
    "Get me a report from the other side,” I said to my lieutenant. 
 
      
 
    He nodded and radioed into his armband and got me a status report. I listened in. I looked at Vanessa. She looked like she was very worried about the progress. I did not want to let her down. And I definitely did not want her going down onto the battlefield to find this keddle. I would not risk losing her again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 18 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood on the wall watching the king direct his army. I loved watching him. It turned me on. I should not be aroused during a battle like this, but I could not help it. He was in his element. Seeing him in dragon form made my mouth water. I was glad that I was able to be with him again. It was bittersweet considering it could be the last time that I was ever with him. Watching him, I wanted to burn his memory into my mind and keep it there forever. He was such a beautiful specimen to watch. He was tall and commanding. He was very dominant, and every one of his weredragon soldiers obeyed him and hung on his every word.  
 
      
 
    Then a noise brought me out of my fantasy of staring at the king. It was a loud boom. We all looked down over the wall just in time to see a large group of Clenok cyborgs throwing themselves into the electric fence. The electricity burned a bright blue, causing the explosion. Then it died. Suddenly Clenok cyborgs that were at the fence were not getting burned. 
 
      
 
    “It's down! The fence is down!” I heard shouts. 
 
      
 
    "Try to get it back up!” another shouted. 
 
      
 
    There was complete chaos on top of the wall. Dragons and humans were running around trying to adapt to this new reality. I looked at Karik. He looked at me and frowned. 
 
      
 
    “You promised,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I know. But just give it a chance. Maybe the fence will come back on. Give it one minute,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Dragons, full fire assault,” he said into his armband. I watched as a large group of dragons flew off of the wall directly down to the group of Clenok cyborgs and shot fire at them, melting them. Then they swooped up into the sky and came back around and did it again. It was good. It was holding back the very front line of the Clenok cyborgs, but there were thousands behind them. It wasn't going to be enough. I knew that the keddle was on the other side of the wall. I needed to get there. I needed to see if it was with that group. 
 
      
 
    “Karik…” I said. 
 
      
 
    He growled. He was pissed. 
 
      
 
    “A promise is a promise,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Lieutenant! Take over. Keep the front line of Clenok cyborgs away from the wall. We are going after the keddle. We are going after the source,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Karik scooped me up into his strong arms. Then he flew across the village to the other side of the wall. He landed on top of it. 
 
      
 
    “We are not going in there without a strategy,” he said to me. 
 
      
 
    “Fine. First, we need to locate the keddle,” I said peering down into the battle below. 
 
      
 
    “Azlo, Jex,” he said into his armband. Within seconds, Jex and Azlo were standing beside him. Then I saw it. I saw the keddle. It was at the very back of the army of Clenok cyborgs. We would have to cross the entire army in order to get to it. I felt discouraged. 
 
      
 
    “She wants to do what?” Azlo shouted. I turned to them. All three of them were looking at me like I was insane. Maybe I was. 
 
      
 
    “I can do it. But I need you to get me there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It is madness,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, but so is all of this. Now that the fence is down, how much longer do you think it will be before the Clenok cyborgs are breaching the wall? We need to do it now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “She is just as stubborn as you, my king,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. A perfect match. But extremely frustrating. We are doing this. We need a plan,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “I found the keddle. It is in the very back of the army. Look,” I said directing them in the direction to look. Finally, they saw it. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should take a ship. Let us go off in the opposite direction and go around. It is smarter than flying directly overhead. We will go in the opposite direction and make a big loop and come up on the rear of the army. Then we will land the ship and fly with wings to the keddle. The three of us will give Vanessa cover while she does her work,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “I am with you,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “I am with you as well. Let's do it,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this? Tell us how to do it, and we will go do it for you,” Karik said grabbing my hand. 
 
      
 
    “No, it has to be me. The keddle will not open for you. I have a feeling it will open for me because I have already been connected to it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I can't believe we are going to do this. Let's get going then. The longer I think about it, the more I won't want to do it,” Karik said. 
 
      
 
    “King, I have a ship standing by. A small but fast speeder,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “Perfect; lead the way,” Karik said as he scooped me up into his arms and flew down into the village following the other two soldiers. 
 
      
 
    We landed in front of a small white ship. I had never seen a spaceship up close before. It was spectacular. The door opened, and I stepped inside. Everything was a stark white. There were flashing lights all over the place. 
 
      
 
    “Buckle in. It is going to be a bumpy ride,” Karik said to me. I strapped myself in in the back of the ship. The rest went to the front of the ship. Soon we were off the ground and flying chaotically in the air. This was it. I was really going to do this. I had to find all of my courage. 
 
      
 
    “We are almost there. We are coming around the back of the army,” Karik shouted over his shoulder to me. He was piloting the ship. Was there anything that he could not do? He was a king. He was a soldier. He was a magnificent lover. He was a dragon shifter. He was amazing at almost everything he did. He was my rescuer. 
 
      
 
    Boom!  
 
      
 
    The ship both jolted! There was a flash of light. Then I felt the sensation of falling. I could barely open my eyes. I was falling, falling, falling. Boom! I hit the ground hard. I open my eyes. I was still strapped into my seat. I realized then that the ship had been blown apart in the air. I was in the back part of the ship, and it had hit the ground. I was in shock. I could hear a loud piercing ringing in my ears. I shook my head back-and-forth, trying to figure out what had happened. I unbuckled my belt and fell out of the seat onto the grass. I quietly and carefully walked around the ship. I felt into my pocket. The drive was still there. I was relieved. 
 
      
 
    “Karik?” I whispered. “Jex, Azlo,” I whispered. I didn't want to shout. I would just alert Clenok cyborgs to my presence. I could not see the rest of the ship. My heart felt like it was going to explode as I realize that perhaps they did not survive. It would be all my fault. An entire race would have lost their king because of me. I had to make this count. I had to get to that keddle no matter what. Everything relied on it. I would not let the death of these dragons be for nothing. Especially the one that I loved so dearly.  
 
      
 
    I walked in the direction of chaos and noise. I knew it was the cyborg army. It was complete suicide for me to walk in that direction. But I had to find the keddle. I snuck around in the brush, and as I got closer, I got on my belly crawling forward like a soldier. Then I stopped and looked around. I could see it. I could see the keddle. It was not guarded. I thought that was surprising. But there were so many Clenok cyborgs in front of it between it and the village they were not expecting to be attacked from behind. I stood up quietly, trying to not make any noise. Then I calmly walked toward it. I knew that if I ran, it would be too obvious and it would cause Clenok cyborgs to look in my direction. 
 
      
 
    I walked looking directly at it. Then a cyborg stepped in front of me. I stopped. It raised its gun at me but did not fire. I held my breath. Maybe it was computing that I was the one hooked up to the keddle earlier. Maybe it had no sense of time and thought no time had passed at all, and it would hook me up to the keddle again. 
 
      
 
    Then the cyborg was lifted into the air. The gun was pulled from its arm. I looked up to see Karik pulling the cyborg away from me. I smiled. He was alive. I was happy. But I could not savor this moment Long. The Clenok cyborgs would've noticed one of their own in trouble. I continue to walk straight to the keddle. I went to the side that opened, and I put my hand on it.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly it opened. The hydraulics are allowed. I could feel Clenok cyborgs turning toward me. I acted calmly, like this was normal. The keddle opened, and I took the seat that I had taken before.  
 
      
 
    I sat down and pulled the drive from my pocket. I knew exactly where I was going to put it. I saw a cyborg walking toward me. It did not have a gun in his hand, and I knew that it was going to hook me up to the keddle. I had to be quick. I plunged the drive into a port. The light on the drive began to blink. I looked at the screen and saw the code that I had written flashing on the screen. It was taking the virus. I guess it thought that it was hooked up to my arm and it was willingly absorbing the information. 
 
      
 
    The cyborg continued to walk toward me. I didn't know what it was going to do when I realize that I was not plugged in. The needle was close to my arm, but it was not inside of me. But I couldn't move. If I took off running, then the keddle would know that it was not connected to me and that it was somehow getting information from something. It would reject it. I couldn't let that happen. The cyborg started a couple of yards in front of me. It was looking directly at me. The head turned to the screen. The sound of the mechanical head was frightening. Then it turned and looked at my arm. It was processing. Any second it was going to figure it out. I held my breath. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 19 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    The ship exploded into pieces. We had been hit. All I could think about was Vanessa. I hit the ground hard inside of the piece of the ship that I was in. I could hear growling. I unstrapped myself and got to my feet. 
 
      
 
    “Vanessa?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is just me,” I heard Azlo say. I quickly moved around the back of the ship that I was strapped in. He was strapped into another part of the ship. I quickly unbuckled the belt and helped him to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Are you hurt?” I asked, looking at him in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “No, I just got the wind knocked out of me,” he said as he put his hands on his knees and took a minute. 
 
      
 
    “Did you see Vanessa or Jex?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “No. I didn't see anything. It was just a flash of light. I didn't even know what happened until I looked around a second ago lying here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “All right. I am going to fly straight up keeping with the tree canopy to see what I can see. You stay right here and stand guard. Whistle if you see any Clenok cyborgs in our direction,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Got it,” he said standing straight up and scanning the area. I flew straight up. I could see another piece of the ship; we had to get to it. I flew back down to the ground. 
 
      
 
    "To our right between those trees. There is another piece of the ship. Let's go quietly. If you see a cyborg use, fire first. We do not want gunshots going off to warn other Clenok cyborgs of our presence,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. Fire first,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We quietly made our way to the other piece of the ship. Jex was strapped into it, and he was unconscious. 
 
      
 
    “Is he dead?” Azlo asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, he is just unconscious.” I lightly slapped Jex on the cheek over and over. His eyes slowly opened. 
 
      
 
    “We were shot down. Be very quiet. We are in enemy territory surrounded,” I said. He nodded his head yes. Azlo helped me get him out of the ship. Jex stood on his feet, getting his bearings back. I looked around but could not see the other piece of the ship. I hoped that she survived. I could not be without her. Not now. I would blame myself for allowing her to talk me into this foolish mission. Then I saw her. I couldn't believe it. 
 
      
 
    “Will you look at that,” I whispered pointing in her direction. Jex and Azlo both looked. We watched as she calmly walked toward the keddle. There were Clenok cyborgs near her, but because she was going so slowly and calmly, they did not detect her presence. 
 
      
 
    “Damn. She's got more balls than all of us,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “It's courage or stupidity,” I said feeling angry that she was being so careless. But also feeling extremely proud that she was so courageous, brave, and alive. My mouth watered for her. 
 
      
 
    "The mission has not changed. We must give her a cover. Azlo how do you feel?”  
 
      
 
    “I am good.”  
 
      
 
    “Good. I want you to fly up to the top of this tree. You are the sniper. If any try to shoot her or any of us, take them out. But as a last resort. We do not want to alert them to our presence,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “Jex, you will stay on the ground. I want you to go around to the right. Use fire first if you can. I am going to fly directly over her. I'm going to pick them off from the air if they come near her. Make sure that she and I are clear of your firing,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We understand,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Good, go,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I saw a cyborg going toward Vanessa. I am mediately flew into the air and over. I grabbed the cyborg just as it was about to aim its gun at her. I picked it up into the air and broke it. She looked up at me. Then she continued on her mission. I carried the cyborg to the brush and quietly dropped it. Then I flew back over her and watched her from up high. She was sitting inside the keddle just as she was before when I rescued her. I could see that she had plugged in something. This was good. It was going well. I looked at Azlo and Jex in position. Maybe we were going to get away with this. I hoped that this virus worked. 
 
      
 
    Then I noticed a cyborg standing directly in front of her a few yards out. It's seemed to be locked onto her. Then it began to take steps toward her. What should I do? I didn't want to fire at it. I didn't want the keddle to close with her inside of it. I noticed the cyborg look to the left and then the right. Then it picked up its gun, aiming at her. But then it lowered the gun. I think it realized that shooting at her meant shooting at the keddle. This was a good thing. I was relieved. But I needed to buy her some time and get her out of there. I could no longer be quiet. This cyborg was going to be on her in no time. 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you,” I said to the cyborg as I landed beside the keddle. It looked at me. Then it walked toward me, aiming its gun. I went directly behind the keddle. It followed. It couldn't shoot at the keddle: I had already learned that. As soon as it got around the corner, I was ready with fire in my belly. I opened my mouth and shot fire at it. It melted. 
 
      
 
    But this must have alerted something inside the keddle. I could hear the hydraulics go into action and it slowly began to close. I went around the corner just in time to see Vanessa running out of it. I moved into action. I grabbed her and flew in the direction of my soldiers. 
 
      
 
    “Go, go,” I said to them through my radio. We flew in the direction that we had come from around the back. “Keep it low. They shot us down, so they have guns on the side. Stay inside the tree canopy,” I whispered. “Move fast. Be a blur,” I said to them. 
 
      
 
    Soon we were out of range. I landed on a large outcropping of rock on a cliffside. I put Vanessa down on her feet. Jex and Azlo landed beside me. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all right? Are you hurt?” I asked scanning her body. 
 
      
 
    “I am fine. Are you hurt? What about the rest of you? I thought that I had lost you. The ship was shot down,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it was. We are all very lucky. What about the virus?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I got it in there. It was uploading. But then it started to close. I had to get out of there, but I left the virus in the port. Hopefully, it is still going,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Good.”  
 
      
 
    “Vanessa, you've got some balls on you. We saw you walking calmly toward the keddle like it was nothing. You are one courageous human female,” Azlo said to her.  
 
      
 
    “I don't think I have ever seen anything like that. You are amazing,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” she said. “We should get out of here,”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, let's go. Take the exact same route we took in the ship. Headed back to the wall. Hopefully, it has not fallen,” I said. 
 
      
 
    We flew off of the cliff and rounded through the back of the area. It was the same way that we had gone, opposite of the battle. Soon we could hear the gunfire and the sounds of battle. I landed on the perimeter wall. So far, the Clenok cyborgs had not breached even though the electricity was out. But they were slowly piling up. I put Vanessa down on her feet, and Jex and Azlo landed next to us. 
 
      
 
    “I don't get it. It does not seem to have worked,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “It was a good mission. We did good,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    "But look. They are piling on top of each other against the wall. It won't be long before it is a ladder,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “My king. The opposite side of the wall is a mess. We are holding them off as best as we could but there are piles and piles of Clenok cyborgs, and they are going to breach the wall within ten minutes. What should we do?” my lieutenant said to me over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “I am on my way. Prepare bombings,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, if you bombed the wall, it could crack. It could come crumbling down,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “We might not have another choice,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe the virus is delayed. Just hold them off a little longer,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I need to go take a look at that side of the wall. Stay here with Jex and Azlo. It is too dangerous on the other side,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Like hell. I am going with you,” she said. I knew not to fight. There was no use. She had already proven herself brave and stubborn. 
 
      
 
    “What am I going to do with you?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are going to make love to me over and over when this is done,” she said playfully. I admired her for her playfulness in such a crazy time. It made me laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I can promise I will. Let's go check it out,” I said. I picked her up and flew to the other side of the wall. It was dire circumstances when we got there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 20 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    “I don't think I can wait any longer. We are going to have to bomb this pile of Clenok cyborgs that are building up,” Karik said. He was right. There were so many of them and it wouldn't be long before they breached the wall. It was frightening. But I was worried that the bombs would destroy this part of the wall and make us even more vulnerable. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, I guess you are right. It is not going to work. I guess you have to do what you have to do,” I said to him. He squeezed my hand and looked into my eyes. I know that he didn't like to do this, but it was required. 
 
      
 
    “Look! Look!” I heard someone shout. 
 
      
 
    We both turned to see the Clenok cyborgs shutting down. The red glow in their eyes went away. They fell over. They fell on top of each other. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. I don't believe it. It is working. The virus is working!” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You did it. Vanessa, you did it, you genius,” Karik said, pulling me to him. 
 
      
 
    “This is the most wonderful sight I have ever seen,” I said watching the Clenok cyborgs fall. 
 
      
 
    There was loud and shouts of celebration and victory. Karik pressed his lips against mine for a brief kiss. I wanted to kiss him longer. But I also wanted to watch this victory happen. I had done this. I was proud of myself. Sure, I needed the help of a dragon alien, but I was the one that came up with the idea and did what I needed to do in order to put it inside the keddle. 
 
      
 
    We looked out at the fields of battle. It was a cyborg cemetery. Karik flew me to the other side of the wall. It was the same thing. Clenok cyborgs were turned off all over the place. I could see the keddle. It was open. It was not moving. There were no blinking lights inside of it. 
 
      
 
    “All right, dragons! Listen! I want to set these motherfuckers on fire. Let's make sure they cannot power up again. Go at your own leisure,” Karik said into his armband. With whoops and hollers, the dragons swooped down onto the battlefield, lighting the cyborg corpses on fire. 
 
      
 
    “Take me to the keddle,” I said. He picked me up and flew me back to the keddle. It was completely shut off. 
 
      
 
    “I am not going to remove the virus stick. What if I do and it comes back online? It is best that I leave it there. But I wanted to get a better look at this. What I wouldn't give for a camera to take photographs of this inside,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I can take care of that for you,” Karik said. He grabbed my hand and pulled me away from the keddle. Then he picked up his arm and into his armband onto it. A red laser light scanned over the entire inside of the keddle. “This is better than a photograph. It will record all kinds of images and information. You can study it. We can study it. You have already come up with a way to stop the keddle. Maybe we can get this all over the Earth to help bring them down,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That would be amazing. I have the virus at home so I do not need that stick. After we are done recording this information, this keddle should be set on fire as soon as possible,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I got that covered too,” he said. 
 
      
 
    When he was done recording the inside of the machine, he grabbed my hand and pulled me away from it. And I watched as his belly filled with light. He opened his mouth and fire shot out of it. I had seen the other weredragons doing it, but I had not seen him do it. I was in complete awe of him. 
 
      
 
    The next day, all of the Clenok cyborgs were burned. Then they were transported to the nearest ocean and dropped into the deep. The saltwater would make sure their parts could never be used again. It was a sweet victory. Everyone was in celebration. I was exhausted. 
 
      
 
    Karik was out and about overseeing his army. I was in bed. I had slept a long time. It was noon. I had no desire to do anything but lay there. I was worn out. 
 
      
 
    “You look rested,” he said as he walked in. 
 
      
 
    “I do? I feel exhausted,” I said sitting up in bed. He walked in holding a tray. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it's because you need to eat something,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you are right,” I said as he put the tray in front of me. It was fresh fruit, scrambled eggs, and root vegetables. There was also a very strange dark liquid next to it. 
 
      
 
    “What is this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “That is nankaro. It is from my home planet. I believe you have something like it here called coffee. It is a pick-me-up drink,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I smiled a big smile. “That is amazing. It is the one thing I miss the most.” I took a sip of the strong hot drink. I could not believe how much it tasted like coffee. “This is perfect. I cannot wait for it to kick in,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it has quite a kick,” he said sitting in the bed next to me. I ate while he told me what was going on with the army outside. I enjoyed listening to him and his strategies. When I was done eating, he took the tray from me. I could feel the alien drink inside of me. I was not as exhausted as I was before.  
 
      
 
    “So I have a promise to keep to you, don't I?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You do?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I believe I am supposed to make love to you over and over again now that the battle and threat is over, for now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. I seem to recall something like that,” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Then let me refresh your memory,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He rolled on top of me. 
 
      
 
    He kissed me. Feeling his kiss was a mood changer. I felt happy as soon as he touched me. His warm body pressed against mine and I was immediately excited. I thought constantly about how he was an alien. He was a weredragon from another planet and it made me hot all over.  
 
      
 
    He kissed my neck and then kissed down my chest. Before I knew it, my nipple was in his mouth. It was warm. I pushed my fingers into his long black hair as he licked me and rolled his tongue around my hard nipple. Then he moved to my other breast and did the same. I already felt the moisture between my legs as I wiggled underneath him on the bed. I could feel his massive body pressing on me, and it made me feel safe and protected.  
 
      
 
    I felt the familiar touch of his hard, large cock pressing against my thigh. I wanted it inside of me right at that moment. But we had been through a lot, and we needed a long teasing session together. I was looking forward to it. Karik kissed down my chest to my belly. He licked my stomach up and down. I moaned. It felt so incredibly good to have his long tongue slowly setting my skin on fire.  
 
      
 
    He continued moving lower and lower. I held my breath in anticipation. He kissed the inside of my thigh, and then the other. He did this over and over again, never touching my wet, aching slit. He was doing this on purpose. He was teasing me. I sighed in frustration. He looked up at me and smiled. His eyes were glowing. He knew what he was doing. Then he continued kissing further down my legs. He was caressing and kissing my knees, then my calves, until he was massaging my feet in his hands. It felt luxurious. I loved every moment of it. But my loins were on fire and aching for his touch. I forced myself to not touch myself. Maybe that was what he wanted, but I wasn’t going to do it. Unless I turned the tables on him. I pulled my feet from his hands. 
 
      
 
    “A new game,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What new game?” he said furrowing his brows. 
 
      
 
    “You can watch, but you can’t touch,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think I like the sound of that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I placed my finger on my clit. It was sweet relief to be able to touch myself and release some of the tension building up there. He sucked in a sharp breath of air. “Motherfucker.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled. I was enjoying this. I laid down on the bed and opened my thighs wide and raised my feet in the air. I continued touching myself, plunging a finger inside of me. I moaned and squirmed at my own touch. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. This game is torture. I want to be the one to do that to you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No. You can only watch. That is the game,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    He bit his lip. He watched me intently. I had to admit that I liked putting on this show for him. I felt extremely desirable. I would recommend this game to anyone. It will sure get their attention and make you feel like the sexiest woman alive while they watch and enjoy the bittersweet torture. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t take it anymore. I need to touch you or I will explode,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You can always touch yourself,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that allowed? I don’t know the rules of the game,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is allowed, and the only rule is that I make up the rules,” I whispered. He growled at my cockiness. He stood up and pulled off his weapons. Then he kicked off the boots. Then he dropped his pants. He was now naked standing at the foot of the bed watching me touch myself. He was moaning. He wrapped his hand around his hard shaft. Then he began to slowly stroke himself. Now the game was turned. I was the one watching him with extreme desire. Watching his touch himself was the hottest thing I had ever seen. I wanted him inside of me. I felt the pressure building up inside of me as I watched him. I couldn’t believe it. Watching him stroke himself was going to make me cum. I pressed harder on my clit and pushed it back and forth with my finger. I was groaning and moaning as I kept my eyes on him. “I’m going to cum,” I whispered right before I exploded into release. I closed my eyes and lowered my head onto the pillow. I was breathing hard. I had to catch my breath.  
 
      
 
    “Now can I touch you?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not yet,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    He growled a deep growl. The beast was getting anxious and irritated. I enjoyed pushing his buttons. I sat up on the bed and crawled to the foot of the bed like an animal on all fours.  
 
      
 
    “Damn, what are you doing to me, Vanessa? You are doing things that are driving me wild,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “New rule.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like your rules,” he said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “I can touch you, but you can’t touch me. Put your hands behind your head,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Err, this is torture,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “You will obey my orders King Karik,” I said in an angry tone. He smiled a gorgeous sideways smile. He picked up his hands and put them behind his head. I got on my knees in front of him. I licked his cock quickly. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck. You can’t do that. You are torturing and teasing me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him and smiled. I was having fun. Now that I had some tension release, I was able to play with him more and not be tortured like he was now. Then I placed the tip of him in my mouth and rolled my tongue around it. He was breathing hard as he watched. I worked my magic on him like I did in the forest. I moved my mouth back and forth on him. I licked him up and down like an ice-cream cone. I used my hands and my mouth together. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t take it anymore. I am going to explode. You have to stop, Vanessa. I can’t take it,” he said with a strained voice. I pulled myself away from him. I laid down on the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Okay, now you can touch me, but only with your tongue,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” he said. “I’ll take what I can get,” he said as he crawled onto the bed. He used his tongue to lick my ankles. He moved up my legs, and now we were where we had left off. He licked the inside of my thighs, but he was eager. He plunged his face into my slick wet center and licked me up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. Oh god!” I shouted as I ran my fingers through his hair and twisted it. I held on to it. He licked me slowly and then faster and faster. Finally, he moved up to my clit and concentrated all of his efforts on it. He used his tongue to flick it back and forth. I was on the verge. I was about to go wild.  
 
      
 
    “I am going to cum,” I said. Then he stopped. 
 
      
 
    “What? Why did you stop?” I asked confused by his actions and the headiness of the pulsing on the verge of exploding. 
 
      
 
    “How do you like it? How do you like being teased and tortured?” he said sitting back on his knees. 
 
      
 
    “No. Don’t. Please. Don’t stop, Karik,” I pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “Beg me. Beg me to lick you until you cum,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Please, Karik. King Karik, I beg you to make me cum. Lick me. Lick me please,” I begged. 
 
      
 
    “That’s more like it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to finish?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I could always do it myself,” I said moving my hand to my clit. 
 
      
 
    “No! Don’t you dare. I will do it,” he said grabbing my hand. He moved between my thighs again. He licked me fast and in the right spot. He was so demanding, and it had turned me on beyond belief. It was the dominant king that I had just witnessed, and I was intoxicated by it. The pulsing built up and felt like a heartbeat in my center. Then I exploded into orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck. Oh fuck,” I said as my thighs closed around his head. I was so sensitive. The fire moved within me. He was moaning loudly. He was drinking up my nectar, and I felt like I was losing consciousness. 
 
      
 
    “How does that feel?” he asked, very pleased with himself. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I can’t wait. I need to be inside of you again,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I want the dragon,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He arched a brow at me. “You do?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please. I want the dragon,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish, Vanessa,” he said as he got off the bed. He moved to the corner of the room where there were fewer furnishings. In a flash, he shifted right before my eyes, but too fast for me to see. I was even more turned on. His emerald wings spread out behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Come to me, my dragon king,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He walked toward me. Seeing him naked in dragon form was a treat. He was so strong and powerful. His chiseled abs and dragon scales were hard. I bit my lip as I looked at him. His thick muscular thighs were like trees. His large, stiff staff was sticking straight up, ready to claim me. I wanted to be claimed badly. I stood up on the bed. 
 
      
 
    He stood in front of me. I let my hands move over his strong physique just like I did the first time I saw him shift. It seemed long ago and yet I was still fascinated with feeling his alien body underneath my hands. 
 
      
 
    “Like what you feel, Vanessa?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. It is so beautiful. You are a beautiful beast,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are a beautiful human. I will claim you now. You have kept me waiting long enough, you sorceress,” he said.  
 
      
 
    He put his hands on my ass and picked me up. I wrapped my legs around his waist. My hands went around his neck, and I hung on to him. I did not know what he was going to do. I was eager to find out. Then his emerald green wings spread out behind him. He flapped them twice. I looked down. We were flying. 
 
      
 
    “Unbelievable,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “This way you can’t get away from me. I make the rules now,” he whispered as he buried his face against my neck and kissed me.  I moaned, enjoying the feeling. Then I felt my back against the wall. I looked to see that he had me pinned against the wall high up near the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    I was breathing heavy. This was the most erotic thing that had ever happened to me. I was with this alien weredragon, and he was flying with me naked and wrapped around him. I felt the tip of his cock pressing against me. I knew what was coming next.  
 
      
 
    Karik put his hands on my waist and picked me up and then lowered me onto his cock. “Fuck. Oh yes,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He growled. He pressed me down while he flew up and pushed his cock inside of me deeper. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” he whispered. “You feel so good.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t speak. I was in a state of frozen ecstasy where all I could do was moan and breath at what was happening. He moved his body up and down why holding me still. This was how he was moving in and out of me, and I was at a loss for words for how wild it was. I never thought I would experience something like this. Yet here I was, flying while this dragon made love to me. It was surreal.  
 
      
 
    I found myself on the verge again. How many times was I going to release? I felt like it was unstoppable. I couldn’t speak to warn him. I couldn’t get the words out in time. My body shivered and convulsed. I released on his cock. He growled as he realized what was happening. I dug my fingernails into his shoulders, trying to hold on as I lost all control. I felt weak again as he held me up. He could easily hold me up without any strain on his part. I was nothing to him, like a feather. He continued to pound me. I hung on for the ride. I don’t know how long we were up on that wall.  
 
      
 
    Then I felt him grow tense. His growling grew more intense. I knew him enough now to know that he was about to release. Then I felt his sticky juices flow through me. He pressed his head into my shoulder as he shuddered.  
 
      
 
    A few moments later, he flew back down to the floor. He pulled his long cock out of me. We looked at each other. I knew that I had just experienced something exceptional and that there was no turning back from this. I was his. I was his forever.  
 
      
 
    “That was…” I began to say. 
 
      
 
    “Incredible,” he finished my sentence. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know I was going to say that?” 
 
      
 
    “I just knew,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “It was incredible. Now I think I am worn out again,” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    He climbed onto the bed and pulled me down with him.  
 
      
 
    “Then let us lay here until you have your strength back. I feel amazing. I am in euphoria,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s lay here so I can get my strength back,” I said collapsing on top of his dragon-scaled chest. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, then we can go another round,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I lifted my head up and looked at him in shock. How could he possibly have the energy to go again? He had spent much more energy than I had because he was flying and holding me up. 
 
      
 
    “You are…” 
 
      
 
    “Amazing?” he said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to say ridiculous,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That would also be true. But don’t tell my soldiers. They need to respect me. No one can respect a silly king,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I do,” I said. I climbed him and placed a kiss on his cheek. Then I laid down on his chest again. He held me until I fell asleep for a small nap. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 22 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    I was a happy king. Not just because I was feeling the euphoria that I experienced when being with Vanessa, but because we had successfully helped the humans. It was true that Vanessa was the key to defeating the Clenok cyborgs. But she also needed us to help her in her mission. We were connected in that we needed each other in order to be successful. It seemed to make sense. It was part of what was going on between us. 
 
      
 
    Having victory sex with her was by far the best sex of my life. There was nothing to worry about. There was no cyborg threat on the horizon for now, and we could just relax and be with each other. There was no threat of someone walking in on us like there was in the forest the first time we were together. We could just relax and enjoy each other. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, I addressed my army. I had news. 
 
      
 
    “My soldiers! My Veruka! I have news for you. The humans of Haven Brook Village wish to extend an invitation to us. They want us to stay!”  
 
      
 
    There were cheers all around from both the humans and my troops. Everyone was happy. My dragons had proved themselves on the battlefield, and the humans were grateful. 
 
      
 
    “I have humbly accepted this invitation. There is much work ahead of us. But now we have a home. Now, together with the humans, we can help to defeat the enemy, the Clenok Clenok cyborgs. There are plenty of empty homes in this village. They are open to us. We will also build a military installation in an empty field. There is a lot of work to do, and I must congratulate you on a victory. As you know, Dr. Vanessa Lopez successfully implanted a virus inside the keddle. We are going to work on replicating that virus in getting it to armies across the world to help fight the good fight.”  
 
      
 
    There were cheers all around. I looked at Vanessa. I was very proud of her. I was proud that she was mine as well. We had decided to keep the blackness a secret for now. It would not do well to tell the humans that we were sick. We did not want them to think that they could get it from us. So my army had promised to keep it a secret. None of them were infected as of yet anyway. But if they did, we knew the cure. It would take some secret love connecting on our part, but it would be a better way of going about the solution. Judging from the human females that I met, many of them were eager to take on the task anyway.  
 
      
 
    There were two phases of this plan of occupying Haven Brook. But we thought it best to only tell them this first phase for now. The second phase would be happening in six months. But we weren't going to tell anyone until a month before. For now, we were going to concentrate on mixing our two races in peace and harmony. 
 
      
 
    I stepped off of the stage next to Vanessa. All were in celebration. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you've really done it now, haven't you? You have all these people fooled. I know what you're up to,” I heard a voice say. Dr. Bradley Douglas was beside me. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you died in the fight,” I said annoyed with him. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you would want that. I am surprised that you did not have one of your soldiers kill me and make it look like a cyborg incident,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I would not waste the energy of any of my soldiers for that. Now go bother someone else,” I said. I began to move away from him. He grabbed my arm to stop me. I turned to him and growled. He stepped back in fear. I wasn't going to let him bully me or Vanessa anymore. Then I heard a little trickle. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God,” I heard Vanessa say. I looked at her, and she was looking at his crotch. I looked. The man was pissing all over himself. I roared with laughter. I could not help myself. He ran off in the other direction. People were pointing at him as he did so. 
 
      
 
    “Well, that is very embarrassing for him,” I said 
 
      
 
    “He deserves it. Trust me,” Vanessa said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we should work on building you your own lab far away from the other one so that you don't have to work with him. This town could use more than one,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You would do that for me?” she said smiling a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely. I would do anything for you,” I said, pulling her to me. She gasped and looked around. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we shouldn't do this in public,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I think now is the perfect time to let everyone know that I love you,” I said as I pulled her to me and placed a kiss on her mouth. She kissed me back. Suddenly I could hear whispers around us. Some people were approving others were disapproving, as it always was. People were always divided. But that was the way of things. If everyone was the same, it would be a boring Earth. I liked it just the way it was. 
 
      
 
    Her arms went up around my neck, and I knew that she was accepting this new position as the human female lover of a Veruka king. I was glad. I wanted her to be comfortable. I wanted everyone to know that it was all right to be with a Veruka. This was going to open the doors for many happy encounters between humans and the Veruka and save so many lives. 
 
      
 
    A month later, Vanessa had successfully replicated the virus. We had stored it on many jump drives. We now had a new mission: to spread the word about this to as many human camps as we could. We knew it was possible that the Clenok cyborgs would eventually learn to not be affected by this virus. So we needed to act fast. I knew exactly what I needed to do. 
 
      
 
    “Azlo, Jex, I leave this in your hands. Each of you will go separate ways with a group of soldiers. You will take a couple of humans with you. The brave that have volunteered to go. You must watch after them. They are the key to getting inside these camps. As you know, it is hard when we show up alone. But if we show up with humans to explain, more humans would be likely to listen to what we had to say. You have a mission to take this virus to as many camps as you can. We trust you with this mission, and I know that you will make me proud. You are my most trusted confidant,” I said to them as we sat around a table. 
 
      
 
    “I will not let you down, my king. I am excited to go on this adventure,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “As am I,” Jex said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Then you shall be on your way in a week. You will be given coordinates of the human camps that Haven Brook knows of. That should be helpful to you. But it is a very dangerous mission. You should fly the ship as high as possible in the atmosphere until you reach your destination. It is the best way,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I will start preparations as soon as we are dismissed,” Azlo said. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, you are dismissed,” I said. 
 
      
 
    They both left the table and went to work. I was excited that they would be going on their own journeys. I knew they would be a success. They always were when they journeyed across galaxies for me. This would be no different. They would show the humans how to use the virus. But it was another matter altogether if they would be able to upload it. We knew that it was a tricky situation altogether. Vanessa was key to doing it because she had already been hooked up to the keddle. Maybe humans in other parts of the Earth had the same experience that she did. But if they did, would they be brave enough to do what she did? Only time would tell. 
 
      
 
    After my meeting with my soldiers, I went to meet with Vanessa. We had come up with plans of our own. Time was passing quickly now that I was with her. I was in a state of extreme happiness almost every morning. I had the great privilege of being able to mate with her. She had allowed me to claim her as my own. It was exactly what I needed. 
 
      
 
    But we had plans, and they were secret plans kept from the humans. I had only told Azlo and Jex. No one else would know until one month before we were putting it into action. The plan was that I was to go back to Tivoso. Vanessa would be joining me on the journey. I was going to leave my army in Haven Brook with the exception of a small squad of soldiers that would travel with me. It was essential. The king was never to travel alone. One never knew what kind of violence you would find in space on a journey across the galaxies.  
 
      
 
    We were going to invite a couple of human females along. It was their choice to go. But we did hope that we could find a few human females that would eventually allow a Veruka weredragon to claim them. Specifically, those that were infected with the blackness on my home planet. It was the best that we could do for now. But it was also the reason I had Azlo and Jex seeking out the other human colonies. Perhaps in exchange for defending them and sharing the virus, more human females would want to allow the claiming of a Veruka.  
 
      
 
    So Vanessa and I were preparing for a journey back to my planet. We were only going to stay on Tivoso for six months. We were going to rally more of my army and bring them back to Earth. Especially those that were sick with the blackness. They would have a better chance of claiming a human female on Earth. Vanessa was eager to go. She had never been in space, and she wanted to see my planet. I wanted her to see it. I wanted her to know my kingdom. I was very excited about all of it. Time was going by quickly. But there was one thing that we absolutely had to do before we left Earth. But I had to ask her first. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 23 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
    I was very excited when Karik told me his plans to return to his planet. He wanted me to go with him. I, of course, said yes immediately. It wasn’t every day you got invited on a space adventure. I could not wait to see what space looked like and also to see his planet.  
 
      
 
    The months were passing quickly, and Azlo and Jex had left us to spread news of the virus that I had created. I really hope that it helped to bring down some keddle across the Earth. Eventually, the machines would figure it out, but right now it would let us get ahead. Especially because Karik planned to return to Earth with a bigger army. The prospect of getting our planet back from the Clenok cyborgs was very exciting. 
 
      
 
    I walked into my lab. It was my very own lab. Karik had his engineers build it for me. It only took them a week with their advanced technology. I was very excited to not to be sharing my lab with Dr. Bradley Douglas. I hardly saw him anymore after the incident that we had. He stayed out of my way. I was spending time with a student teaching her everything that I knew. Of course, I knew it was because I would be gone for about seven to eight months and I would need someone filling in for me while I was gone. But she did not know this. I did not want to make her nervous. 
 
      
 
    “How is your day going?” I heard a familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    “It is going well. I am very happy. The lab is beautiful,” I said to Karik. He came up to me and gave me a kiss and put his arms around me. I kissed him back. I was happy to be in his arms every time it happened. 
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if you have time for a break. If not now, then maybe in a couple of hours?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I can take a break now,” I said smiling at him. 
 
      
 
    “Terrific,” he said.” Come with me outside.”  
 
      
 
    I looked at him suspiciously. What was he up to? I followed him outside and locked the lab. He stepped away from me and shifted into dragon form. I would never get tired of watching him do it. It was fascinating. It was sexy.  
 
      
 
    Then he scooped me up into his arms. I squealed with joy. He took off into the air and flew around the village. There were other weredragons flying around. This had become the normal sight in the village ever since the battle. The humans were embracing the weredragons now that they had proven they were essential at protecting the wall. The humans showed great gratitude and almost everyone was fascinated by our new allies. They loved watching the weredragons shift. They loved watching them fly around the sky. I didn't blame them. I was just as fascinated. But we had also been a village that was very bored for a long time living in a place where we were just surviving and not really living. The Veruka brought new life. It was like a whole new village. And a military installation was built in a field inside the walls. There was a lot going on. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we going?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I hope it is someplace that you will like very much. It is outside the walls,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Don't worry. I have scouts posted in every direction. They will notify me if there is any activity at all in the way of Clenok cyborgs.”  
 
      
 
    “All right. I will go,” I said feeling scared but also excited to leave the perimeter walls. 
 
      
 
    “It is only a few miles outside the wall, and with my speed, we will be there in less than five minutes,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Then full speed ahead,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. Then he took off very fast. I couldn't see anything passing us by. It was just a blur. It was so fast that the wind was actually harsh on my face. I tucked my face into his chest. I enjoyed being there. It was an excuse to be close to him. 
 
      
 
    Then he slowed down. What I saw took my breath away. It was a beautiful lake. I had heard about it before. I had heard that people had ventured outside the walls every now and then during the summer to go swimming, but I always thought it was a myth. Now that I was seeing it, I was captivated. The water was crystal clear. There was a gray cliff on one side. The sun was beating down on the banks of the lake begging anyone to jump in. Karik landed next to it and put me down on my feet. 
 
      
 
    “This is beautiful. I love it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we could take a dip and cool off,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I do not have a swimsuit. I have not had one in years,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Swimsuit? You mean a suit for swimming?” he asked confused. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is exactly what it is. Though it is a lot less material than an entire suit,” I said laughing at him. 
 
      
 
    “We do not have such things on Tivoso. We swim completely naked. It is how it should be,” he said taking off his boots. I realized then that he wanted to skinny-dip with me. I was open to that. I took off my clothes while he did the same. Then we stood there naked. He put his arms around me and kissed me. I kissed him back. Then we stepped toward the water. He took my hand and together, we walked into the shallow water. It was cool and refreshing on my skin. 
 
      
 
    “This is wonderful,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I thought you might like it,” he said. Then he dove into the water. I dove after him. We swim around all afternoon. We played in the water. We laid down on the sandy bank soaking in the sun. It was a wonderful day. It reminded me of being on the beach before the Clenok cyborgs invaded. 
 
      
 
    I felt very happy. My body felt calm, and I felt good. I didn't think that it could get any better. But then it did. 
 
      
 
    I heard some commotion. I looked up to see Karik fumbling with his belt. He opened a small compartment. 
 
      
 
    “What is it? Did something come over the radio?” I said scanning the horizon. I felt a little panicked. We were still outside of the walls, and even though scouts had not reported Clenok cyborgs, they could easily sneak up on you. Especially if it was not a full army and just a band of Clenok cyborgs. 
 
      
 
    “No. Everything is great,” he said. He came to lay down next to me once more. He put his hand on my chest, rubbing up and down from my belly up to my breasts. 
 
      
 
    “That feels wonderful,” I said leaning back into the sand feeling relaxed once more. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know when else would feel wonderful?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “What?”  
 
      
 
    “If you would be my queen,” he said as he lifted a ring with an emerald to my eyes. I was frozen. Had he just asked me to marry him? 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean…”  
 
      
 
    “I want you to be my wife. Will you have me as your lifelong mate, Vanessa? Will you allow me to claim you? Will you be my one and only forever? Will you marry me?” he said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Yes, I will marry you,” I said as I sat up and give him a big hug. He slid the ring on my finger. 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful. I can't believe this. I was not expecting this at all,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I know. That is why I did it out here. I wanted to be somewhere special. In this beautiful place,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, it worked. This is a perfect proposal. We are lying here naked in the sun. There is nothing more perfect than that,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You make me happy. I am happy that you said yes. You are going to be queen of a planet. I hope you know that it is a big responsibility. I am not trying to frighten you; I am just being honest,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I think I am up for the challenge,” I said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have no doubt in your abilities. You are the smartest and most courageous human female I have ever met. I love you so much,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And I love you,” I said. He leaned down and kissed me. His hard body rolled on top of mine. I opened my thighs, letting him rest between them. We made love for an hour in the sun on the sand. It was a perfect day. I had been very happy, and it was only getting better and better. 
 
      
 
    Two days later, the news of my engagement to an alien weredragon had spread throughout the village. I had many human females asking me so many questions. I did not want to give them too much information, but I did make it very enticing to be in a relationship with a Veruka weredragon. 
 
      
 
    I finally had time to go to my lab. As I unlocked the door, I heard a familiar voice that I was not expecting to hear. It brought chills down my spine. 
 
      
 
    “I guess I should be congratulating you,” Dr. Bradley Douglas said. I turned around to face him. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I appreciate it. I am very happy,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I bet you are,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I rolled my eyes at him and turned it back to the door. 
 
      
 
    “In fact, I know exactly why you were very happy. I know a lot more than you think,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I turned back to him. I did not like the sound of this. “What do you mean by that?”  
 
      
 
    “I will tell you. But I am not going to tell you here. Meet me at my house in an hour, and I will show you the evidence,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No. Leave me alone,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You will, or I will tell everyone about the DNA,” he said. 
 
      
 
    My mouth fell open. How did he know? I was suddenly frightened. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is what I thought. And don't go running to your fiancé. That will only make things worse. Meet me in an hour and come alone,” he said. 
 
      
 
    He walked away. I opened the door to my lab and walked inside. I locked the door. I went to go find my old notebooks. I looked for the test results that I had run on Karik, as well as my results. I found them. I had the hardcopies. Did he really know what he was talking about or was he bluffing? Maybe he heard Azlo or Jex talking about it at some point. I didn't know what to think of it. I knew I should find Karik and tell him. But the more I thought about it, the more I thought that if I showed up with Karik, it would only make Dr. Bradley Douglas angrier. He wouldn't tell me then what he knew. No, I needed to find out exactly what he knew and then take action afterward. 
 
      
 
    One hour later, I was knocking on his door. He opened the door with a smug look on his face. I wanted to slap it off of him. 
 
      
 
    "Come in, Vanessa,” he said. I hated it when he called me Vanessa and not Dr. Lopez. I walked in. 
 
      
 
    “What is it? What do you want to tell me?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Would you like some water?”  
 
      
 
    “No. Get on with it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Why was he acting like this was a regular social call? I wanted to get in and get out. 
 
      
 
    “You don't have to be so mean. I am doing you a courtesy by telling you first before I go public,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you? Are you doing me a courtesy?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Come, I will show you,” he said walking into his living room. I followed him. He went to a desk and pulled out two long sheets of paper. I knew exactly what it was. It was the DNA test that I took of Karik. I looked at it. Which results were these? 
 
      
 
    “I thought it very interesting that this sheet showed both alien and human DNA,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you get this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “From the machine, of course. Did you not know that it saves results? After you were in the lab, I just went in and printed another set. You thought I didn't know what you were up to, but I knew. I knew there was more to it than just scientific fascination over this alien creature,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you want?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I thought it was very interesting that the first results show only alien DNA. After, the second results show human and alien. I thought it was very strange. Until I found your DNA results. Remember when I helped you set up the test to run on yourself? I had those results. I compared them. The human DNA that is in the alien DNA is yours. Do you want to tell me how that happened?”  
 
      
 
    “You can't figure it out yourself?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I have my theories. All of them are violent. I only know that the humans of Haven Brook are not going to like this. They are going to know that you and this so-called king have been hiding something. You have been hiding something very big. I don't know what it is, but I know that after I tell everyone, there will be paranoia and suspicion. It will drive these aliens out of here once and for all,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn't dare,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I could do you a favor and not say anything. But you would have to do me a favor in return,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I got a chill down my spine as soon as he said it. “What is that?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I think you know what I want. It is what I have always wanted from you,” he said as he moved over to me and pushed my hair out of my face. 
 
      
 
    I slapped his hand away. “Never. I would never do that with you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Not even to save your fiancé’s army? Not even to save the paranoia that is going to happen when I release this information?” he said. 
 
      
 
    I did not know what to do. Of course, I did not want to sleep with him. It was the most disgusting thing. But I did not want all of the progress that Karik had made to be unraveled. He was right. Releasing this information would cause paranoia. The humans would no longer trust the Veruka. It wouldn't be good. But I couldn't do it. I was feeling frightened and very confused. My heart was racing. I would have to figure out a way to deal with this another way. 
 
      
 
    “My answer is no. Now leave me alone. Do what you want with the information,” I said as I turned my back to him. I walked away. But I felt him grab the back of my dress. He yanked it so hard that it tore. He threw me down on the couch. Before I knew it, he was on top of me. I was screaming at the top of my lungs. 
 
      
 
    “Get off of me! Help! Get off of me!” I shouted over and over as I slapped and hit him. 
 
      
 
    “Stop. Just don't move. You want this, Vanessa. I know you do,” he said as he mauled me. 
 
      
 
    “No! I don't. Get the fuck off of me!” I said as I kicked him. He doubled over. I got to my feet and began to run toward the door. But I felt something grab me. He had his hand on my ankle, and I fell to the ground. I fell on my belly. I was terrified. I could feel him crawling out of my body. He was pushing my dress up to my waist. I wiggled and squirmed, trying to get away from him, but he had his entire body weight on top of me, holding me down. I was terrified. I closed my eyes and called out to Karik. I don't know why I did it. But it was all that I could think to do in the moment of desperation. I was terrified. There was no way in hell that I was going to let this happen. I was going to fight every second. 
 
      
 
    “Help! Someone help me!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” I heard a voice say. But it wasn't Karik. It was Jessica. She was standing in shock in the living room. Then I heard a loud boom. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 24 
 
    King Karik Korinth 
 
      
 
    I went to the lab to look for my fiancée, Vanessa. I was so happy that she had said yes to my proposal. She had made me extremely happy by having sex with me. Now she was going to make me even happier by being my queen. And I wanted her at my side always. 
 
      
 
    The lab was locked. I knocked on the door. There was no answer. I thought it was strange because she was supposed to be in the lab all day. I walked in the direction of our home. 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen Vanessa?” I asked her student that was on the way to the lab to meet her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I saw her walking earlier. She told me she was going to be late because Dr. Douglas had requested a meeting with her. I believe she went in the direction of his home.”  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said. I began to walk in that direction. But as I did, I had an overwhelming sense of fear. I wasn't scared of anything. It was coming from another source. I felt Vanessa. I could feel her fright. Something was wrong. That was obvious to me. I quickly shifted and flew directly toward the home of Dr. Bradley Douglas. As I flew overhead, I could hear her screaming. I bolted in a flash and boom kicked open the door. 
 
      
 
    I saw Vanessa facedown on the floor with the doctor on top of her. She was crying and within a split second I had him in the air and threw him against the wall. His head hit the mantle. He fell unconscious to the floor. I moved back to Vanessa. The woman Jessica was helping her. 
 
      
 
    “What happened? Are you all right?” Did he hurt you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He was trying to rape her. I was walking by and heard her screaming. I came in a split second before you did,” Jessica said. 
 
      
 
    “She's right. He was trying to rape me,” Vanessa said trembling. 
 
      
 
    “I will kill him,” I said looking back in his direction. 
 
      
 
    “I think it is already done,” Jessica said. Blood was coming out of his head. It seemed that I had hit him very hard when I threw him against the mantle. Vanessa looked in shock. 
 
      
 
    “Come, let's get you out of here. I will take you home,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I will go get help,” Jessica said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    I picked Vanessa up and flew back to our home. I put her in a hot bath. She was still shaken. 
 
      
 
    “I am so sorry that I was not there sooner,” I said feeling extreme regret. “I should have done away with that creep long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “It's all right. You came in time. Jessica came in time. A few more seconds and…” But she did not finish the sentence. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I know. He can never hurt you again,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “How did you know? How did you know where to find me?”  
 
      
 
    “I ran into your student, and she told me about your meeting with him. But then I had a feeling. I could sense that you were in trouble. I don't know how, but I knew.”  
 
      
 
    “That is fascinating,” she said, perking up. Her mind was working. Her scientific mind. 
 
      
 
    “What are you thinking?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It could be because we bonded. Our DNA is intertwined. Perhaps you can feel when I am feeling extreme emotion. Like extreme fear,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It certainly did feel that way. That is how I knew where to find you and to get to you quickly,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad that you did.” 
 
      
 
    “What were you doing there anyway?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    "He figured it out. Not all of it, but he figured out that my DNA bonded with yours. He was threatening to tell everyone. I came to find out exactly what he knew. Then he told me. He didn't know about the blackness. But he said that he was going to tell everyone unless I slept with him. Of course, I said no, and I tried to leave. That is when he attacked me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “The motherfucker. How dare he threaten you with something like that. It is nothing. It is nothing to worry about,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It isn't? I don't want everyone to grow suspicious if they were to find that out. We have worked so hard. You have worked so hard, coming across galaxies to find a cure for this illness that is killing your planet. If Haven Brook found out, it wouldn't be long before other villages did. And we need you. We need the Veruka to help fight the Clenok. It is important. I was very nervous that he knew. I was going to go find you to figure out how to deal with it.”  
 
      
 
    “I am glad that you did not let him bully you the way he has before. You are strong, Vanessa. You have proven that over and over. I am glad that you are mine. Do not worry about me and the well-being of the Veruka. I want you to always put yourself first. If the humans find out, we will figure it out. Until then, there is no point in worrying about it. I want you to be safe. I want you to be happy,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Will you just hold me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said as I took off my clothes and got into the hot bathtub with her. I sat behind her and then circled my body around her. She leaned back against my chest. I held her for the rest of the day. 
 
      
 
    The next day I was faced with questioning. I was lucky that Jessica had also been there. She gave testimony to the fact that it was self-defense. Even though Haven Brook did not have a justice system, people still wanted to know why one of their own was dead. I could understand that. Everyone understood what had happened and I was not held accountable. Truly, I did not mean to kill him even though I did hit him with such force, throwing him across the room. But I was not aiming for the mantle. It just happened. But I was getting rid of a predator in Haven Brook. Everyone seemed to be glad to know that he was no longer there. If he had done such a thing to Vanessa, then who would be next? 
 
      
 
    I was glad that he was gone. I did not want him around to terrorize the woman that I loved. Now things could go on as we had planned. I was going to make Vanessa my wife and my queen. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 25 
 
    Dr. Vanessa Lopez 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took me several weeks to feel normal again. It had me shaken up, more than being abducted by a drone and taken to the Clenok cyborgs. This was different. But many weeks passed, and I began to put it behind me. It helped that I had Karik at my side. He was absolutely wonderful. He was everything that I could ever ask for in a partner, even though he was not human. He was the best man that I had ever met. 
 
      
 
    I was more than happy to marry him. We had decided to get married in Haven Brook. It was my decision. I thought it was important that a marriage between a human and the Veruka was a normal thing. After my wedding, then it would be considered normal. I thought that was very important. Not only would it make me happy, but it would also send a message and set a standard. I liked it. 
 
      
 
    The day finally came. We got married in the pine forest where we had first made love. It was a simple ceremony, and I had a very simple dress. When you lived in an isolated village, you did not have the luxury of decorations and wedding dresses. But I managed to find a white dress in one of the abandoned homes. I tailored it to fit me. It was actually very beautiful. Karik married me in dragon form. I insisted on it. It is what I wanted.  
 
      
 
    The entire village of Haven Brook was in attendance. We were married by General Razook in a Veruka ceremony. It wasn't much different than ours except that the wording was different. I liked it. The people of Haven Brook also seemed to like it simply because it was something different. 
 
      
 
    After the ceremony, we had a large party. Food and drink were still rationed, but music and happiness were not. The Veruka army had also found a forest not too far away that had lots of wild food growing. There was an abandoned farm next to it. But the crops were still growing. With the ships that the Veruka had, it was easier to collect food around the region and bring it back to the village. This made the people very happy. They were getting used to having the weredragons around and all of the privileges that they were bringing with them. Suddenly food didn't seem so scarce. 
 
      
 
    The feast lasted late into the night. I think it was a much-needed party for the people of Haven Brook. After everything they had been through in the last few months with the cyborg attack, they deserved some happiness and celebration. I was watching the village transform into a different place. It was good. It was very good. 
 
      
 
    After the feast, Karik picked me up into his arms and together we flew back to our home. 
 
      
 
    “You are now a queen,” he said to me. The word hit me hard. Never in a million years did I ever think I would be a queen. Especially after the cyborg invasion. Nothing could prepare me for this turn of events. 
 
      
 
    “I am a queen. It comes with great responsibility. You are a king; you are my king,” I said, kissing him on the cheek. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true. You are queen of the Veruka. The first human queen that we have ever had. It will be very interesting to bring you home,” he said. 
 
      
 
    My eyes grew wide. I never thought about the rejection that I might face on his planet. I have been so busy trying to get the humans to like and trust the Veruka that I did not think about it the other way around. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. Will they hate me? What if they have a mob and take me from you? I don't know what things are like on your planet. I don't know how much power you actually have,” I said playfully but also with a little bit of fear. 
 
      
 
    "You have nothing to worry about. My word is the law of the land. What I say goes. You are untouchable. Sure, there might be some grievances, but once they find out that humans are the cure to the blackness, they will be very happy that there is a human queen. That only promises that there will be more humans to come.” 
 
      
 
    “But I hope that you are right,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am always right,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, you are so arogant!” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    “And you are so beautiful. Let us not talk of things that make you worry. I only want to kiss you and make love to you. This is the first time making love to you as my queen,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And this is the first time making love to you as my king,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He picked me up and carried me to the bed. “Then let's not wait any longer to get started.”  
 
      
 
    He kissed me. I kissed him back. A queen to a king: an alien weredragon king. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    It was six months after the battle with the Clenok cyborgs. It was time to leave. We had only told everyone in the month before. Karik was very adamant about keeping it between us until thirty days before departure. This had given the humans of Haven Brook time to become acquainted with the army and live alongside them. It had given everyone months to recognize our marriage and consider it the new normal. 
 
      
 
    So when we left, he left the army and Haven Brook with the exception of two ships. One would be our own ship with the crew and guards. The second ship carried the human female volunteers that had offered to go to Tivoso. There were twenty of them. They were all very excited to go. The crew and another squadron of soldiers were on that ship as well. There needed to be at least one ship guarding the king, and now the queen, myself. I was still getting used to the fact that I was a queen. The soldiers called me my queen, and it was very strange to me. 
 
      
 
    Then we were off into space. I was amazed by what I saw. I was not expecting such beauty. Space was a fantastic place. 
 
      
 
    “So what do you think? Is it everything you dreamed of?” Karik asked as I stood by the window looking out into the darkness of deep space. 
 
      
 
    “It is so much more than I ever expected. Thank you for bringing me with you,” I said. I could not describe what I was feeling. I had such happiness inside of me. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad that you like it. It is a long journey. The view will never get boring,” he said with a wink. And he was right. The week-long journey was full of beautiful views. I saw a nebula. I saw spiral galaxies. I saw stars and other planets. I saw an asteroid shower. There was just so much to see. It was never boring. And of course, we still managed to carry on our activities in space—our bedroom activities, that is. 
 
      
 
    After a week of travel, we finally arrived on Tivoso. It was not what I was expecting. I was expecting a very foreign-looking planet. But it looked like Earth, only different. They were plants that I have never seen. The sky was blue during the day but with a darker tint of purple to it. Their sun was not as close as the Earth sun. This made it a little cooler on the planet, and I realized this was why the dragons were always burning up. The temperature was much milder. I would get used to it. 
 
      
 
    But I did love the planet. It was almost as if I was getting Earth returned to me without any high walls that I had to stay in. Here there was no enemy living on the planet. I had freedom. It made me very happy. It was like old times on Earth. 
 
      
 
    Then the time came for my public appearance one day after landing. By then the news had spread that the king had married a human female. But Karik was smart. He made sure that the news spread that I had cured him of the blackness. So when he finally introduced me from the balconyof his grand palace to those below, everyone cheered. I was happy. I was terrified they would not accept me. 
 
      
 
    The human program was also going successfully. We told the human females that we needed help nursing those that were weak back to health. We told them that being in contact with human females only made them stronger. But we still did not tell them everything: not yet. But slowly, one by one, the human females fell in love with a Veruka weredragon that was suffering from the blackness. Of course, they would mate, and suddenly the weredragon was cured. It seems like a miracle to everyone, except for those that knew what was going on. 
 
      
 
    For six months we lived on the planet of Tivoso. I watched Karik rule with honesty and respect for his Veruka. It was a very attractive thing to watch. While he was running the show, we also were gathering the army. He was going to take five hundred soldiers with him. I learned that this was a very small number considering the army numbered in the millions. Every single weredragon was a trained soldier on this planet. Many of them were excited to get to Earth and meet the human females that were responsible for curing them and causing a great euphoria. 
 
      
 
    We also were able to make the virus I created stronger using the advanced computer equipment that they had on Tivoso. It was good to be in a technologically advanced environment again. I did not take it for granted. Living on Tivoso was amazing. I did not want to leave, but I knew that Earth needed us. We needed to help those that were still under threat of the Clenok cyborgs, including Haven Brook. There was a long road ahead in defeating the millions of the Clenok cyborg army. But war was never quick. I was glad that I had an alien weredragon king at my side. I could get through anything as long as he was with me and I was with him. It was a match beyond anything we could comprehend. It was magic. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Extra Value 
 
      
 
    I hope you have enjoyed “Karik- Weredragons Of Tivoso”! To make you happy and provide as much value as possible, I have teamed up with my good friend Stella Sky who is also a Sci Fi Romance author. She writes the same type of stuff as me so I know you will love her stuff!  You cant go wrong with getting lost in the worlds of sexy aliens and weredragons ! Not only have am I providing value from Stella, I am also including books of my own as bonus to introduce you to other steamy series with hot aliens written by myself! Enjoy !  
 
      
 
    With Love,  
 
    Maia Starr
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    “Run! Don’t look back! Just keep going!” I shouted as I ran with the crew. 
 
      
 
    “I got it! I got it in firing range!” Jason shouted as he stopped running beside me. I looked over my shoulder to see him stop and position a large gun on top of his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “No! Jason, run! It’s too big!” I shouted as I ran. 
 
      
 
    “I got it! Go, get out of here!” he shouted back. 
 
      
 
    “Jason, I command you to retreat!” Captain Wallace shouted as he ran with the crew. 
 
      
 
    “I got it, Captain. I got it!” Jason said. 
 
      
 
    Boom! The large gun on Jason’s shoulder fired. A loud and horrible screech filled the air. We all stopped and turned.  
 
      
 
    “Is it dead?” Marcy whispered in her frightened state. 
 
      
 
    The gray smoke from the gunfire hitting the creature was thick.  
 
      
 
    Whoosh! A large spidery limb came out of the wall of smoke and smacked Jason into the air as he screamed. “Aagh!” 
 
      
 
    “Jason!” I shouted.  
 
      
 
    “It’s too late. Run! Make for the trees! We’ll have to lose it in the trees!” Captain Wallace shouted over Jason’s screams as the creature tore him apart with one of its eight legs as it emerged from the smoke.  
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I saw the full extent of it. It was a massive spider-like creature the size of a bus. I turned and ran toward the trees with the rest of the crew. It was at least 200 yards away, the tree line that could possibly give us safety, and I didn’t think that I could make it.  It seemed that Marcy Fenick was feeling the same way. I noticed that she was lagging at my side.  
 
      
 
    “Marcy you gotta move! Move!” I shouted to her. As I shouted, I saw Captain Wallace turn back to us. He was frustrated and angry as he shouted. “Rhodes! Fenick! Move your asses, now! Now! Now!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh god! It’s coming!” Luka shouted over her shoulder, as she was a good fifty yards in front of us. She was fast, very fast, and the Navy-SEAL-turned-astronaut Pete Phoenix was at her side. They were the athletes, and the rest of us were a scientists, doctors, or in Jason’s case, the pilot.  
 
      
 
    I ran hard at Luka’s warning. I didn’t need to turn around to see that the creature was very close behind me because I could feel the ground shaking as it got closer. I could feel the hair on my neck stand up as the awful screeching sounds it was releasing filled my ears. We’re going to die. All of us are going to die, I thought to myself.  
 
      
 
    “Captain?! What are you doing?” I shouted as he ran by me in the opposite direction, toward the creature.  
 
      
 
    It was then that I turned to see that Marcy had lagged far behind me and had fallen in the blue-grey grass. Captain Wallace was running toward her shouting, “Get up! Get up!”  
 
      
 
    “I can’t. I can’t,” Marcy cried. But she wasn’t getting up because she was hurt; it was because she was paralyzed with fear.  
 
      
 
    “Marcy, get up!” I shouted. But it was too late. Whoosh! The creature picked her up. She screamed! Then it swallowed her whole. We all stood in complete shock. Captain Wallace shouted, “Nooo!” This got the creature's attention as he looked down at the Captain. 
 
      
 
    “Run!” I shouted. Then I heard Luka and Phoenix shouting as well. They were almost near the tree line, and they had stopped running to shout at us. “Run! Run! Hurry!”  
 
      
 
    I turned and ran for them, but I could hear Captain Wallace firing a couple of blasts with his blaster gun at the creature. Then there was a blood-curdling scream, and I did not need to turn to see that the creature had a hold of the Captain. Luka was screaming as she watched. Phoenix was shouting at me, “Hurry, Reena! Hurry!” 
 
      
 
    I felt a whoosh of air above me. I was next. I had to be. I cried out as I assumed that the creature was on top of me and that was the wind that I felt. But then I heard a different sound. It was the sound of fire crackling. I watched at Phoenix and Luka who were both observing at the sky with a stunned look. I knew that couldn’t just be the creature. I looked up and saw something that I was not expecting.  
 
      
 
    There was a dragon. It was a real life black dragon flying in a circle and breathing fire, directed behind me. I turned to see that it was not the only thing attacking the creature. Others joined the dragon, but these others were not full dragons. They were alien men with large dragon wings and a scale-like pattern on their skin. They shot fire at the spider creature and shot at it with blaster guns. But I didn’t stop running. Before I knew it, I was with Luka and Phoenix. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is that?” Luka asked as we all watched the dragon men battle the spider creature. 
 
      
 
    “I have no idea. We don’t even know what planet we are on,” Phoenix replied. 
 
      
 
    “I, for one, am glad that they showed up, whoever, or whatever, they are. They seem to be against this creature, and that is good for us. I only wish they had shown up sixty seconds earlier. Marcy, the Captain, Jason…” I said breathing hard trying to catch my breath. The creature was screaming as it was now on fire, turning in circles and fighting the dragon men. 
 
      
 
    “I think they are going to take it down,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “What should we do? Should we hide? Run?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “And go where? Who knows how many more of these spider creatures are in those woods. We are no match for them. We have no ship. We are stranded. If these dragon  men speak, then maybe we can communicate and figure out where we are and how to get off this planet and back to Earth,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “So we wait? We speak to them if they come to us?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It is our only choice right now,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    We watched as the dragon men finished off the creature. There were three dragon men and one full dragon. They were unlike anything that I had ever seen. I was mesmerized as I watched these warriors take out such a massive creature. There was one that caught my eye. He was rugged-looking with long dark hair down to his jawline and a perfect body that could rival a Greek god. He was covered only from the waist down by a thick loin cloth and heavy boots that looked like they had some sort of weaponry attached to them, but it was hard to tell. I watched as this dragon-man warrior flew in dangerously close to the creature, taking risky shots at it. He was either very brave or very stupid.  The other two men were very distinguishable by their hair as well. One had blonde hair and the other had chestnut brown hair.  
 
      
 
    “They did it. Unbelievable,” Luka said as she snapped me out of feeling hypnotized by these alien warriors. I turned my attention to her and Phoenix. The warriors amazed them as the spider creature fell dead with one last thud and screech. It was a horrifying sound but one that I was relieved to hear. Then the alien warriors and their dragon turned toward us. Luka, Phoenix, and I shifted on our feet.  
 
      
 
    “Shit. What if they are hostile?” I said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Then we will be in same situation if we turn and run anyway. Besides, they saved us from the creature. If they wanted us dead they would have let the creature finish us off then kill the creature for whatever trophy they want or whatever their reason is for taking it down, but I genuinely think it was to help us,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Shh… they’re coming this way,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    I held my breath as they came toward us. I could not believe that we were in this situation at all. We had left Earth on a science mission. I was a scientist with a focus on extraterrestrial biology, which was mostly just microbiology in space, or so we thought. But now I obviously had extreme proof that there were massive life forms out in space, and one had just killed half our crew, and another species had rescued us. 
 
      
 
    When we left Earth, we were a small crew with one mission: gather research. I was the main research scientist. Marcy was the onboard engineer to help with any mechanical issues and Jason was the pilot. Captain Wallace was in charge of the entire mission, and Luka was the doctor but also a research scientist as well. Then there was Phoenix; he was sort of security. We had all set out on a pretty standard mission to gather samples from a large asteroid just outside of the solar system. Then it happened.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell?!” I shouted as I got up off the floor, having been thrown from my bed. Then the sirens went off, and red lights flashed. I ran toward the flight deck in my tank top and boy shorts, not bothering with modesty. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on?!” Marcy shouted as she came out of her bunk too. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know! It doesn’t sound good!” I shouted as I noticed Phoenix already ahead of me in the hallway running toward the flight deck. I could hear Luka and Marcy shouting behind me.  
 
      
 
    “Captain! What is it?!” I shouted as I saw Jason in the pilot’s chair sweating and swearing as he grabbed the controls. The Captain was pissed. 
 
      
 
    “We were just hit by a large chunk of asteroid. The autopilot did not steer clear of it. Now we are out of control. All of you, in your seats and belted now!” the Captain shouted. We all buckled in, and I said a prayer. This could not be good. 
 
      
 
    “We have no power whatsoever! I’ve turned the engines off and on and nothing!” Jason shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Mission control, come in control. We have an emergency; this is Captain Wallace,” the Captain said. There was only static on the line. 
 
      
 
    “Oh shit! We’ve lost communications too! We are so screwed!” Jason shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet!” the Captain shouted as he tried the radio communications over and over again.  
 
      
 
    “We’re going to just spin out into space forever,” Jason said as he flipped switches and tried everything he could to get the engines going. 
 
      
 
    “Are you serious? Please tell me you are kidding,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to the engine room to see what I can figure out!” Marcy shouted as she got up and left the flight deck. 
 
      
 
    And that was it. That was the end of our mission as we knew it, and the start of drifting into deep space for almost three months. We had drifted very close to an unknown planet that was a bright orange and white color. The gravitational pull of the planet pulled us in, and we crash-landed onto the surface. Fortunately for us, we landed in a lake full of a water-like substance. But without knowing where we were or if there was civilization on the planet, we had no choice but to hike until we figured something out. Which is how we found ourselves in our position. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?!” the dark haired dragon alien warrior shouted to us as they all flew down to the ground, landing only twenty feet or so in front of us. We were in shock and silent. They were tall, almost nine feet tall, and they had a pattern on their skin that looked like a tattoo of scales. They were fierce-looking and took my breath away. The scientist in me was completely fascinated, but the woman in me was drooling. 
 
      
 
    “We are from Earth,” I finally said. The dragon warriors looked at each other as though they were pleased. 
 
      
 
    “You are humans then?” the dark-haired dragon asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We are humans from Earth,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am Lieutenant Dekario Dundra from the planet Kelon,” the dark-haired warrior said. 
 
      
 
    “If you are the Lieutenant then who is your Commander or Captain?” Phoenix asked. Then out of nowhere, and to our surprise, the large black dragon flapped its wings, and in a flash, it shifted into a man-like warrior. He looked like the dragon-men, but he did not have wings. “I am the Commander!” he said in a deep voice. He was menacing looking with short black hair and piercing green eyes that looked like they were still glowing from the dragon eyes he had before. He was older than the others and obviously in charge. “I am Commander Triq. What are humans doing on Tiok?” the Commander asked in an angry tone. 
 
      
 
    “Tiok? Is that the name of this planet?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We crashed here. We are not here by choice,” Phoenix added. I could sense the tension mounting between the dragon men and Phoenix, so I had to do something. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Thank you for saving us from that thing. We are no match for it. It took some of our crew,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome,” the dark-haired dragon man called Dekario said as he looked directly at me. His gaze was so strong, and his brown eyes were burning a hole through me. 
 
      
 
    “You are in need of rescue. Are you expecting Earth to come save you?” Commander Triq asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. We are on our own,” Luka said. “We are grateful for any help we can get.” 
 
      
 
    “We will take a look at your ship and see if we can fix it,” the Commander said. 
 
      
 
    “Not possible. We landed in a lake far from here. It sunk to the bottom,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Then you will come with us to Pacu. It is a village not far from here, and you can eat and rest there,” the Commander said. We were silent. 
 
      
 
    “Just a second… can you remain there while we speak among each other,” I said but did not wait for an answer. Phoenix, Luka, and I huddled together and whispered to each other. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think we don’t have a choice. We can’t stay out here without them. You saw that creature. We would be dead right now if it weren’t for them,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “But what if we go with them and are sold into some sort of slavery?” Phoenix asked. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I guess that is a chance we have to take because we can’t stay out here. I am willing to take that chance. If it happens, then we will figure something out. At least in the village we will be in some sort of civilization and can eat and get some water,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am okay with that plan,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    Phoenix sighed, “All right. Let’s do it then.” 
 
      
 
    We turned to the dragon men. “We are thankful for your help. We are ready to go to the village,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. And do not worry: you will not become slaves,” Dekario said with a devilish grin on his face. My eyes widened. How did they hear us whispering when they were so far from us? The three of us looked at each other very embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    “So how do we get there then? We hike?” Phoenix asked. 
 
      
 
    “We fly,” the Commander said. 
 
      
 
    “But we can’t,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    Then in a flash, the commander shifted back into dragon form and flew high in the air. Whoosh! I was suddenly off of my feet. Strong hands were around my waist, and a mass of dragon man was in front of me. I looked up and into the eyes of Dekario. 
 
      
 
    “Put your arms around my neck and hold on,” he said as we hovered above the ground. I wrapped my arms around his neck, and for extra support, wrapped my legs around his waist. I was well aware that he had not asked me to do that, but I wanted too. I would not be falling from this flight. I looked over to see Luka in the arms of the blonde-haired dragon man, and Phoenix was carried by the chestnut-haired dragon man, but in a less sensual way. I smiled to think of Phoenix feeling really embarrassed by the situation. He was a Navy SEAL after all.  
 
      
 
    The dragons flew after their Commander high over the tall trees of the alien planet. Now I felt complete sadness. I had the time to let the deaths of our crew sink in. Marcy, Jason, and the Captain were now gone, and it was unbearable as we had all grown very close in the months we were together. But we had to pull through and keep going, taking it day by day, not knowing what this adventure was going to bring. 
 
      
 
    I looked up again at the dragon man that carried me and the scientist in me was very curious. “What are you?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “We are Draqua,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “Draqua. I have never seen anything like you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am more like you, human female, than you know,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Meaning what?” I said arching a brow at him. 
 
      
 
    “You will find out in time. For now, just hold on, and we will get you fed and to safety,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Find out in time? What the heck did he mean by that? I didn’t like the way it sounded because it almost seemed like he meant he was part human, but that couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    LEUITENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    Being second in command of a warrior troop of Draqua was right where I wanted to be. Battle was where I thrived, and it made the blood course through my veins. I was a warrior, and I was damn good at it. I could fly and dive faster than any other Draqua I knew. I was skilled with the long knife we held strapped to our boots, and I was a great shot with the blaster guns.  
 
      
 
    But nothing compared to my ultimate weapon. It was the weapon that made me the best of the best and the envy of many elder dragons, including my commander, Commander Triq. This ultimate weapon of mine was the ability to move objects with my mind. I was the only hybrid Draqua that had it. Others, like Kavik, who fought at my side often, had different powers. He had the ability to paralyze others with just the touch of his hand. My ability was better, I thought. But I was glad to have Kavik at my side fighting at any time. He was a trusted friend and a hybrid like me, and he was always up for a mission. So when Commander came to us with a new mission, we could not say no. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario! Kavik! We move out at the noon sun today!” Commander Triq shouted at us as we stood at attention on the beach of the village. We had been doing water drills only moments before. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Where to, Commander?” Kavik shouted. 
 
      
 
    “We are to go to Tiok. Be ready, warriors, as you know there are many dangers on that planet. Be ready,” he said. Then he turned and walked away.  
 
      
 
    Kavik turned to me, and we both grinned. “Woop! Tiok!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “The most dangerous planet near us. Sounds like a good time to me,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Agreed. Tiok, the planet of giant deadly creatures that want to swallow you whole, sounds like a party to me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And of course, there’s the rumors…” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh come on. You don’t believe that, do you?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Why else would we be going?” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Same reason we always go: to flesh out any opposition,” I said as I shifted out of dragon form. Kavik did the same. Then we walked back toward the village to make our way to the launching ports. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to flesh out the opposition, which we have been doing for years now and we never find anything. If the opposition still exists then they have been really good at hiding.” 
 
      
 
    “Well this is how we keep them in hiding and not be active again: we go patrol any rumors we hear about them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Or the other rumors…” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe it. Another hybrid of Draqua does not exist on Tiok or any other planet. We are the only hybrid Draqua. That is the way it has always been and always will be. The rumors of Aeriwana crossing with Draqua are just that” rumors,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Still that would be one mean hybrid. The Aeriwana are mean as shit by nature. Can you imagine?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I can’t. Come on, let’s prep for the mission,” I said. 
 
      
 
    So then we were off to Tiok, but we were in for a surprise. It was a pleasant surprise as far as I was concerned. We were patrolling the outskirts of Tiok a few miles outside of Pacu when we saw three figures running across a grassy plain headed toward the trees. 
 
      
 
    “Are those humans?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I think so. It looks like human females,” Kavik said as we all looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “They are running from the creature,” Nalox said. I looked behind the humans to see a massive spider-like creature swallowing a human whole. Shit.  
 
      
 
    “We should save them. We need those human females to keep our species going. I think it is worth it. Commander?” I said as I looked over at the black dragon. This was Commander Triq’s dragon form. He was an elder, and elder dragons were not hybrids, so when they shifted, they shifted into full dragon. He nodded and flew straight for the creature. 
 
      
 
    “Woop! Yeah!” we shouted as we followed our leader to fight off the creature. It was a fun battle. We took down the creature in no time at all and then flew to the aid of the humans.  
 
      
 
    But I was not expecting to be so immediately enchanted by the human female with her long brunette hair in a ponytail. She spoke with confidence and leadership. But her full lips and ample hips were distracting me from her words. So I jumped at the opportunity to pull her into my arms and fly her to the safety of the village of Pacu. It was a nice surprise when she wrapped her legs around my waist. As I held her against my body and her small delicate arms encircled my neck, I inhaled her scent. It was maddening. I wanted to take her right then and there. I felt my staff growing hard under my waistcloth. My hands moved to her small waist, and it was easy to know what it would be like to push her against a wall and push my cock inside of her. I knew then that she would be my mate for life. I had found her. I would take her. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god. Is that it?” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is Pacu, the village,” I answered as she turned her head, looking down as we flew over the bustling market village. 
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful. It is not what I expected,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful, but dangerous. You will need to stay close to me at all times,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I think I can take care of myself,” she said defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you demonstrated that when we found you. That creature was about to tear you apart,” I said, reminding her that she did, in fact, need me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you for that,” she said as her voice softened. It only made me more aroused. We couldn’t get to the ship fast enough at this point because I was about to have a full-scale hard cock. There would be no hiding it.  
 
      
 
    “There it is,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “There’s what?” she said as she turned. “That’s where we are going? I thought we were going to the village,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “We are. We are going to our ship that is parked in the village port. It is the only place we can guarantee your safety and ours. It is ours and ours alone,” I said as I flew down with the others and landed on the port floor. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?” the human female with red hair asked. 
 
      
 
    “This is our ship. This is where we stay. Com, we will get you fed and get you some water,” Commander Triq said to the humans. They all looked at each other hesitantly. I didn’t blame them. They could sense that something was up, and it was. But they wouldn’t find that out until later. 
 
      
 
    “Are you coming, human female?” I asked the brunette. 
 
      
 
    “Reena. My name is Reena. This is Luka and Phoenix,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I am Dekario, as I have said before. Our commander, who has already stepped inside, is Commander Triq. This is Kavik, and this is Nalox. There now that we have had the introductions, are you coming inside?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    They looked at each other and then stepped inside the ship.  
 
      
 
    “Holy shit, this is awesome. I’ve never seen anything like this,” the human male, Phoenix, said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are very fortunate with our fleet,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “I will see to food and water,” Nalox said as he walked past us and into another section of the ship.  
 
      
 
    “Come this way,” I said as I led them into a large communal room with four sleeping benches and a table. “This is your quarters; you can rest here. There is a washing closet through that door should you need it. You are all covered in dirt from your crash. The Commander will be in soon, and Nalox will bring you some food,” I said as Kavik and I left them to the room. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll close the entrance,” Kavik said as he left my side in the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario!” I heard the familiar feminine voice shout. I turned to see Reena coming into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to see the village,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I said no,” I said turning toward her completely. 
 
      
 
    “But I want to see it. I am a scientist, and learning is in my nature. There is much to see and learn out there, and I might as well make use of this damn crash and loss of life that we have suffered. I want to go out there and gather information,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “It is too dangerous for a human female out there. No,” I said, moving closer to her. 
 
      
 
    “I am going with or without you. I am not your prisoner. I can do what I want when I want,” she said putting her chin in the air and staring me down. 
 
      
 
    “You are a fiery human, aren’t you? You want what you want when you want it, don’t you?” I said moving closer to her as she backed away until her back was against the wall. I pressed close to her. “I can understand that. I am the same way, and guess what I want right now?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” her voice was a quivering whisper. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer. I pressed my lips to her soft full lips. She moaned softly, and I felt her body go limp as I pressed my body against hers. I was hungry for her. For a split second, I forgot that we were in the hall of the ship. Her hands pressed flat against my abs and she pushed me away from her. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell do you think you are doing?!” she slapped me. It did not sting my face at all. I found it amusing. 
 
      
 
    “I apologize, Reena. I couldn’t help myself,” I said as I stepped back away from her. I heard a thick sound. It was the clearing of a throat. I turned to see Commander Triq standing there staring at us. He was pissed. 
 
      
 
    “Commander,” I said nodding to him. 
 
      
 
    “If you will return to the quarters, Nalox is bringing the food and water now,” he said to Reena. She was a flushed pink and embarrassed. She didn’t say anything. She turned and walked back into the quarters with the other humans. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq stepped over to me. “What do you think you are doing, Dekario?” 
 
      
 
    “Just welcoming our guests,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “That one is mine,” he said bluntly. Then he walked past me and into the quarters to speak to the humans. 
 
      
 
    “Like hell she is,” I said as I turned to join Kavik. I knew what she wanted, and she wanted me; her body made that obvious to me. There was no denying that she felt the attraction as well. I knew how to please her. She was interested in the village, so I would make it a point to take her on a stroll. It would please her; then she would please me. I grinned at that last thought. 
 
      
 
    “So, what do you make of it all?” Kavik asked as I helped him look over the map of the Pacu village where we had marked hot spots that the opposition could be hiding in. 
 
      
 
    “About this? I think we have swept these areas over and over and there’s nothing,” I said rolling up the map. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t mean this. I mean about the humans. The redhead is very sexy,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, she is. But not as sexy as the brunette,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What is Commander going to do, you think?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “The same as any Draqua would do: take them back to Kelon and make wives out of them. It is what our race needs and these two just fell out of the sky, literally. It is unheard of,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they are lying? Maybe Earth has finally figured out what has been happening to their missing females and this crew was sent to figure it all out? They seem to be different,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are. The brunette, Reena, mentioned she is a scientist. We have not come across that before. We have never come across an Earth ship and mission this far out from Earth. There is something strange about it. I guess we will find out.” 
 
      
 
    “Dekario! Kavik! Commander Triq says we leave for Kelon in ten hours. Keep that information to yourself,” Nalox said as he walked into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Confirmed, ten hours. I will go out on another patrol, the last one planned on the east side of the village blocks,” I said, already planning ahead. 
 
      
 
    Nalox nodded then left the room. 
 
      
 
    “Patrol? By yourself?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not by myself. There has been a request to see the village. I will make that request happen,” I said, smiling as I walked out. Then I popped back in and said, “And Kavik, keep that information to yourself.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and said, “Understood.” 
 
      
 
    I made my way to the quarters of the humans and found them eating and drinking. I stood quietly in the doorway as Reena turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “You requested your research time. Now is a good time, but I can only take you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Where?” the redhead named Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like the sound of that. Exactly where are you going? Where are you taking her?” the human male asked. 
 
      
 
    “She requested some information from me, and I am here to see that request through, unless you have changed your mind?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No. No, I have not,” she said standing up. “I will be right back. Don’t worry. I trust Lieutenant Dekario to return me safely. They did rescue us, remember? And they did offer us food and shelter as promised. We have no reason to fear them. I will return shortly,” she said as she followed me out. 
 
      
 
    “The village awaits you, but stay at my side. I am very serious about this. The first sign that you might even be thinking about disobeying that order and we return to the ship. Is that understood?” I said as we stood at the entrance of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I’ll do what you say,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I like the sound of that,” I said as I opened the door. She narrowed her brown eyes at me. I grinned. “This way.” 
 
      
 
    She followed me out as I closed the ship door behind us. “So this is the port, one of twenty or possibly more around the village. Of course, smaller ships are able to land inside the village, but larger ships like ours are only able to land just outside the city at these ports.” 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone on this planet like you?” she asked. “Able to shift into dragon form like that?” 
 
      
 
    “No, absolutely not. All sorts of races from all over the galaxy inhabit this planet of Tiok. I don’t know which ones are the natives, but it has been a trading post for so long that there are many mixed races here.” 
 
      
 
    “Humans?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, not that I know of. But it is a very large planet, so the possibility is there, but I don’t know of any humans here. Which is why you have to stay close. Outlaws here always want something they have never seen before. That would be you, human female,” I said, whispering in her ear as we walked out the port gates and into the village. 
 
      
 
    “I see,” she said gulping in fear. 
 
      
 
    “This is one of the many markets. See all these booths here?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “There are many like this all over the village, but there are areas that specialize in a certain trade. The center of the village is where you will find the sale of servants. On the east side of the village you will find ship parts and mechanical parts and such,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Servants for sale? As in beings are being sold for slavery? That’s just wrong!” she said loudly, and a few of the aliens in the area turned and looked at her. 
 
      
 
    “Quiet. You don’t want to attract unnecessary attention to yourself. Come this way,” I said as I grabbed her arm and led her straight into the market to get lost in the crowd.  
 
      
 
    “I would like to see a living space,” she shouted at me over the hum of the crowd. 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “How about a watering hole.” 
 
      
 
    “A what?” she shouted. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll show you.” 
 
      
 
    A few moments later we walked into a darkened hall bustling with activity. I still had Reena’s hand in mine. It was a necessity, but something that I was enjoying anyway. I didn’t linger in the doorway. As soon as we walked in, I pulled her to a corner with me. 
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” she said, looking around with awe. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a gathering place for refreshments and food,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. I see it now. It’s a tavern. Can we sit and have a drink?” she said as she turned to me and smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Absolutely,” I said as I led her over to the counter and ordered two strong drinks. “This is called Hiwa. It’s from a plant, and it’s strong, so be careful,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She tasted it. Then out of nowhere, she shot it back and swallowed it all. Then she started coughing. I laughed. “Yes, it’s strong. But that was impressive.” 
 
      
 
    “I thought I might find you here. Commander Triq is looking for you,” Nalox said as he came up behind me.  
 
      
 
    “Nalox. Didn’t even see you walk in. Have a drink with us,” I said, looking at Reena. I was completely turned on by her. She was full of surprises and moxie. 
 
      
 
    “No. Commander has ordered you to return to the ship WITH the human female,” Nalox said as he gave me an angry look. 
 
      
 
    “Alright. We’re going. Looks like the fun is over, Reena. Let’s get out of here,” I said as I shot back the strong Hiwa drink and led her out of the building. I knew that Commander Triq would be pissed, but I didn’t care. This human was mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    It could have been a dream, and for a moment, I thought it was. It was still hard to understand, but after the one that was the most attractive of all of them kissed me and pressed his body against mine, I had no choice but to know that it was truly real.  
 
      
 
    I was ashamed of that moment. When it first happened I went with it. I had no choice because my body wanted him. I melted into his arms and enjoyed the feeling of his strong chest against my breasts. I enjoyed the scent he emanated and the way his tongue softly played with mine. I wanted him to pick me up and take me against the wall. Then my logic came back to me and I realized that I was allowing this stranger to dominate me! That was when I slapped him and moved away. I couldn’t let that happen again. I was a scientist, and I had hit the gold mine: true alien beings. I needed to follow my new path to discover as much as I could about them. I could not be distracted by how attractive and bold this Dekario was.  
 
      
 
    So as I made my way back to their ship with him and Nalox, I did not let his presence distract me from taking in the sights and sounds of the village of Pacu. It looked like a painting of an ancient Roman market. There were colorful cloths hanging from market tables with all kinds of wares and the scent of heavy spices filled the air.  
 
      
 
    “What’s the protocol?” Commander Triq’s voice seemed to come out of nowhere. I turned to see him standing in front of the gate to the port. He looked pissed and was staring down Dekario. 
 
      
 
    “Patrols are to be done together while the commander remains with the ship,” Dekario said standing at attention like a soldier. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the protocol. Yet here you are disobeying it,” he said. Then he turned to Nalox and said, “Take her inside with the others.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Dekario who stood motionless. I didn’t realize that he was defying his Commander by taking me out into the market. I was impressed by this action. Though it was probably very stupid on his part. I did like that he was willing to get in trouble to do something for me. 
 
      
 
    “This way,” Nalox said as he urged me inside the port. I walked through the gates, giving a glance back at the Commander shouting at Dekario. I felt a bit guilty. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later I was back in the large room that the Draqua had given us aboard the ship. It was ample and clean, with a couple of places to sleep and a table. Luka and Phoenix were sitting at the table when I walked in. 
 
      
 
    “That was fast,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “How was it? What did you see?” Luka said excitedly. 
 
      
 
    “It was amazing. It is very vibrant out there, and there are many, many, races of alien. These Draqua are not the only aliens out in the universe. I just can’t believe all of this,” I said as I sat down with them. 
 
      
 
    “That is unbelievable. To think this whole time we have never ever seen an alien or knew if they really existed, then we get stuck in space and drift into the jackpot of aliens. I just can’t believe it,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Did they hurt you?” Phoenix asked. 
 
      
 
    “What? No. The Draqua were pleasant, but the other races out in the market, well, they looked very dangerous. I learned that there is a slave market of sorts, so it’s not exactly a safe place,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “A slave market! That’s just wrong!” Luka shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I agree,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “There’s not much we can do about it. We just have to keep a low profile and figure out what’s next,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you mean figure out how to get back to Earth?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, if that will ever be possible. I don’t see how it is without a ship,” Phoenix said.  
 
      
 
    “Or without anything to trade for a ship. This is a market so they must have money of some kind or trade. So it is possible to buy a ship, but we have nothing. Everything we had sank with our ship in that strange lake. We are stranded out here,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we were already stranded, remember? We were drifting aimlessly in space running out of food and whatever. At least now we have access to food, water, and shelter, but I am just really upset we had to lose our crewmates in the process,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Luka said as she stood up. She raised her glass of water as tears formed in her eyes, “To Captain Wallace, Marcy, and Jason – the brave souls that will never be forgotten. They are loved. To the crew…” 
 
      
 
    “To the crew…” Phoenix and I said as we raised glasses of water with her. Then we sat in silence mourning the death of our friends and thinking about an uncertain and unknown future.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to lay down for a bit,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a good idea,” Phoenix said as they both moved to the sleeping benches. As soon as they said it, I felt my body grow tired. It had been almost forty-eight hours since we’d slept. I took a sleep bench in the corner and laid down, staring at the strange ceiling above me. The ship’s material was glossy and unlike anything that I had ever seen before. It was almost as if it was made of liquid glass.  
 
      
 
    While I stared at the ceiling, one image kept popping into my mind: Dekario. I could not stop thinking about that kiss and his sideways grin. Before I knew it, that image was circulating in my mind. Dekario’s full lips were on mine. He was brushing them softly back and forth over my own trembling lips. Then he moved them down over my neck going lower and lower until Dekario’s mouth was on my cleavage. His tongue played there with my skin, making me feel a burning sensation as though his mouth were fire.  
 
      
 
    Then he moved lower still as his massive hand cupped my breast. He squeezed and rolled my nipple between his fingers. I sighed. I wanted him to keep going, lower and lower. Then, as though he knew what I was begging for, Dekario moved lower over my belly. He kissed me softly. His tongue traced a line down from breasts to my already wet and pulsating center. Dekario’s face pushed between my thighs and he pressed against my slit. I cried out in ecstasy as I opened my thighs wider for him to explore. Dekario groaned in pleasure, happy to be able to please me. His tongue flicked against me and before I knew it, I was in a deep orgasm that built within me and burst. I felt my whole body vibrate and jolt. 
 
      
 
    My eyes shot open. “What the hell?” I whispered to myself. The room was dark. I sat up and remembered where I was. I was in the living quarters inside the Draqua ship. I must have fallen asleep, and the dream I was having was just a sex dream. But it felt so very real, and I could feel the wetness between my legs in my spandex space suit. 
 
      
 
     I took a few deep breaths. Get a hold of yourself, Reena. It was just a dream, I told myself. In the dim room, I looked over at a sleeping Luka in the opposite corner. She was curled up with a blanket over her. Phoenix was on the other side of the room, asleep as well. He was so tired he was snoring. We had all been through a lot and rest was much needed. Then my body jolted again, just like in the dream. “What?” I whispered. I realized then that it wasn’t the jolt of orgasm in my dream that had moved me: it was the ship. The damn ship was moving. 
 
      
 
    “What in the name?” I said as I got up and ran out of the living quarters. I made my way down the long narrow hall and found Dekario alone on the flight deck. He was facing the windshield. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god! Are you kidding me!” I shouted as I walked in and looked out the windshield. It was the blackness of space. 
 
      
 
    “Did you sleep well? I thought I heard you say something when I checked on you?” he said as he turned to me and grinned. I froze. Had he heard me moaning and groaning in my sleep? I quickly searched my memory to see if I had called out his name in my dream. I was so embarrassed that I chose not to answer his question. Instead, I was going full fury. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on here? Where are we going? Didn’t you think it was necessary to tell us that we were leaving Tiok? We are not your prisoners, you know! We had the right to choose if we wanted to stay there!” I said as I got right in his face. I could feel my face flushed red and my chest was heaving up and down as I breathed heavily in anger. 
 
      
 
    “We are going to my home planet of Kelon. You will be safer there. Tiok is a very dangerous place. Not good for humans. My planet is beautiful and safe for your kind. Your kind is very, very welcome on Kelon,” he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “That is great! That is just wonderful!” I shouted at him sarcastically. “But didn’t you think you should have informed us? This is not right. This is complete bullshit. You cannot do this to us. You are freaking infuriating! You know that?” I said as I stomped out into the hallway. “The nerve of these damn dragons,” I muttered under my breath. I opened the door to the living quarters and turned on the lights. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up! Luka! Phoenix! Wake up!” I shouted as I shoved each of them to wake up. They sleepily woke and sat up in bed. 
 
      
 
    “What is it, Reena?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in freaking space, that’s what!” 
 
      
 
    “What?!” Phoenix said as he stood up.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I woke up a few minutes ago and realized the ship was moving so I went to the flight deck and there it was outside the windshield: SPACE!” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Luka said as she and Phoenix walked out into the hall and onto the flight deck. 
 
      
 
    This time Dekario was not alone. Commander Triq was on deck as well.  
 
      
 
    “What is going on here? Where are you taking us?” Phoenix asked he stood defensively in front of us. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, good to see that you all are awake. Did you rest well?” Commander Triq asked. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking us?” Phoenix asked again with a stern tone. 
 
      
 
    “We are going home, and we are taking you with us. I thought that it was best. This way we can guarantee your safety,” Commander Triq answered. 
 
      
 
    “Why were we not consulted on this? We thank you for your help but leaving Tiok is a decision we should have made for ourselves,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Because you are not informed. If you were informed that Tiok is a hostile place for humans and Kelon is a hospitable place for humans then you would no doubt make the decision to come with us. If we would have left you on Tiok, you would be dead by now, and the females would be slaves,” Commander Triq said. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. What do you mean by that?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Slaves?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, not that. You said Kelon is a hospitable place for humans. What do you mean by that? How would you know that if there are not humans already there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Dekario and the Commander exchanged looks as they became quiet. I got a chill up my spine as I realized that we weren’t the only humans that these Draqua knew. But how? How could that be possible? 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps you should wait and see with your own eyes. You will see that it was the best decision. Now if you will return to your quarter's food will be brought to you,” the Commander said. 
 
      
 
    “How long? How long before we arrive on your planet?” Phoenix asked. 
 
      
 
    “Another twenty hours or so,” Commander Triq answered. 
 
      
 
    “We want to go back to Earth. If Kelon is a friend to us humans as you say, then it sounds like it could be arranged. We would need transport of some kind or our own ship,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “When we arrive, you may see the king. King Hydros makes those decisions and will be able to assist you,” Commander Triq said. 
 
      
 
    “Come, let’s get back to the room,” Phoenix said as he turned to us and stared at Commander Triq suspiciously over his shoulder. He didn’t trust him, and neither did I. There was something tricky about him, but I didn’t know exactly what that was.  
 
      
 
    We moved into the hall and toward the room. “I’ll be right there. I just want to check out the view from that port window over there,” I said, pointing down the other end of the hall. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry. I don’t trust these Draqua. There’s something going on here, and we shouldn’t be apart too long,” Phoenix whispered to me. I nodded my head. 
 
      
 
    I was pissed. These Draqua were taking advantage of us. But that anger quickly turned to awe as I saw the view from the window. It was spectacular. In the distance, I could see the orange and white planet of Tiok, but what held my gaze were giant pillars of green and purple gasses that seemed to stand still. “Nebula,” I whispered to myself. “This is incredible.”  
 
      
 
    I was moved to tears as I saw something that I never thought I would. I had no idea where we were in space. Phoenix wanted a ship to return, but even if we had a ship, it would be an alien ship. We wouldn’t know how to work it, and we definitely wouldn’t know which direction to go in order to get to Earth. It was all impossible. I knew then that returning to Earth would not be in our future and I would have to embrace this new path. But could I really? 
 
      
 
    “It’s beautiful,” a voice said. I turned to see Commander Triq walking toward me. He was looking at me up and down, and it made me uncomfortable. He was obviously older, and if he were a human man, I would place him in his early fifties. He was not elderly; he was a very formidable warrior still, but definitely older than the other Draqua on the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. What is it called?” I asked turning my gaze out the window. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t talking about the view outside the window. I was speaking of my own view,” he said as he ran a finger down my cheek. It startled me. I was not expecting this from him.  
 
      
 
    “Um… oh, um…” I said as I took a step backward removing my face from his touch. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t be frightened, Reena. I could make you happy. I could protect you. If you agree to be my mate then your future is a very happy, safe, and bright one,” he said as he ran the back of his hand down my arm. It again was shocking to me.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to say. “That is an…interesting offer, but I have no plans to be anyone’s mate,” I said sternly narrowing my eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    He grinned. It wasn’t a delicious, adorable grin like Dekario’s grin. This was different. It was a dark grin of defiance, as though to say, oh yes you will. It made me gulp even though I was trying not to show that I was scared. 
 
      
 
    “Excuse me,” a voice said from behind me. I turned to see Kavik standing behind me carrying a large tray with food and drink.  
 
      
 
    “I was just taking this to your quarters,” he said, implying that we were in the way. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. I’m famished,” I said as I quickly moved away from Commander Triq and down the hall, walking in front of Kavik to the quarters. I was glad for the interruption.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on, Reena? This is fucked, I don’t like it,” Phoenix said as I walked in, not knowing that Kavik was behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix,” I said widening my eyes toward the door just as Kavik walked in. 
 
      
 
    “I brought some food and drink for you. Commander Triq’s orders. This is all from our home planet and is safe for human consumption,” he said as he set the tray on the table. I watched Luka as she watched the muscular alien move. He did have very strong, toned muscles, and the loincloth and calf high boots left little the imagination. Luka’s mouth opened slightly as she watched him and I knew immediately what she was thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Kavik, you have to tell us more about what is going on,” I said to him. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what you are referring to,” he said in a charming way as he walked toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “She means being taken against our will. Are we prisoners?” Phoenix said bluntly. 
 
      
 
    “No, not prisoners. Guests,” Kavik said as he looked directly at Luka. She blushed in return. “Eat, rest. You will need your energy for arriving on Kelon. It is a sight to see. I promise that,” he smiled and closed the door behind him as he left. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. We’re screwed,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe not. Maybe they are being truthful and they are helping us. They did save us, remember?” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they did, but it is not normal to just take off like that from Tiok and not tell us. Who knows what waits for us on this planet of theirs. It could be enslavement, or death,” I said as I sat at the table and dug into the food. As I did so, I remembered something. “Why did he say that?” 
 
      
 
    “Say what?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “He said this food was safe for human consumption. How would he know that unless humans have eaten it before?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What are you getting at, scientist?” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “The way they talk, they have said several times certain things about humans. I think we are not the first that they have encountered. I think they know humans. I think there are humans on Kelon,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But how?” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “She’s right,” Phoenix said. “They have mentioned humans quite a bit. It is a good observation, Reena. I guess we will know in twenty hours when we land on this planet. A part of me hopes they don’t have humans enslaved there, but at the same time it will be a relief to know that we are not the only humans there.” 
 
      
 
    “And if there are humans there, then perhaps it will be a good thing because it means we will have a chance of going home to Earth,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, let’s eat and get as much energy reserves and as much rest as we can. We need to all be on our game when we land,” Phoenix said. He was forever thinking like a Navy SEAL, and it was a good thing. 
 
      
 
    After we ate, we all washed up in the washroom and then quietly went to bed. I was ready for a very long sleep. I needed it. I was able to rest easy knowing that there wasn’t much worse that could happen now that we were in space. I slept soundly until I felt something on my leg. 
 
      
 
    I was in a deep sleep with lots of hallucination-like dreams when I felt a hand rest on my calf. At first, I thought I was dreaming, another sex dream that I was going to welcome in if it was about Dekario. But then I felt the hand grow tight around my leg. I stirred and shifted from one side to another, but as I did so, I woke up. I felt a presence in the room. The light from the hallway came in through the cracked open door. There Commander Triq stood, staring at me. I gasped as I sat up quickly. He smiled and just stood there. He stared at me quietly, letting his eyes move up and down the length of my body. I felt very exposed. 
 
      
 
    “Soon, my mate. Soon…” he whispered. Then he left and closed the door. I was left breathing heavily in fear. I didn’t like the sound of that.  
 
      
 
    “Luka… Phoenix…?” I whispered. But there was no answer, only the soft breathing of their sleeping rhythms. I laid down again, staring wide awake at the ceiling. I was scared to go back to sleep because he might return. Why the hell did he want me? What did I do to set his sights on me? Then I remembered how he had berated Dekario when we went into Pacu. I understood now that he was yelling at him because he was jealous of Dekario’s attention toward me and not because Dekario was disobeying orders. This could not be good for me.  
 
      
 
    The next day, we landed on Kelon. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Phoenix said as we stepped out of the ship.  
 
      
 
    “You can say that again,” Luka whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    We had stepped out of space and into paradise, literally. The planet of Kelon was like a tropical paradise on Earth, like Hawaii or an exotic place in the Caribbean. The waters were crystal clear, and the beaches were pristine. We were high up in the trees on a landing pad, and we could see for miles. 
 
      
 
    “This looks like a fairy tale. They live in the trees,” Luka said as we looked at all the thatched roofed huts in the trees connected by bridges. It was beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “I guess it makes sense if you can fly,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “This way. I’ll show you to your huts,” Nalox said as he stepped in front of us. 
 
      
 
    “Huts?” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “I thought we were to meet with the king?” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Commander Triq will meet with him to tell him about you and then you will be summoned. Come this way,” he said. 
 
      
 
    We all looked at each other. What choice did we have? So we followed. We took in all the sights as we followed him to a very large tree. 
 
      
 
    “Look at that,” Luka whispered. We all looked at one bridge over from us where a few female Draqua were passing. They looked very much like human females, but they were tall, at almost eight feet. They were not shifted with wings, and I wondered if the females could shift at all. They wore small cloths covering their breasts and loin cloths. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see,” Phoenix said, amused. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down now. You don’t want to get one of these dragon men after you for messing with his woman,” I whispered to him. Luka laughed. Soon we were at the edge of the bridge where there was a large platform built all the way around the tree. It was mid-way up the tree. There were plenty of huts high above us, and the center of the village was below on the beach. The platform had four small huts evenly spaced from each other. 
 
      
 
    “Take your pick. These are empty. They are guests’ quarters. If you are going to roam the village, just always return here. Make note of the tree,” Nalox said. 
 
      
 
    “We are free to roam around?” Phoenix said surprised. 
 
      
 
    “It is an island. Where would you go?” Nalox said as he turned and left us. 
 
      
 
    We all looked at each other, confused by this freedom.  
 
      
 
    “Well at least we don’t have to fear giant spider creatures,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t separate though,” Phoenix said, looking at the huts on the platform. 
 
      
 
    “They’re not separate; we’re in the same tree,” I said playfully. They both laughed. We knew that this was absolutely absurd and we didn’t know what would happen next. But for now, we might as well make ourselves at home.  
 
      
 
    “I think I’ll take the one that faces the ocean,” I said as I quickly walked toward it. Luka and Phoenix both went off in the other direction to check out the other huts.  
 
      
 
    I opened the thick wooden door to the hut expecting to find very primitive dwellings, but I was wrong.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe it,” I whispered as I walked in. The vaulted ceiling of the hut met at a point, and it was beautiful. There was a very large bed area with a plush bed and fine, sheer curtains surrounding it. I ran across the room to the view of the ocean outside the window. It was stunning, and the sea breeze caressed my skin. Then I moved to the other side where there was a large tub and a private washroom. I was surprised by how luxurious it was and the fact that there was running water. I grabbed a cup of water and sat on the bed. I could not wait to explore this village and learn all that I could about the race known as the Draqua, but two things stood out in my mind. One was that there were humans somewhere on this island, but I didn’t know where. The other was that Commander Triq wanted me and I didn’t know if I would be able to fight him off. 
 
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    LEUITENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    Finally, we were home. I always missed Kelon when we went away even though I was always down for a dangerous mission. I was the best damn warrior on this island, and I needed to be out there in danger to keep my skills sharp. But every time we returned home, I always felt proud of my homeland. But this time I had returned with a little treasure called Reena. She was smart, feisty, and she wanted me. I would give her want she wanted in time, but now there was business to attend to. 
 
      
 
    “King Hydros wants to see you,” a young warrior messenger said to me as I packed away the artillery I had taken with me on the mission. 
 
      
 
    “Now?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, right now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I stepped away from the artillery and shifted into dragon form. Flight was always the fastest way to the king in his palace high in the trees. I ran off the platform and flew toward the palace. I took in the sights of the village below. Then I turned to the guests’ tree. It was where the guests were kept, and I knew that Reena would be in one of those huts by now. She was probably lounging in a hot tub, naked and delicious. I had to clear my mind from thinking about it as I landed on the wide veranda of the palace. 
 
      
 
    “The king has summoned me,” I said to one of the many guards. 
 
      
 
    “I will take you,” one of them said as he escorted me through the maze of hallways and finally to the king’s private chambers high in the palace.  
 
      
 
    “Dekario Dundra,” the guard said. 
 
      
 
    “Let him in,” the king said 
 
      
 
    “King Hydros,” I said with a bow as I walked in. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario, my best warrior. How was Tiok? Commander Triq says you brought back three humans?” he said smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true. Tiok was uneventful. We did not find any traces of the opposition, as usual, as I am sure Commander Triq has reported to you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, so he has said. But we will keep looking. We cannot afford another civil war like in my time many, many years ago,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my king,” I said. Long ago there was a battle between hybrids and the elder, full dragons, but that had been squashed in favor of the hybrids, but since then the king had always kept an eye on any remnants of the opposition. So did I, as a warrior of the king. 
 
      
 
    “There has been new talk of possible opposition outpost. I want you to check it out for me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “On Tiok?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, here on Kelon,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What? That can’t be. It must just be another rumor,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It could be. I want you and Kavik to check it out. If you find something, you do nothing and just report back to me. Do not tell anyone of your mission. Make sure Kavik understands that it is a top-secret scouting mission. No one must know. Is that understood?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand. I am ready,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “There is a small island called Utica.” 
 
      
 
    “I know of it. It is uninhabited and way off the island, by fifty miles or more. No one goes there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. Our ships do not even fly over it when reentering the planet, so if there has been activity there, we would never know. That is where you and Kavik must go. When you are close, take the waterway so that you are not seen in the air. Understood?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. First, bring me the humans. I am ready to see them now. Then you and Kavik be on your way. Remember, it is a secret. Tell no one and do not let anyone see you leave.” 
 
      
 
    “I will return with the humans and then be on the mission,” I said as I bowed and turned to run off his open veranda and flew down to the guests’ tree. I was a little concerned that the king was being paranoid. He had us running all over the place all the time searching for this reclusive opposition that did not seem to exist anymore. Now he was so paranoid that he thought they were even stationed here on our own planet. It could not be so. We would have figured it out. But still, he was my king, and I had to follow his orders. At least I was able to see Reena again before I had to go on this mission. I would only be gone a couple of hours, but you could never know for sure with these things. 
 
      
 
    I landed on the platform and inhaled the air, smelling her. I could easily pinpoint which hut she was in. Quickly, I flew off the platform and to her window. She was laying on the bed, but she was not asleep. 
 
      
 
    “Tired? Or are you just preparing yourself for me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Ah!” she screamed as she sat up. “Dekario! What the hell are you doing?” she said angrily as she stomped toward me. 
 
      
 
    “I came to visit you,” I said as I flew into her hut 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you know how to use the door?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I do not. I want to see you, and the window is easier,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do that again,” she scolded me as she came toward me and poked a finger into my chest. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Reena. I will not disobey you again,” I said playfully. “But if I was going to, what would my punishment be?” I said as I grabbed her finger and ran it slowly down my abs. She gasped. She watched her finger slide down the center of my abs over my scales and to the waistline of my loincloth. 
 
      
 
    “I… um… well…” she couldn’t speak. I was amused by her stumbling of words, but also by the fact that she had not pulled her hand away from me. Then I pushed her finger into my loincloth. 
 
      
 
    “That’s enough,” she said as she pulled her finger away and stepped back. “Why are you here?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you must stop our little game then I guess I should take you to the king,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “The king?” she said surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he has asked for you, all of you, to come to his chambers. I will take you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Great! So soon! I thought we were going to have to wait days, not hours. This is so exciting. A dragon king, this is awesome,” she said as she opened the door and went out onto the platform. I was a little disappointed that our private time together was coming to an end. 
 
      
 
    “Luka! Phoenix!” she called out to her crewmates. I walked out onto the platform and shifted out of dragon form. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah?” the redhead said as she came around, followed by the human male. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario is taking us to the king,” Reena said. 
 
      
 
    “So soon? Perfect. I thought we were going to have to wait forever,” the human male said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, let’s go,” Reena said. 
 
      
 
    “This way; follow me,” I said as I led them onto the bridge. “There is a series of bridges to get there. They are very safe, just hold on and be steady with your step,” I said as I led the way. 
 
      
 
    “How many bridges?” I heard the redhead whisper to herself. I knew that if Kavik were here, he would pull her into his arms and carry her there. I wanted to do the same to Reena, but in this case, walking was best. 
 
      
 
    A few bridges later, we were at the palace. “This is it. This is the palace where the king and his family reside and rule over Kelon,” I said looking at Reena. I knew how much she enjoyed knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “This is massive. I can’t believe it. It’s wonderful,” she said in awe. 
 
      
 
    “I have never seen a palace like this in the trees,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “This should be interesting,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “The king has requested to see these humans,” I said to the guard as he led us up into the king’s private chambers.  
 
      
 
    “King Hydros, may I present to you the humans that we found on Tiok. This is Reena, a scientist. This is Luka, a…” 
 
      
 
    “I’m a doctor,” she said filling in the missing information. 
 
      
 
    “And Phoenix, the human male,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a soldier,” he said sternly. 
 
      
 
    I smiled at his declaration for he obviously wanted to be taken seriously. 
 
      
 
    “Good. They are good. Young and youthful. You may leave us now, Dekario, and see to that thing we discussed,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “I will try to return by nightfall,” I said as I nodded and left them. But as I did, I noticed that Reena turned and looked at me when she realized that I was leaving. She looked concerned, and I liked it. She wanted me. 
 
      
 
    I left them and shifted into dragon form. My wings unfolded from behind me and spread out. I ran and jumped off the platform in a swan dive and then spread my wings wide to catch the wind. I scanned over the beaches and the village looking for Kavik. I found him in his living quarter hut in a tree that was near my own home.  
 
      
 
    “Kavik!” I shouted as I landed on the platform outside his hut. He sleepily came out of his hut. 
 
      
 
    “What is it Dekario?” 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, I simply came to share a drink with you!” I shouted loudly so that anyone nearby could overhear. I was planting the seeds for our cover up while giving Kavik a look. He knew that I was up to something. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! Let’s get drunk! Come inside, my good friend!” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    Once inside his hut, he looked at me and said, “What was all that bullshit about?” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “We have a mission.” 
 
      
 
    “We? As in just you and I?” he asked as he moved over to his table and pulled out his blaster gun and knives, prepping them. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is straight from the king himself,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Fancy,” he said with a laugh. 
 
      
 
    “But he was adamant that it stay between you and me alone. He has grown increasingly suspicious lately. I do not think he is telling me everything. But he has entrusted us, and he is our king.” 
 
      
 
    “Great. Where are we going? What are we doing? And when do we leave?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s my Draqua!” I said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    The king asked us many questions about how we came to be on Tiok, and we answered honestly. It was very impressive to be in the presence of the dragon king, and I wondered if he could shift into a full dragon like Commander Triq or if he was only a hybrid dragon like Dekario. I was very interested in all things Draqua as the more time I spent with them, the more I found them fascinating from a scientific perspective. But then Phoenix had enough of the questioning, and I could tell he was getting frustrated when he finally blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “Are you going to help us get back to Earth or not?” 
 
      
 
    The king stopped pacing the room in front of the table where we sat. “You wish to go back?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We all do,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “That is a very delicate matter and one that I have to give much thought to. It is not as easy as you think to just get you back to Earth,” he said. 
 
      
 
    But I couldn’t hold my tongue anymore either. I needed to know the answer to the question that was burning inside of me. “Where are the other humans?” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know there are humans here?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I put it together. It’s obvious that there are, but I have not seen any so far in the hours that we have been here.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Dekario said you were smart,” the king said. I suddenly felt very impressed that Dekario had commented on something other than my body.  
 
      
 
    “They are here,” the king said. “My wife is human. My mother was human. So was Dekario’s and the other hybrids'.” 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “How is that possible?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “We Draqua came across a problem many years ago. Our females suddenly became barren out of nowhere. We don’t know if it is a phase or not, but so far it has been the same. So we had to find a way to keep our race alive. This is when we started mating with human females. It was successful and created a hybrid dragon, like I am.” 
 
      
 
    We sat in shocked silence. So many questions ran through my head, but I couldn’t even figure out how to get the first question out of my mouth. Luka and Phoenix were dumbfounded. 
 
      
 
    “So you mean that there are human females here that are married and mating with Draqua and creating offspring?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, at least a thousand or more of them,” he answered. 
 
      
 
    “What? How is that possible? Where did they come from? We never even knew that you existed!” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the delicate situation that you find yourselves in. We take the human females from your planet. We have for years now, unknown to your species, and that is why it is almost impossible to let you go back. You now know that we exist and that is information that could put the future of the Draqua in jeopardy.” 
 
      
 
    “You have been stealing humans from Earth?” Phoenix said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix…” I said trying to calm him. 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think you can just do that?” Phoenix continued. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix,” I said again. 
 
      
 
    “I understand you are upset. I would be also, but it is a necessity. Therefore I need time to think about his return to Earth. It all comes down to trust. If you return to Earth, would you not tell anyone about us, or would you tell? It has been done before long ago. A human female was returned to Earth after spending time with us, and she said nothing about it.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened to her?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “She chose to return here and be my wife,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    I was in complete shock by his answer. I didn’t believe him. “Can I meet her?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. She is always happy to meet new humans, but she is away on the other side of the island with our son, who is in warrior training. When she returns, I will tell her about you. For now, let me think about this return to Earth decision. Antaris!” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and a beautiful Draqua female with long black hair that fell down her back walked in.  
 
      
 
    “This is Antaris; she is born of a human female and an elder Draqua. She is a hybrid like me, but she cannot shift like I can. She is the new generation and hope for the future. She is to be your guide today and take you around the village,” the king said as he nodded to her. 
 
      
 
    “It would be my pleasure,” she said as she looked directly at Phoenix. It was then that I noticed that Phoenix’s jaw was practically on the floor as he looked at her. I guess his anger had suddenly left him.  
 
      
 
    “Come with me,” she said as she turned toward the door. Luka and Phoenix followed, but I stopped in front of the king. 
 
      
 
    “King Hydros, I still have many questions,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That is understandable. You will get your chance to ask me in time. For now, see the village. See what the Draqua are about. There are humans about the village, and you can see for yourself if they are happy. Go,” he said to me. I sighed and followed everyone else out of the grand palace and down the spiral staircases that led to the beaches.  
 
      
 
    Once we were on the sand, I was surprised by what I saw. What I had seen from high up in the trees was only part of it. Now that we were on the beach and in the thick of the bustling activity I could see just how many that I thought were Draqua females were actually human females. They were dressed the same as the Draqua females, so it was easy to see why I had mixed it up.  
 
      
 
    “This is the beach. This is where we swim and fish and have fun,” Antaris said. It was then that I noticed a large mound moving in the water. I stopped and stared at it. Then with a burst of water, a Draqua surfaced and flew straight in the air. It was beautiful. I was jealous of what they could do. They could fly and swim fast and who knows what else. Then I realized something. “Oh, I get it!” I said out loud as they turned to look at me. I smiled a big smile proud of myself as I said, “Draqua means aqua like water and Draq like draco or dragon, so it’s water dragon.” 
 
      
 
    “Very good,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “Antaris!” I heard a female voice call out. We all stood in shock as a beautiful human female bounced her way over to Antaris. She was probably thirty-eight years old or so, and she looked very happy as she held up a large shell. “Look what I found. Your father is going to love this.” 
 
      
 
    “Mother,” Antaris said. “These are humans newly arrived to Kelon.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh! Welcome! You are going to love it here. Isn’t it beautiful? Nothing on Earth can compare, right?” then she stopped and looked at Phoenix and said, “A male? That’s a first.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the king has asked me to show them around. I will return home for dinner,” she said as she gave her mother a kiss on the cheek and then turned to us. “Come; I will show you the center.” 
 
      
 
    Luka, Phoenix, and I all looked at each other in shock. I think we had all thought the same thing. We were thinking the human females were locked up in chains and forced to be here against their will, but that was not the case at all. As we walked with Antaris, we passed more and more human females all engaged in the daily activities. None of them showed any signs of being ill or oppressed.  
 
      
 
    “This is the center. This is where we gather for celebrations and announcements and such,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “When is the next celebration?” Phoenix asked, flirting with the young Draqua female. 
 
      
 
    “A month from now. We give thanks to the planet of Kelon for providing for us every month. We are very fortunate to live in such a place and celebrating it reminds us just how grateful we should be,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait to see it,” Phoenix said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “A month from now?” Luka said looking at him, but he was too much in a romantic stupor to realize that he had just said he was going to stay here for a month when we had just asked the king to take us back to Earth.  
 
      
 
    “Now I will show you the communal eating areas. You can go there any time of day and be fed. No one goes hungry here. Then I will return you to your huts,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “Lead the way,” Phoenix said.  
 
      
 
    Luka looked at me and giggled at Phoenix’s sudden change.  
 
      
 
    In the communal eating areas, we had a lot of fun. There were massive outdoor kitchens, and we learned to take part in the work. I helped cut fruit. It was red and reminded me of mangos. Luka helped the women by beating a sort of flour that they created out of a ground seaweed of sorts. The scientist in me wanted to know how it was all done. I wanted to see the entire process. I wanted to see where the seaweed was harvested and how they got it into flour form. I wanted to know where this fruit was picked. Did it come from a tree, or the ground? I picked up a slice and smelled it then I ate it. It burst with flavor in my mouth. I looked over at a hybrid child that laughed at my reaction to the tartness of the fruit. I laughed too. I saw Phoenix learning to clean and cut open fish as he worked with Antaris. I could tell that he really did like her. 
 
      
 
    When we were done in the kitchens, we joined for a communal meal. It was much more satisfying to take part in making the meal because now I appreciated it more knowing all the work that went into it.  
 
      
 
    When we were done with the meal, Antaris took us somewhere I had never seen before. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure that we are allowed to go in here?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is fine, I assure you,” Antaris laughed. 
 
      
 
    I was concerned too. We were following Antaris away from the beach and away from the village, deep into the jungle. She was following a very narrow path.  
 
      
 
    “What is in here?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Everything,” she said. “This is where most of the food grows,” she said. 
 
      
 
    As soon as she said it, I perked up. I looked around and noticed all the wild fruits and vegetables that I had seen in the kitchen.  
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, if you want to help, we come in here and pick the food but you must do it and right and not overdo it. We need to leave some to grow and feed the jungle animals and keep it all alive. It is a system. You will learn. It takes training,” she said. Then she spent the next hour pointing things out to us and showing us various trails. I knew that I would not be ready to wonder off alone into this jungle any time soon. I needed to study the trail layout first.  
 
      
 
    After we walked down a very long path, I heard the rushing of water. We emerged from the trail into a clearing. “This is the emerald pool,” she said as she pointed at the stunning scenery in front of us. 
 
      
 
    There was a pool of water the color of emerald jade. The waterfall coming down the side of the cliff into the pool was small and shallow, which made it perfect for swimming.  
 
      
 
    “This is incredible!” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to jump right in,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please go ahead. We use this for swimming too but most Draqua prefer the ocean. This water soaks into the rocks under the ground and travels in an underground river toward the village. It is where our drinking water comes from,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “Fascinating,” I said as I realized they had their own aquifer. 
 
      
 
    “Woo!” Phoenix said as he jumped into the pool. Luka giggled and then followed him in. Antaris jumped in, and I followed. The water was refreshing as it hit my skin. It did feel good to swim in some cold water after the long space journey that we had endured. We played and frolicked for quite some time. 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, we were all back at our huts. I looked out the window expecting Dekario to pop in at any moment. The sun was setting, and I remembered he said he would try to be back by nightfall. I wondered where he had gone. I decided to take this opportunity of being without him to run the hot water in the tub and take a long bath. I had gotten a little dirty on the path through the jungle back to the huts and I wanted to clean up. 
 
      
 
    Plunging myself deep in the water felt great. All of my muscles relaxed, and I realized that I had really needed this. I had done a lot of work in the kitchen and then sightseeing with Antaris. It was more than my muscles had done in a long time. 
 
      
 
    Boom, the loud thud startled me. I felt my hut shake a little. I grabbed a cloth and pushed it into the water over my naked body.  
 
      
 
    “Dekario…” I whispered.  
 
      
 
    The door burst open. Commander Triq stood there. My entire body quivered, and my face turned white. 
 
      
 
    “Reena, I see you have been waiting for me. You don’t need to wait anymore.” 
 
      
 
    “Get out!” I shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t mean that. Don’t worry; once I am inside you, it will feel so good you will forget you played hard to get. Look at you lying there wet. How can I not?” he said as he came toward me. 
 
      
 
    “No! Phoenix! Luka!” I shouted at the top of my lungs over and over. 
 
      
 
    “They are in the communal area, eating. They are not up here,” he said as he came toward me. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to get out of the tub. I thought it would be harder for him to get a hold of me in the bath. I screamed, “Get away from me, you pig!”  
 
      
 
    But it didn’t work. He hovered over me as I trembled in the tub screaming. His smile was menacing. He plunged his hand into the water and caressed my leg. I jerked it away from him. “Get away from me!” 
 
      
 
    BAM! The front door burst open as though a large gust of wind had hit it.  
 
      
 
    “Get the fuck away from her!” a booming voice shouted.  
 
      
 
    Wham! Commander Triq was thrown across the room by an invisible force. He hit the wall hard. I looked at the door to see Dekario standing there. His wings were spread wide behind him, and he was staring down Commander Triq with eyes that seemed to be glowing a light brown. I didn’t know what was happening, but I was glad that he was there. I breathed a deep sigh of relief. I was more than happy to see him at that moment. I felt safe. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think you are doing?!” Dekario shouted. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq stood up from the ground and growled at Dekario. I knew he was about to shift. I didn’t think the hut would be able to hold him if he did. I remembered how large the black dragon was.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t do it,” Dekario said as his head jerked up, and as he did, Commander Triq was raised off the floor. He was floating in the air. I couldn’t believe it. It was then that I realized that Dekario was doing this.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll pull you out that window and drop you down to the ground before you can shift. Now get out!” Dekario said as he walked in a circle inside the hut, never turning his back to Commander Triq. Commander Triq floated in the air inside Dekario’s force field toward the door. He was finally set down on the platform just outside the door. Then… bam. The door shut and locked.  
 
      
 
    I was in the tub with my mouth wide open. I could not believe that this had just happened. I truly was in an alien world with these strange alien dragon men that had all kinds of mystical powers. It was a lot to wrap my head around. Yet one thing kept interrupting my science logic, and that was that I was completely turned on by Dekario’s rescue. He was so damn attractive to me at that moment. I never thought I would enjoy being the damsel in distress, but now that I was rescued, it was a heady feeling. It filled me with desire, lust, and passion for this dragon being. 
 
      
 
    “Did he hurt you? I will kill him,” he said as he moved over to me and knelt down beside me. 
 
      
 
    It was then that I could no longer hold back my feelings and the floodgates opened. I cried. I put my face in my hands, embarrassed that I was not being strong, but I couldn’t help it.  
 
      
 
    “He didn’t physically hurt me. But he scared me. I really thought he was going to… I mean he wanted to…” 
 
      
 
    “Shh… it’s going to be all right now. He’s gone,” Dekario said as he put his arms behind my wet back and pulled me against his chest. The moment he did it, I felt a sense of safety. I relaxed against him and cried as he moved his hand up and down my back. The thin piece of cloth was still stuck to my body, but I knew that it didn’t cover anything. I was naked against him, and it was a confusing mix of emotions. I felt turned on beyond anything but also still in fear of the encounter with Commander Triq. It was a lot to deal with after dealing with drifting in space aimlessly, then crashing, then losing my crewmates in such a brutal way, and then learning about these alien beings. It had all built up inside of me to this moment of release, and I needed to release.  
 
      
 
    “He will never hurt you again. I promise you that,” he whispered to me as he pressed his lips against the top of my head in a gentle way. 
 
      
 
    “Promise?” I whispered back. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I promise on my honor as a Draqua,” he said. “You are shaking. Come on; let’s get you out of there,” he said as he let me go and stood up. He moved to the cabinet shelves on the wall and grabbed a bright yellow cloth. He handed it to me as I clung onto the wet cloth trying to cover my body. 
 
      
 
    “Turn around,” I said as I grabbed the cloth from his hand. He grinned and then turned around. I stood up, and the sound of the movement of water was joined by the sound of Dekario letting out a small moan and a sigh. 
 
      
 
    “This is torture, Reena,” he said playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Then you will just have to be tortured,” I said as I stepped out of the tub and wrapped the cloth around me. “Okay, you can turn around,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He turned and looked at me up and down. I knew the wet cloth sticking to me wasn’t much of a cover up and I was dripping wet.  
 
      
 
    “That really isn’t much difference, thankfully,” he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario!” I said as I crossed my arm over my breasts. He cleared his throat and said, “Right, I will leave you now, or I won’t be able to not kiss you,” he said, moving toward the door. 
 
      
 
    His leaving left me in panic. “Wait!” 
 
      
 
    “What, Reena?” he said as he turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t go. I don’t want to be alone. What if he comes back? I can’t possibly sleep.” I said stepping to him. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t want me to go?” he said arching an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t. I want you to stay here. Please…” I said as I moved an inch from him. I couldn’t’ stop myself. I had no control whatsoever over my body. It was on autopilot all of a sudden. He groaned. I pressed my palms against his chest and ran my fingers lightly over his scale pattern.  
 
      
 
    “If you touch me like that…” 
 
      
 
    “You’ll kiss me?” I asked as I turned my mouth up to his. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said with a thick sound to his voice. He leaned down from his tall height and pressed his lips to mine.  
 
      
 
    “Mmm…” I whimpered into his mouth. Dekario’s mouth opened and I opened mine in response. His tongue slipped onto mine softly and gently, and I welcomed it. I was on fire. My whole body was full of this energy that I was receiving from him. It was joy. It was passion. It was lust. I was following my instincts, my womanly instincts to be with this dragon and experience it to the fullest possible extent.  
 
      
 
    I got up on my tiptoes and put my arms around Dekario’s neck, brushing against his long black hair. As I did so, the cloth fell from my body. I pressed my naked, damp body against his and he groaned. He pulled my mouth from his and pulled my arms from his neck. I was shocked by this. Was he going to reject me? He stepped back away from me.  
 
      
 
    I gasped. He couldn’t leave now. I wanted him. I was too far gone in lust to stop now.  
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to look at you,” Dekario said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said, as I stood there vulnerable and naked. He stared at my feet, and I wrinkled my toes up, feeling very exposed. Dekario’s eyes moved up my calves, over my knees, and to my thighs. His gaze lingered between my thighs, and my breathing grew heavier. Then his eyes moved up over my belly to my breasts. Dekario bit his bottom lip as he stared at my ample breasts. I liked this sign of approval from him. It was only turning me on more. Then Dekario’s eyes locked with mine and he said, “Come here.” 
 
      
 
    I moved to him. Then he held his hand up and said, “Wait. Wait there while I shift back.” 
 
      
 
    “No!” I blurted out. 
 
      
 
    “You want me to stay like this, in dragon form?” he arched an eyebrow at me.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. Is that okay?” I asked as I moved to him and ran my hands over his toned abs. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t. We will be careful,” I whispered. Then I couldn’t help myself anymore. I pressed my lips against Dekario’s toned stomach. He moaned as I did so. Dekario put his hand on top of my head, running his fingers through my hair. I placed soft kisses over his long torso. There was a little bit of dark curls going from his belly button down into his waistband. I licked over it up and down. “Fuck…” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    Then I moved up his body and placed my arms around his neck again and reached up for him to kiss me. Dekario put his hands on my bottom and picked me up. I wrapped my legs around him, and he carried me to the bed. He laid me down on it very softly. He kissed my breasts and I moaned and wiggled on top of the mattress. His mouth pursed over my nipple as he sucked on it, pulling it into his mouth. I thought I would explode in orgasmic pleasure right then and there. Then his tongue flicked at it. Then he moved over to the other breast and did the same thing while his large hand wrapped around the side of my body. His hand was hot, and my skin where his hand met my side was tingling.  
 
      
 
    “You taste amazing,” Dekario said. 
 
      
 
    “You feel amazing,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Then he moved down my body using soft kisses to guide him all the down. He then kissed the inside of my thighs. I held my breath, as I knew what was next. Dekario pushed his face between my thighs and pressed his mouth against my center. 
 
      
 
    “Oh god. Oh god,” I whispered.  
 
      
 
    “How does that feel?” Dekario asked. 
 
      
 
    “Delicious,” I whimpered. I could feel him grin before he went back to pleasing me. His long tongue moved over my clitoris. He pressed on it, applying soft then heavy pressure, then soft again. I crumpled the sheets into my fists trying to hold on to something. I looked down at him and saw his wings spread open wide, hovering behind him. The pattern of scales down his strong arm that held up his weight was very exotic to me. I was with an alien, and that brought me to the brink. The sensations started in the pit of my stomach and filled me with vibration. I could not hold on anymore. 
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release, Dekario. I’m going cum,” I said over and over again in a breathless whisper. 
 
      
 
    “Good, I want you to. I want you to cum for me,” his distinct voice said between licking me. Then he moved his tongue faster and faster as his hand reached up and moved over my belly and cupped my breast, squeezing and massaging it. It was all that I could handle. At that moment, I released into orgasmic pleasure. My body pulsed in my center between my thighs and I screamed out. “Oh yes! Oh yes! Don’t stop!” He licked and kissed me over and over as I allowed the sensation to wash over me. It was so intense that I pushed my fingers through his hair and held on to it, maybe pulling a little harder than I should. Then he slowed down, and I squeezed my thighs together, pressing against his square jaw.  
 
      
 
    Then he moved from my thighs and kissed my belly, going up my body until he was on top of my mouth. I kissed him with passion. I kissed him deeply. Dekario kissed me back with such a hunger that I knew that he wanted to be inside of me right then and there and was struggling to control himself. But I was going to make him wait. It was now my turn.  
 
      
 
    “I want to do it to you now, Dekario,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Do what?” he asked as he kissed my neck. 
 
      
 
    “What you just did to me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He stopped kissing me and looked at me. His brown eyes were filled with desire, and he bit his lower lip. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to argue with that,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I pressed my hand against Dekario’s chest and rolled him to the side. He was now on his knees as he folded his wings behind him. I stood up from the bed, placing my bare feet on the wooden floor. I grabbed his hands and pulled him from the bed.  
 
      
 
    “Stand up, Dekario,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, as you command,” he said playfully. 
 
      
 
    He stood up, and I kissed his strong chest. I licked around his nipples and then made my way down. My hands pulled at the loincloth. 
 
      
 
    “Here, let me. It’s on there good,” he said as he undressed himself. Now he stood there naked in the clunky boots that had a blaster gun tucked in a holster on one side and a large knife in the other. I took a step back, putting a couple of feet between us. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to get a look at you,” I said with a smile. He laughed a little and put his hands behind his head as though to surrender himself to me. I let myself get an eyeful. Dekario was naked in front of me, and he was absolutely beautiful. His toned body was firm and masculine. His skin was sun kissed and perfectly smooth. His strong chest was very broad, and his abs were hard. Further down, a mass of dark curls surrounded his massive cock. It was long and firm. It was so thick I wasn’t sure I was going to be able to get my mouth around it. I gasped at the sight of it. 
 
      
 
    “Like what you see?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do,” I said as I stepped toward him. I got right in front of him and got down on my knees. I wrapped both of my hands around his rigid staff, and he groaned as I did so. I looked up at him towering over me. He was such a strong presence, and I couldn’t wait anymore. I licked his staff up and down, over and over as slow as I could. I wanted to tease him. Dekario moaned loudly. His breathing was heavy, and I could see his muscles tense up at my touch. Then I let my tongue move over the tip of it, and my hands moved up and down faster and faster. “Oh, fuck…” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    I was enjoying this experience. It was different. It was new, and I was feeling more aroused than I had ever been in my life. I wanted him inside of me. I couldn’t wait any longer. I stopped. He looked down at me and put his hands on my wrists and pulled me up to him. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t wait any longer,” Dekario said to me. “You’ve made me wait long enough, and I want what I want.” 
 
      
 
    I bit my lower lip as his sensual demands made me feel so damn sexy. I felt alive and beautiful. I watched as his wings stretched out to their full length and then folded neatly behind his back. Dekario picked me up into his arms, carrying me the few steps to the bed. He laid me on the bed gently and playfully growled as he crawled over me. I kissed Dekario’s full lips and prepared myself for what I had waited for. Dekario placed his hips between my thighs, and I immediately felt the tip of his cock press at my center. I gasped as I felt it. Then he pressed his body against mine, and my hands immediately went to his chiseled forearms that had that distinct pattern on them. Dekario pushed his thick cock inside of me, but just an inch. He moaned as we both soaked in the deliciousness of the moment.  
 
      
 
    “Damn, that feels so good. You are so tight,” Dekario whispered to me in a husky voice. I moaned in response to his words, or purred is more like it. Then he moved slowly inside of me. I opened my thighs wider as he went deeper and deeper. Once he was all the way inside of me, we both let out a sigh and then he began to move in and out.  
 
      
 
    Dekario swayed his hips in a pumping motion as he moved in and out of me. I cried out in extreme ecstasy. Then the room became a chorus of our moans and breathing as we lost ourselves in this erotic moment. I ran my hands up and down the sides of Dekario’s torso, feeling every ripped muscle as he moved. I couldn’t hold on any longer. I was still very sensitive after the explosive orgasm he gave me, so I had to release the energy building up inside of me.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release. I can’t hold on anymore,” I whispered. Dekario moved in and out of me, faster, and faster. I let out a loud moan as my body convulsed in release. I pressed my face against his strong chest and squeezed my eyes shut as my fingertips dug into his torso. My toes curled, and my legs felt weak and numb. It was not what I expected. It was better. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced in my life. I was with this alien, and he was shifted into dragon-man form while he was inside of me, and that was something my body was rejoicing in climatic pleasure.  
 
      
 
    Dekario slowed his movement inside of me. He rubbed his hand over my wet hair. Then he moved inside of me with short bursts of movement. His breathing was heavy, and he was wild, like a beast. We stayed in this rhythm for what seemed like twenty minutes. Then I felt his body tense up. Dekario groaned louder and louder as he moved quicker inside of me. “I’m going to release inside of you,” Dekario said to me. As soon as he said the words, I felt the build up inside of me coming to the edge. I released almost instantly as I grew louder and wiggled under him. Then I felt his warmth flow through me.  
 
      
 
    I placed soft kisses on his strong chest. Dekario moved in and out of me slowly, enjoying the lasting sensations of climax. After a minute or so he collapsed his heavy weight on top of me. We lay there in silence, and once again I could hear the waves crashing against the beach outside. I was hyper aware of my surroundings as he stayed inside of me. I was in a hut high in the jungle trees of an alien village on an alien planet. Incredible. 
 
      
 
    Finally, Dekario pulled out of me and stood up. He walked over to the table and grabbed a glass of water and handed it to me. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a smile at this act of kindness from this arrogant dragon. Then as he stood in front of me, he shifted out of dragon form. It was miraculous to watch. Dekario climbed into bed with me and lay on his back, staring at the thatched roof of the hut. As I watched him with his perfect body and completely mysterious ways, I now had time to think. I remembered his rescue of me from Commander Triq. How the hell did he do that? 
 
      
 
    “Tell me something,” I began to say. 
 
      
 
    “You are beautiful,” Dekario responded cutting me off. I laughed. 
 
      
 
    He put his large hand on my back as I sat up in bed next to his long, nine-foot body. “But, how did you do that? With Commander Triq. Some invisible force pulled him off of me? Then he was in the air and out the door. You did that, didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Wow. How?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s a mind power that I have. I can move objects with my mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Like telekinesis? No way,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Then the cloth at the foot of the bed suddenly floated in the air and covered us in bed. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god. That is amazing. But how? How is this done?” my scientific mind asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am not entirely sure the specifics. I only know that I was born with the ability to do this. Many of us hybrids have something like this.” 
 
      
 
    “Hybrids, the result of humans mating with Draqua,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That was when it started. Some hybrids can see visions of the future. Others are able to have mind persuasion. Kavik has the ability to paralyze others with the touch of his hand.” 
 
      
 
    “That is insane! I can’t believe it. Though now that I think about it, some humans have claimed to be able to move things with their mind. So I guess the blueprint is there for something like that to happen if you are going to interbreed species like that.” 
 
      
 
    Dekario laughed, “Wow, you really are a scientist as you said.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course I am!” I said playfully slapping his chest. 
 
      
 
    “It only makes me want you again and again,” Dekario said as he grabbed me and pulled me back onto the bed. I let out a little scream. He kissed me. I kissed him, back wrapping my legs around his back and preparing myself for more magic. 
 
      
 
      
 
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    LIEUTENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    Reena was not the first human female that I had been with, but she was definitely the best. I was feeling a hunger for her that was unlike any I had ever experienced. I had known after meeting her that she was the one, she was my mate. But being inside of her only solidified that thought. Reena needed to be mine. I didn’t know if King Hydros would allow them to return to Earth and if she would want to return. It was all that I could think of as I slept that night with her in my arms. So the next day, I had to find out all that I could. 
 
      
 
    On top of that, I was still pissed beyond belief about Commander Triq trying to force himself on Reena. I could have killed him with my bare hands for doing that. I had every intention of finding him and sharing some words with him. So as I walked with Reena along the white sand beach that morning, I knew that I had to do something to keep her safe at all times. I did not trust Commander Triq to not try it again when she was out of my sight.  
 
      
 
    “I have to get going. I have a lot to do today. So I must regretfully leave your side,” I said as I grabbed her hand and led her away from the crashing waves around her small feet.  
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” she asked as I led her toward the communal eating spaces in the heart of the village. It was very early, and only a few Draqua were around, but it was enough to make me feel safe enough to leave her in this public space. 
 
      
 
    “I have work to do. I am a warrior, remember? I have to meet with the king. You will be safe here,” I said to her, only half telling her what I was really up to. I was going to find Commander Triq and bitch him out.  
 
      
 
    “But what about…” 
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq? Do not worry. He wouldn’t dare do anything as drastic as he did yesterday in this space. What he did to you yesterday is illegal, and he knows it. He won’t try something like that here.” 
 
      
 
    She looked around at the space. “I see Luka grabbing some food over there. I will be fine here.” 
 
      
 
    “Promise me not to return to your hut. It is not safe there without me. I don’t know if Commander Triq will return and try something again if he finds you alone. So don’t go. Promise me.” 
 
      
 
    “I promise,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Stay in the village until I come find you later. I will return for you,” I said as I pulled her close to me and kissed her. She whimpered softly, and then I pulled myself away from her, a hard thing to do. 
 
      
 
    A few moments later, I was heading to the warrior barracks near the landing port. The barracks were the center of warrior activity. This was where we stored our weapons. This was where we trained and learned. It was where the younger warriors lived before they graduated from training and could live anywhere they wanted to. I found Kavik cleaning his blaster gun as he sat in the courtyard. Two Draqua warriors were fighting each other nearby in a training session. 
 
      
 
    “How was your night?” Kavik said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “Better than you can ever know,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, I think I know,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I was assigned to take food supply to the new human guests. When I got to Reena’s hut, I didn’t dare knock because of the sounds coming from inside. I recognized your voice,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You creep!” I playfully said as I slapped his back hard. 
 
      
 
    “I did nothing but my assignment,” he laughed. “What brings you to the barracks this early? I would think you would still be taking a couple of turns with Reena,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve come to look for Commander Triq. He attacked Reena last night,” I said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “What? Commander Triq did that?” Kavik said surprised. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I caught him in the act, and we had a confrontation. But I am not finished with him. I have a few choice words for him,” I said looking around for him. 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense. That would be why he left in such a rush earlier,” Kavik said putting his blaster gun in his boot. 
 
      
 
    “What? He left? Where did he go?” I said, pissed off that I missed my opportunity to scold him, but also relieved that he was no longer near Reena. 
 
      
 
    “He left to Tiok with Nalox and another warrior team,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Tiok? I wasn’t aware of this mission,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, neither was I. He said it was to take charge of a cargo transfer in Pacu. He was very adamant that you and I were not needed,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “We have been replaced,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Ye, and I now know the reason why. It was because of your encounter with him last night. He probably feels humiliated and doesn’t want to face you, so he replaced us,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps. But that sounds a little strange to me. Something is not right with that. I am going to dig a little on this. I don’t like it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Anything I can do to help?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, find out which ship he went in. Which warriors he took and if there really was an order for this cargo transfer,” I said. “I have a meeting with the king. I will meet up with you later.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan. I can handle that,” Kavik said as we grabbed forearms in a Draqua arm shake and parted way. Then I made my way to the palace to see the king. 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware of Commander Triq’s departure to Tiok?” I said after I greeted the king with a bow.  
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq has left Kelon?” King Hydros said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I thought it was odd.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not aware of every single departure; nothing would ever get done if that was the case. But you have reason to think of it as odd? Tell me why?” King Hydros moved over to an open area of the room and shifted out of dragon form. When I arrived, he had just come in from a flight around the village. I followed his lead and shifted out of dragon form as well.  
 
      
 
    “Because he was adamant about not taking Kavik and I and we have always accompanied him on missions to Tiok. We are a team, but there is a factor that I must inform you of that could also have affected his decision to leave Kavik and me out of his plans,” I said as the king handed me a glass of water. 
 
      
 
    “Go on,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Last night I found the human female Reena screaming for help in her hut. Commander Triq was attempting to force himself on her. I put a stop to it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq did what?!” the King roared. “That is not tolerated here!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, as I told Reena. I protected her the rest of the night and led her to the communal spaces this morning. I did not know of Commander Triq’s departure from Kelon at the time, but I knew that she could not stay in her hut alone.” 
 
      
 
    “Protected her?” the king asked with an arched eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    I grinned. I couldn’t help myself as I remembered what Reena and I had done. “She asked me to stay and protect her. I did not do anything unless she asked me to.” 
 
      
 
    “And did she?” 
 
      
 
    “She did.” 
 
      
 
    “Good,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Do you mean you are not cross with me for taking her? I have not been granted her as a mate. It is not the Draqua way.” 
 
      
 
    “No, you are right. It is not the Draqua way. But your disobedience in that matter might work out for us. The humans are anticipating returning to Earth, which as you know is a very complex situation for us since humans on Earth do not know of our existence. By taking Reena, as you have done, perhaps she will want to stay on Kelon. She might even grow to love you.” 
 
      
 
    “I can only hope,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “As for Commander Triq, if you feel that something is not righ, then I trust your instincts. I give my permission to keep an eye on it. You and Kavik keep an eye on it together but take no action toward it. I am sure that it is nothing. But it might get us some needed information. I am still wary of the Aeriwana Draqua hybrids, and I can feel that something is happening on that front. Perhaps it is linked.” 
 
      
 
    “I will keep an eye on it, as you say,” I said to the king, a bit annoyed that he was not letting me depart to find out what Commander Triq was up to. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. If you find something, report to me immediately,” he responded. 
 
      
 
    But as soon as I realized that he just wanted me to stay on Kelon, my mind jumped to Reena. I didn’t want to leave her, not now. I didn’t trust that she would be safe in the village without me. So perhaps it was a thing that the king was not ordering me to leave Kelon. It would be a hard thing to do. I think King Hydros sensed my hesitation. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want her. I want Reena as my mate. I know I am only a warrior, but I am one of your trusted warriors. If you think it is worthy, may I be granted a human female wife?” 
 
      
 
    “You know my wife; she will insist that the human female want you in return. I know that is not the traditional way of the Draqua. It used to be that the king granted a human female to a Draqua male, but since she came into my life…” he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am aware,” I grinned, suddenly understanding how he allowed his human female to influence him so much. I would also do anything that Reena asked of me. 
 
      
 
    “We grant you permission to court her, if she wants you in return, then you shall be granted her as a wife,” a soft feminine voice said. I turned to see Queen Melody Hydros entering the room.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, my queen,” the King said going over to her and placing a kiss on her cheek. She blushed. 
 
      
 
    “Now, if there isn’t anything else, I think you should get a move on that mission and leave me with my beautiful wife. I have a lot of… business… to discuss with her,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir!” I said playfully, understanding his notion. I bowed to them, “My queen, my king,” and then I moved to the veranda and shifted. I ran fast and swan dived off the edge and flew straight to the village to find Reena. She would be relieved to hear of Commander Triq’s departure, but that didn’t make me feel good about leaving her for too long. I still did not trust that she was safe, for some unknown reason. 
 
      
 
    I flew over the white beaches and spotted her immediately. Her long brown hair was down around her shoulders, and she was wearing the very vibrant cloths of the Draqua. It was the first time I had seen her dressed in the Draqua fashion. She had worn her space suit since arrival. It suddenly filled me with joy to see her in the sheer white dress over the long horizontal strip of green cloth covering her breasts and the blue loincloth covering her from waist to thigh. It was a sign she was embracing the Draqua life. I watched as she did a cartwheel in the sand and laughed and giggled with her friend Luka. I landed near them and walked over. 
 
      
 
    “Having a good time on the beach?” I said playfully.  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” Reena said, walking over to me with a big smile on her face. Her friend Luka blushed at seeing me. I wondered how much she had told her close friend about our encounter. Or had Luka simply heard us the way Kavik did? 
 
      
 
    “Good, I am glad that you are. What’s next?” I asked implying what was next for the day. 
 
      
 
    “Well, we were just talking about how we were hungry again,” Reena said pointing at Luka. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got that covered. Watch,” I said ready to impress the human females. I gathered a pile of wood and placed it in a fire pit as they watched. They looked confused. Then I took a deep breath as I looked at Reena. I could feel the warmth in my chest begin to build. Then I opened my mouth and shot fire at the woodpile. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god,” Reena whispered as I lit the fire pit. Then I stopped and turned to them.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you are able to do that,” Reena said.  
 
      
 
    “I’m not done. Now, you said you were hungry?” I said. 
 
      
 
    Reena looked at Luka and both of them nodded. I ran at a fast speed toward the ocean as though I was going to jump into the tide, but before my feet hit the water I flew straight up into the air. I could hear the women gasp as I did so. I flew fast and hard over the water and then stopped mid air and changed direction. I dove straight down very fast and dove into the water. I was down in the water for five minutes. I didn’t need to be down there that long, but I wanted Reena wondering where I was. I wanted to make her want to see me emerge. Then, I finally did. I broke through the surface and flew into the air with a large fish in my hands. I flew onto the beach and threw the fish on the fire. 
 
      
 
    “Food will be ready soon,” I said as I walked over to Reena, dripping wet. She was staring at me with her mouth slightly open.  
 
      
 
    “That was so cool!” Luka shouted as she giggled.  
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what she said,” Reena added. 
 
      
 
    “Should we go for a swim?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yea!” Luka shouted as she pulled off her sheer white dress and ran into the waves. Reena grabbed her dress, but I stopped her. “No, allow me,” I said as I grabbed it from the bottom hem at her knees and slowly slid it up her body, allowing the back of my hand to graze her skin. She breathed in a sharp breath of air as I moved over her thighs, then her belly, breasts, and then finally over her head. I leaned down to press my lips to hers, but as I got close, she jerked away with a laugh and ran straight into the water. I growled at being denied a kiss. I ran and dove into the water, speeding out as they watched and then back to them. We played and frolicked in the cool crystal waters for some time. Then when we returned to the beach, Kavik was waiting for us. 
 
      
 
    “Kavik!” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I took the liberty of turning this over and then removing it. It is done,” he said pointing to the fish that he had placed on a long leaf. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. Join us! There is plenty,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes! There is plenty,” Luka said interrupting us. 
 
      
 
    Kavik smiled at her. I knew that smile well on him. “I would be glad to. I have some business to discuss with you as well.” 
 
      
 
    “Understood,” I said as I motioned him to me closer to the shoreline. I pulled my long knife out of my boot and handed it handle first to Reena. “This is for the fish. I trust you can manage?” 
 
      
 
    “I am a scientist. I think I know how to serve fish,” she said as she grabbed the knife from me and her and Luka made their way to the fire and to the fish. 
 
      
 
    “What new, Kavik?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I found out as much as I could about Commander Triq’s mission.” 
 
      
 
    “Lay it on me,” I said quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Yatew and Borvon are the warriors that replaced us on the mission.” 
 
      
 
    “I do not know them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, neither do I. They only finished their training a month ago. Very young hybrids,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “So they are young and impressionable. They know nothing but following orders. It makes sense that he chose them. What else?” 
 
      
 
    “He took a small ship, a Kiva 867.” 
 
      
 
    “A Kiva? That is not a cargo ship. That is a speed ship. It is one of the fastest in the fleet.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, exactly, and get this: there was no mission for a cargo transfer for him on the books. He convinced the port to let him take the ship by making up some bullshit story about a trade that needed immediate attention on Tiok. No doubt he scared the shit out of the port guard in some manner or other to allow that to happen.” 
 
      
 
    “Just as I thought. Good work, Kavik. I will report this to the king and see what actions he wishes us to take. When I spoke to him earlier, he said that only you and I should secretly keep an eye on Commander Triq and that situation but to take no action. I will see if this new information changes that, but I doubt it.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, because I’m done with work for the day. The sun is setting, and I have grown… hungry,” he said as he looked over at Luka. I saw her turn to him and give him a smile. We moved toward the human females. 
 
      
 
    “Have you already cut yourself?” I playfully said as I sat in the sand next to Reena.  
 
      
 
    She smiled. “I have perfectly cut the fish with no incidences,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “That’s impressive,” I said looking at her work. We all sat around the fire eating and having a good time. It was very strange to get along so well with these humans. I was not expecting to have anything to talk about or to spend time with a human female other than the mating that was necessary. This was refreshing. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, I want to show you something,” I said to Reena as I stood up and held my hand out to her. 
 
      
 
    She stood up and said, “Where are we going?” 
 
      
 
    “You will see,” I said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “But I promised Luka we would walk back to our huts together,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll walk her home!” Kavik blurted out. We were all silent for a second. Then Luka cut through the silence as she said, “Oh yes, that will be fine. Don’t worry about me, Reena.” 
 
      
 
    “All right,” Reena said with a smile. I grabbed her hand and led her down the beach a bit as we walked in silence. Then I stopped and looked at her. 
 
      
 
    “Well?” she said. 
 
      
 
    I didn’t answer. Instead, I picked her up into my arms and flew into the night sky. She let out a little squeal as I did so. “What are you doing?” she said as she wrapped her arms around my neck and her legs around my waist. 
 
      
 
    “Having some fun,” I told her. 
 
      
 
    I flew out over the water and then got very low over it. Reena laughed as the spray from the water wet her. I had fun taking my time allowing her to enjoy the flight. I never understood how humans could ever find any enjoyment without the ability to fly, so I wanted to show her what it was like in a fun way. We weren’t running from any monster or flying to a specific destination with a purpose. We were just flying for fun. She giggled and placed soft kisses on my chest. As soon as she did so, I found myself aroused. She shouldn’t have done that because now there was no stopping me. The queen herself did give me permission to court Reena, as she put it. I assumed this was as close to courting as a Draqua could get.  
 
      
 
    “There,” I said as I looked ahead. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s an island called Eita. It is isolated and very small. That is where we are going,” I said as I flew to the island. It was only about the size of a very large hut in the village. I landed on the sand. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my gosh. This is incredible. It looks like it’s just floating in the ocean,” Reena said as she walked around the small area of land surrounded by water.  
 
      
 
    “Look at these trees; there are only three but they are tall, and they look happy to be on this small piece of land,” she said as she excitedly took it all in. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and look up. Without the light of the village, you can see all the stars and our three moons,” I said. She looked up and gasped.  
 
    “Dekario, this is beautiful. I have never seen so many stars in my life. They completely cover the sky barely leaving in black. The moons, they are glowing and—” 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t finish because I placed my mouth aggressively on hers, cutting her off. I couldn’t wait anymore. She moaned and put her hands against my forearms. I put my hands on her bottom and squeezed. Then I let my hand go down her bottom, further and further as I kissed her. Then I let my long fingers slide between her thighs. Reena sighed and lifted her thigh against my leg. I groaned in response. I pushed them up her loincloth and directly onto her sweet center.  
 
      
 
    “Oh god,” she whispered between kisses. I allowed two fingers to push inside of her warmth. She whimpered and pressed her body against mine. I moved my fingers slowly within her as she cried out. My cock was completely hard. I rubbed it against her small frame. Understanding my needs, Reena reached down and placed her hand on top of it. She rubbed the material of my waistcloth up and down over it. I growled in response. I knew that I couldn’t wait any longer, but I wanted to please her. I wanted her ready for me. I moved my fingers from inside of her and pushed them on top of her sweet spot.  
 
      
 
    “Oh yes. Right there; don’t stop touching me there,” Reena said. I played with this spot, allowing my finger to move in a circular motion. I felt her tense up as she pushed her face into my chest.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release,” she whispered.  
 
      
 
    “Good,” I whispered back. Then her body convulsed slightly as she moved her hand off of my cock and pressed her fingertips into my sides. She held on as though she was going to lose her balance. I moved my hand from her center and put my hands on her back, holding her up as she whimpered and went limp. I smiled at her. I scooped her up into my arms and laid her on the soft sand. I pushed my face between her thighs and tasted the result of my work. She moaned and wiggled. “I’m so sensitive still,” she said as I slowly licked her. 
 
      
 
    “I can tell,” I said as she jerked in small movements as while I slowly let my tongue move up and down her wet slit. But I needed to be inside of her. As much as I enjoyed playing with her and teasing her until she could hardly stand it, I also needed to be inside of her. I was hungry for her and needed to feel her warmth envelope me. I moved from between her thighs and slowly placed soft kisses on her body as I moved upward. I licked and kissed her belly and moved up over the cloth on her breasts. I playfully tugged on it with my teeth. I sat back on my knees and then I pulled off my loincloth and moved on top of her. She opened her shapely thighs for me, and I placed soft kisses on them, moving up her body as I pulled off her loincloth. Then she pulled on the cloth covering her breasts and hoisted it up. Her pink nipples were hard, and I put my mouth on one immediately.  
 
      
 
    “Oh Dekario…” she whispered as she pushed her fingers into my hair. I spread out my wings behind me, as I knew how much she enjoyed it when I was shifted into dragon form. She moaned in response. “You are so beautiful. You are such a beautiful and mysterious creature,” she whimpered. 
 
      
 
    I loved hearing her words. I was exotic to her, and she was exotic to me. We both turned each other on. 
 
      
 
    Then I placed the tip of my cock in her warm center and pushed in. She arched her back in response. I could feel her lips press against my chest as I moved forward. She was delicate and petite underneath me, and I did not want to hurt her. The sand under her was soft, but I was heavy.  
 
      
 
    “How does that feel? Does that feel good?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does. It feels really good. Don’t stop what you are doing,” she whimpered. I noticed her legs began to move higher up my thigh. She was opening herself up to me. I grinned knowing she wanted more and more of me. I moved faster inside of her. The sound of the crashing waves of the ocean only a couple of feet away was filling my ears. The spray of the water was hitting us. It was the perfect way to cool off while I was getting so damn hot.  
 
      
 
    “I think it is happening again…” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to release again,” she whimpered. She dug her fingertips into my torso and held on. I moved faster and faster. Then she let out a loud yell. I knew then that she was releasing. I smiled. I reduced my pace and moved my cock inside of her slowly, then out. She wiggled under me as the sensation moved through her. I let a few seconds pass before I once again moved faster and faster inside of her. Then I felt myself coming to the edge. It built up inside of me, and in seconds, I was shouting and releasing. I pressed my body to hers as I allowed the shudders of the orgasm to go through me. 
 
      
 
    Moments later I was laying beside her in the sand. We were both winded from the workout. Then I felt a drop land on me, and then another. 
 
      
 
    “What is…” Reena began to say.  
 
      
 
    But then it suddenly poured, cutting her off. We both laughed as fat drops of rain hit us.  
 
      
 
    “The sky was so clear a while ago!” she screamed at me over the pouring rain. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but then we became distracted,” I said to her. “Come on. I will get you back home,” I said picking her up from the sad. We each put on our clothes as best we could in the pouring rain. Seeing her hard nipples sticking out from the cloth made me thankful for the rain. I smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go. It’s coming down harder,” she said.  
 
      
 
    “Hang on,” I said as I pressed my body against her belly. She put her arms around my neck, and I scooped my hands around her bottom. She wrapped her legs around my waist, and I took off into the pouring rain back to the main island.  
 
      
 
    I landed outside her hut and placed her on her feet. The rain was still coming down as she opened the door and we went inside.  
 
      
 
    “I’m soaking wet!” she said as she moved over to the table with plenty of clean, dry cloths. She grabbed two and handed one to me as she dried off. 
 
      
 
    “I think this storm is going to last well into the night,” I said looking out the window. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is beautiful though. On Earth, I always get the best sleep during a storm. I like the rain,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you miss Earth?” I asked not wanting to hear her answer. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. It is my home,” she said.  
 
      
 
    The smile faded from my face. She looked at me as though she was regretting what she said and quickly changed the subject. “I need to get out of these wet cloths.” She moved toward the washroom and began to grab cloths to tie around her body. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to be left alone tonight?” I asked her as I leaned against the wall of her hut. She turned to me and looked at me with wide eyes.  
 
      
 
    “But what about Commander Triq? What if he comes for me?” she said in a slight panic. 
 
      
 
    “He won’t. He left Kelon this morning. He went to Tiok,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see. That is good news,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and no reason for me to guard you anymore. At least not until he returns,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Well yes, but…” 
 
      
 
    “But what?” 
 
      
 
    “I want you to stay anyway,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I would be delighted,” I said as I moved to her and scooped her into my arms. She giggled. I was ready to go for another round, and another, and another… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    Ten days passed as I was lost in a web of lust with this alien dragon shifter. I never expected things to go this far, but day after day I wanted him inside of me. I couldn’t control it. I was in awe of him. His telekinesis powers fascinated me and his ability to shift into dragon form impressed me beyond belief.  
 
      
 
    I had felt safe again knowing that Commander Triq was gone from Kelon. After the encounter with him, I was afraid to be alone with him on the planet. This relaxation kept me from keeping track of days and time. I just enjoyed the days away with my lover, and when he worked, I spent time with Luka and the few Draqua females of the village. Today was one of those days, as I sat in the communal outdoor kitchens with Luka chopping some fruits that had been picked that morning.  
 
      
 
    “Are you alright, Reena? You look a little pale,” she said to me. 
 
      
 
    “Pale? I’m getting a tan out here in this sunny paradise,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “I mean a little out of sorts, like you are sick,” Luka said glancing over at me again and again. 
 
      
 
    “Is it that obvious? I have been feeling nauseous off and on yesterday and all day today. I think it might be something I ate. We are eating alien food after all,” I said as a whiff of the fruit I was cutting suddenly hit my face. “Oh god.” 
 
      
 
    “What?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    I quickly got up from the wooden bench and ran away from the table into the lush landscape. I puked. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, Reena,” Luka said as she quietly came over to me and whispered, “Are you alright? I will get you some water.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, please,” I said as I stayed bent over at the waist and ready for another round to come up. My stomach felt like it was in knots. What the hell was wrong with me? I had not eaten anything new in the last few days. My scientist mind tried to determine a reason for my sickness, but my heart knew I was with child. It had been long enough to know after my first time with Dekario, and even so, I did not know how long it would take to show signs of being with an alien offspring. It could be the very next day for all I knew.  
 
      
 
    “Here, rinse your mouth before drinking,” Luka said as she handed me the glass of water. “I need to check your vitals and…” she went off into doctor mode, putting her hand on my wrists and such. 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel dizzy?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but I think I know why I’m sick,” I whispered to her as I stood up, feeling the wave of nausea finally pass. She looked at me. She was nodding her head yes as she whispered, “I have been feeling the same way.” 
 
      
 
    “So you are…” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pregnant,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god, Luka,” I whispered back. I grabbed her arm and pulled her away from the communal village deeper into the tropical lushness.  
 
      
 
    “I figured it out yesterday when I was doing just as you are,” she said to me. 
 
      
 
    “And I figured it out yesterday too, but I was denying it to myself. This is insane,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “I know. Isn’t it wonderful?” she said with a big smile. 
 
      
 
    “Wait, who have you been with?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Kavik,” she said. “I think I love him, Reena,” she said with a happy grin. 
 
      
 
    “Luka, you do?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I do. I think this is it for me, Reena. I don’t want to go back to Earth. I want to stay here and be with Kavik. I didn’t plan for this, but it has happened,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Does he know that you are pregnant?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    “No, I have not told him. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do until this moment, actually. Saying it out loud feels right though. I want this offspring, and I want Kavik. I want to stay here and be a Draqua. I do miss Earth and everyone I knew there, but this is an incredible adventure. Who thought we would ever find out about other life in the universe, let alone be invited to live peacefully among them? The astronaut in me thinks it’s the coolest thing ever,” she said laughing. 
 
      
 
    I giggled, “I am glad that you are happy, Luka,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And you? What will you do now?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have not thought about it. I guess I need to think about it. I guess I could not raise an alien offspring on Earth in secrecy. So I think my choices are limited,” I said, realizing the full extent of what this pregnancy meant. 
 
      
 
    “No, I guess not. I am here for you anytime you want to speak of it, but it is your decision alone. But know that I will be telling Kavik and I will be letting the king know that I wish to stay. I think he will grant it since I am with offspring and that is their mission, to mate with human females and create offspring.” 
 
      
 
    As soon as she said it, I felt ill again, but not nauseous. “Yes, you are right about that,” I said. Was this why Dekario had seduced me? It wasn’t because he genuinely liked me; it was because it was his mission to do so. It was the mission of every male Draqua to mate with a human female. I looked at Luka happily smiling as I wondered if she thought the same suspicion of Kavik. By the looks of her, it seemed not. 
 
      
 
    “Come, let’s get back to chopping. We are almost finished, and then you can go take a long hot bath,” Luka said pulling me back to the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I could barely concentrate on the work of cutting the fruit because I was so distracted. When we were done, we walked deeper into the village toward the tree staircase that spiraled on the inside of the tree and would take us onto the canopy bridges. 
 
      
 
    “Is that…” Luka said as we passed a lush garden area with tree stumps used for sitting. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix, where have you been? We haven’t seen you for…” I began to say as I walked toward him. It was then that I realized he wasn’t alone. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, hello, Antaris,” Luka said. The young Draqua female was blushing, and I realized that she and Phoenix had been having a moment.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, sorry to interrupt,” I said. “It is good to see you again, Antaris,” I smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “And you too, humans Luka and Reena,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Antaris was just speaking to me about military stuff, that is all. Or I should say warrior stuff,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the great battle,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “It’s very interesting. It seems the Draqua have an enemy and that enemy is older Draqua. It’s a civil war,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “Tell us, Antaris. I am very interested,” I said as Luka and I took seats on tree stumps. 
 
      
 
    “It happened many years ago. There is a group we call the opposition. They oppose the system of having Draqua males mate with human females to create hybrids, like myself.” 
 
      
 
    “It is something that I don’t understand. I thought that was the only thing securing the survival of your species. Why would they oppose such a thing?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “The opposition are made up of elder Draqua. The elder Draqua can shift into full dragons. Us hybrids only partially shift, as you have already seen. Hybrids have better abilities and are stronger than the elders. As far as I know, the elders do not like this, and they want the Draqua to remain pure blooded, even if it means that we will no longer exist in a hundred years.” 
 
      
 
    “That is awful,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and this great battle was the opposition coming to raid the village. They started to kill hybrids. They want us all dead. In that time, being a human female was dangerous, especially if you were pregnant,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “And now?” I asked trying to hold my panic to myself. 
 
      
 
    “Now the opposition is said to still exist, but there has been no action by them since that battle. There are rumors that they are waiting until they have strength in numbers before coming after us,” Antaris said. 
 
      
 
    “Trouble in paradise,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Luka in shock. We spoke to each other with our eyes. Upon hearing this story about the opposition, we knew that we were now in danger. I was thrown into a panic. 
 
      
 
    “Look at the sun. I must leave you to meet with my mother,” she said to us. She stood up and gave Phoenix a smile and then walked off. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix?” I said, raising a brow at him. 
 
      
 
    “She has grown on me,” he said smiling bashfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it seems we have all become accustomed to this place and the race of Draqua,” Luka laughed. 
 
      
 
    “You too?” Phoenix laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, in fact, since you are here I should tell you that I am going to ask the king to stay here,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “You are?” he said with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I want to,” she said to Phoenix and gave me a look. She was not going to say why she wanted to stay and I thought that was a good idea, especially now knowing that pregnant human females were in a silent danger here. 
 
      
 
    “But please do not feel pressure to stay, either of you. I do not want that. I want you to be happy. If you want to return to Earth and never speak of this place again, then you should do so. It should be your decision and your decision alone,” she said in a very serious tone. “I like it here and I know there is much to learn here, and why did we embark on our spaceflight from Earth in the first place if not to learn all that we can? I know now that the knowledge will never reach Earth, but that is out of respect for this race, and I am okay with that. That does not mean that I can’t broaden my knowledge,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. That is very intriguing,” I said, agreeing with her thirst for knowledge. 
 
      
 
    “I really don’t have anything to go back to on Earth anyway other than my career. But the king has not said he was going to allow us to go back anyway. I really doubt he wants to risk the safety of his race. I think I am with you, Luka. I want to stay,” Phoenix said, standing up quickly as though he had just won the lottery.  
 
      
 
    Luka and Phoenix hugged in celebration of their decision. Then they looked at me. “I need to think about it,” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you two don’t mind, I’m going to go take a cool dip in those clear waters out there. It really is paradise here. It’s constant vacation,” he said smiling.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, let’s get you into that hot bath and get more water in you. You can’t stay dehydrated after throwing up. And you are also going to have to start eating a lot…” Luka went on with her medical advice as she walked at my side on our way back to our tree huts. I only halfway listened to her because I was so distracted by the fact that I was going to be the only human going back to Earth… if the king did grant it.. If the King found out I was pregnant, then he probably wouldn’t let me go. No, I had to keep it a secret until I had made up my mind. It had to be my choice, no one else’s. Plus, there was the danger of the opposition that did not want human and Draqua hybrids. It was too dangerous to let anyone know that I was pregnant with an alien baby, so I would keep it to myself. 
 
      
 
    As Luka made up a bath for me in my hut, I quietly said, “Are you not scared to stay now knowing what Antaris has told us about this opposition?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I have known about the opposition almost since we arrived here,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Did you? How?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Kavik. We have talked about it. I asked him once after hearing a few Draqua talk about the war and the scars it has left on some of the buildings, like the palace,” she said as she turned off the water and stuck her hand in the bath to check the temperature. “It is ready.” 
 
      
 
    “Why did you not tell me about this if you knew?” I asked her. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. It never came up. I didn’t really think of it as something important as far as our daily life here. Though it is very interesting. But every civilization has wars and disagreements. It is the way of things all across the universe it seems,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “True, but are you not scared now knowing that if the opposition is out there, they will try to kill you and your offspring?” I asked as I took off the strip of red cloth across my breasts and untied the cloth around my waist. Then I stepped into the tub. It felt relieving. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I am, but returning to Earth would be worse for the offspring. At least that it was I have figured out for myself,” she said awkwardly looking at me. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you are right. As soon as humans found out about the child, they would want to experiment and such. I am a scientist; I should know. Living in secret and cut off from socializing would be detrimental to a child, so that is not a choice either,” I said as I grabbed a sponge and washed in the hot water. 
 
      
 
    “It is something to think about,” Luka said as she moved over to the bed and lay down. I could tell that she was tired, and so was I.  
 
      
 
    Hours later she returned to her hut, and I waited in dread for the first time over Dekario coming to my hut at night. I walked back and forth in the hut knowing that this would be the first time I spoke with him after admitting to myself that I was pregnant with his child. Denial was so much easier. Now I was extremely nervous. Then he walked in. 
 
      
 
    “I was scared you had gone to bed already. Then I would be forced to wake up your lovely sleeping body,” he said as he moved right to me and pressed his lips on mine. The palm of his hand went up around my breast and then slid down to my belly. As soon as he touched me there, I jerked back away from him. I didn’t mean to. It was just a knee-jerk reaction. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong, Reena?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing, it just tickled a little,” I said smiling. 
 
      
 
    He was quiet for a bit as he looked at me. Then he said, “You are acting differently.” 
 
      
 
    “What? No, I am not,” I said turning away from him and pouring myself a glass of water. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are. You are acting suspicious. I can feel it,” he said, walking over to my side.  
 
      
 
    Oh great, I thought. Not only was he able to move objects with his mind, but he was also able to sense my change in mood. It was going to be super hard to keep this baby a secret from him. How does he know me so well already? It has not been long…should I tell him? No, I can't yet. I need to figure out how I feel about this first. I turned to him and threw my arms around his neck and pushed my fingers into his hair and playfully said, “You are the one acting suspiciously with all these questions.” I got up on my tiptoes and pulled him down to me from his tall height. I kissed his lips, and he moaned. In seconds, he was distracted from his suspicions and concentrating on kissing my neck and massaging my breasts. Then between kisses, he said something that startled me.  
 
      
 
    “I’m leaving Kelon,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I said pushing him away. “What do you mean you are leaving me?” I said panicked. 
 
      
 
    “I did not say that I was leaving you. I said that I was leaving Kelon,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Is that not the same thing?” I said crossing my arms. 
 
      
 
    “No. I am leaving Kelon on a mission and will return, and I will return to you,” he said. “I am not leaving you forever, as you make it sound.” 
 
      
 
    “Fine,” I said annoyed. It was silly. I knew that he was a warrior and had a job to do. So why was I acting so petty? It had to be the hormones. Damn, hormones already making me a crazy pregnant woman. 
 
      
 
    “Reena,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “When do you leave?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Tomorrow morning,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, if you are planning to have your way with me tonight and then just say goodbye in the morning, you can think again. I would like to be alone please,” I said trying to hold in my anger. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you want?” he asked with this look on his face as though he thought I couldn’t live one night without his cock. His damn dashing grin! I narrowed my eyes at him feeling really angry. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is what I want. Get out,” I said turning my back to him. 
 
      
 
    Then a whoosh of wind hit me. I turned to see him flying fast out the window. I ran to it and watched as he flew gracefully among the trees. He was a sight to behold in the night. His long wings stretched out from his toned long body. He was flawless, and I had just kicked him out of my bed. I felt stupid. But it was better this way; at least I wouldn’t have to hold in being nervous all night. When he was finally out of sight, I closed the shutters and locked the door. I was going to spend my first night alone in a very long time. I laid down and stared at the thatched roof ceiling.  
 
      
 
    It was going to be a long night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    LEUITENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    “As for Commander Triq, if you feel that something is not right because he has not returned yet, then I trust you, Dekario, and your instincts. You’ve always had a way of knowing what Draqua are up to. I give my permission to find Commander Triq. You and Kavik take a small ship and go quietly spy on Commander Triq on Pacu without him knowing of your presence. Check on the Aeriwana Draqua hybrid situation and see if there is any news on it.  I still have a feeling that something is happening on that front. Perhaps it is linked and you will suss it out this time.” 
 
      
 
    “I will leave right away, if you wish it,” I said to the King. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Leave as soon as you can,” he responded. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he said it, my mind jumped to Reena. I didn’t want to leave her, not now. I didn’t trust that she would be safe in the village without me.  
 
      
 
    “Leave in the morning and tell no one where you are going. I will take care of your cover and send a false mission to the port to grant you a small, fast ship,” the king said. 
 
      
 
     “Yes, sir,” I said as I moved to the veranda and shifted. I ran fast and swan dived off the edge, my favorite thing to do, and flew straight to the tree huts to find Reena. I didn’t feel good about leaving her. I still did not trust that she was safe, but a mission is a mission. I had orders from the king himself, and if anyone was going to find out what Commander Triq was up to, it was damn well going to be me. 
 
      
 
    But I was not expecting Reena to be acting so odd when I visited her hut. She was nervous about something, but I did not know what. When she asked me to leave, I was very disappointed. Since I was going away, I wanted to spend the night with her. Who knew how long this mission would take? It could be a week or a month, and now I had to leave without being inside of her again. It was excruciating.  
 
      
 
    So the next morning I was in a grumpy mood.  
 
      
 
    “Make sure you check the fuel gages,” I said to Kavik. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah I already did it. I just told you I did a few seconds ago,” Kavik responded. 
 
      
 
    “Well, do it again,” I said angrily. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on with you, Dekario? You are acting like an ass,” he said as he stopped working. 
 
      
 
    I stopped what I was doing and realized he was right. “I didn’t get a lot of sleep last night,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Or maybe you didn’t get any Reena last night and now I have to deal with your sourness,” Kavik said moving to the back of the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it,” I mumbled to myself. He was right, and I hated to admit that this human female was having this affect on me. I did enjoy her company and I wanted her as my life-long mate, but simply to mate. I was not supposed to be letting her have an affect on my work as a warrior. She was there to create my offspring and please me in bed, and now she was doing so much more than that. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for take off. Count it down,” Kavik said as he returned to the front of the ship and strapped in. 
 
      
 
    “Readying for launch,” I said as I focused on launching and not on Reena. It was hard but necessary.  
 
      
 
    We launched from Kelon and made our way to Tiok. We did not approach the village of Pacu. Instead, we entered the planet far from it and then when we reached a distance above the surface, we traveled along it, speeding toward the village of Pacu. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should park our ship outside the village, hide it. Then we will fly to the east end where Commander Triq normally lands as a base. We will see if he is there as he should be,” I said to Kavik 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a good plan to me,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, we landed in a small rocky ravine and hid the ship in the deep water of the ravine creek. Then we were off to the village of Pacu where we landed over the port. 
 
      
 
    “Do you see it? Do you see the ship?” I asked Kavik. 
 
      
 
    “No. I don’t see it at all. There are only twenty or so ships in there. It’s not crowded, and there is plenty of room to land that Kiva that he’s in. He’s not here,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. Then where?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we’re going to have to ask around and dig a little,” Kavik said. “I’ll be right back.” He flew off. I stared at the port searching for any sign of Draqua and didn’t see any.  
 
      
 
    “Here, you can put this on. Let’s get down on the ground,” Kavik said as he reappeared and handed me a long black cloth. Then he flew down the side of the wall and into the empty alley. I followed him down.  
 
      
 
    “Should we stay with wings?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, in case we need to get away quickly. These cloths are long enough,” I said as I draped the cloth on my head and then wrapped the entire black cloth over my body and tied it at the waist. The long cloth went all the way down to the ground. Kavik wore a dark blue one. We were now unrecognizable, and even the hump on our backs from our folded wings did not give us away as the various races you found on Tiok came in all different shapes. 
 
      
 
    “I say we talk to the port guard in case he has been here this trip,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Great idea. After you,” he said. A few minutes later we were talking to the port guard. 
 
      
 
    “You know Commander Triq. You have seen him here many times before. Now tell us, was he here these last few days and where did he go to?” I said to him sternly. The guard gave us a disinterested look and then ignored us. 
 
      
 
    “We are speaking to you,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “I hear you, but I do not care to engage with you. I do not need to tell you anything,” the guard said. I looked at his blue skin and small stature. He carried a blaster gun at his side, and as soon as I eyed it, I thought of a way to encourage him to talk to us. 
 
      
 
    “I think you do care to engage,” I said as I used my mind power to lift his own blaster gun out of his holster and aim it at him. He stared with wide eyes at the floating gun aimed at him. I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “So what was it that you were saying?” Kavik asked him. 
 
      
 
    “How? Give me back my gun,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “Quiet now,” I said as I pushed the gun closer to him but not close enough for him to reach. He jerked back. “Just answer the question, and you will have your gun back.” 
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq was here,” he sighed annoyed. “He left three days ago and mentioned that he needed coordinates for Riqov,” the guard said. 
 
      
 
    “Riqov?” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “I know it. Let’s get out of here,” I said as I made the blaster gun fly far from the guard and then set it down on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” he mumbled as he went after it. We walked back to the alley and disappeared into the crowd, making our way to the outskirts of the village toward the ship. 
 
      
 
    “What is Riqov? Where is it? We have never had orders to go there,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “No, we have not. But the king had suspicions about it. He pointed it out to me on the map of Tiok and told me it was a possible headquarters for the opposition,” I said as we took off our cloaks along the side of the creek. 
 
      
 
    “The opposition? What is Commander Triq doing there then? You think he’s hunting down the opposition?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t. Let’s go find out what he’s up to,” I said as I dove into the water toward the ship. Kavik dove in after me.  
 
      
 
    A few minutes later we were flying low over the orange dirt of Tiok out in the outlands as we made our way to Riqov.  
 
      
 
    “What am I getting into, Dekario?” Kavik asked. “Tell me of this place.” 
 
      
 
    “It is worse that Pacu. It is more dangerous. There are few inhabitants, and it is complete lawlessness. I have not seen it with my own eyes. I only go on what the King has told me.” 
 
      
 
    “So how do we approach it?” 
 
      
 
    “There is an outcropping of rocks a mile outside the western side of the small village. That is where we will park and then we will fly the rest of the way ourselves. It is easier not to be seen that way. Anyone would recognize our ship as belonging to the king’s fleet so it cannot be seen. It will give us away, and Commander Triq would be warned of our arrival. We shall stay unseen as much as we can and just gather the information to see what he is up to.” 
 
      
 
    “I like this plan. I will follow your lead,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    When we arrived outside the small village, we took up positions on the roof of a building along the fence line. It was high enough to hide us.  
 
      
 
    “What do you see?” I asked Kavik as we both scanned the area with scopes. 
 
      
 
    “I see the ship. It is all the way on the north side of the village. See it?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I see it. The courtyard next to it seems to have a lot of activity. I’m putting eyes on it. I see Nalox,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I see him. I see him,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t see Commander Triq or the new warriors Borvon and Yatew,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Neither do I. But… are those. Holy shit. It can’t be,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “What, what is it?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “The king was right. They do exist,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “The hybrids. The Aeriwana and Draqua hybrids exist. Do you see? There are two of them standing outside that building at the entrance. I bet you Commander Triq is in there,” I said as I started to feel very, very angry. It was boiling inside of me. 
 
      
 
    “Aeriwana, what? How can you tell?” Kavik sai, moving closer to me, looking through his scope.  
 
      
 
    “Look at the forearms, shoulders, what do you see?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Scale patterns…” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and what’s missing?” 
 
      
 
    “Wings. Shit.” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly. The king said that the Aeriwana Draqua look exactly like us, but when they shift, they do not have wings, only scales and the strength of the dragon,” I said staring through the scope. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell is going on here?” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    Then I saw Commander Triq emerge from the building. “That traitor,” I growled. I put down my scope and jumped off the roof. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario don’t,” Kavik said. But it was too late. I was heated, and there was no stopping me. The ass was not going to get away with this. I did not put any thought into it. I was in a rage, and I was going for him. First, this poor excuse for a Draqua attacked the human female that I love and then he turned out to be a traitor. It all drove me to the edge. I flew over the courtyard. “Triq!” I shouted, and as I did so, I used my mind to make every single Draqua near him float in the air. It took a lot of energy to do this, but being in such a rage helped. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario,” Commander Triq sneered at me.  
 
      
 
    “Traitor!” I shouted as I landed in front of him. He stepped toward me.  
 
      
 
    “Dekario, why have you come here? You know that now since you have seen too much, I cannot let you leave here alive,” Commander Triq grinned. 
 
      
 
    “I will be leaving alive, and I will be leaving with you in a cell aboard a ship. I will take you back to the king where you will be tried. The king already suspected that something was going on. He had his suspicions, and now you have confirmed them. You will pay for this!” I shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq growled in anger. He did not like this news that the king knew about him, and that meant he could not go back to Kelon, ever. He was now a homeless Draqua. 
 
      
 
    Whoosh. I turned to see Kavik flying fast past every single Draqua that I had suspended in the air. As he touched them, they went limp. This allowed me to let go of my mind control and the Draqua fell to the ground, paralyzed.  
 
      
 
    “I see you did not come alone,” Commander Triq said as he lunged for me. Bam! He knocked me back off my feet. We rolled across the courtyard, fighting. He punched me in the torso, but I was happy he came at me.  
 
      
 
    “Is that the best you can do, Commander?” I said arrogantly as I punched him across the face. He growled in response. He was heated, and I knew that at any second he was going to shift into dragon form. I punched him again in the ribs as hard as I could to try to stop him from doing this. 
 
      
 
    Blast! The sound of the blaster gun drew our attention from our wrestling match. I saw Kavik lying on the ground as blood oozed from his arm. I looked over at the source of the blast. An Aeriwana Draqua was holding a blaster gun, and now it was aimed at me. 
 
      
 
    “Good, Temuk,” Commander Triq said as he moved from on top of me and stood up. “Keep that aimed at this one.” 
 
      
 
    I sneered at this Aeriwana Draqua named Temuk. He grinned at me. I could see the mean that he harbored inside of him. The Aeriwana were a mean race of beings. They used torture and were more brute and primitive than any race we had ever come across. Crossing them with Draqua was a dangerous thing. They would have no compassion whatsoever. I looked at Kavik. His arm looked like a flesh wound, and that was all. He would be fine. But now Commander Triq had the upper hand. 
 
      
 
    “You think that you are going to get away with—” I began to say but then I was suddenly knocked out. I didn’t even see it coming. 
 
      
 
    When I regained consciousness, I felt tightness around my body. I opened my eyes and only saw complete blackness. Where the hell was I? What was going on? What happened? 
 
      
 
    “Kavik?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’m here,” I heard him say. He was very close to me. It was then as I turned my head that light hit my eyes and I could clearly see that I had a black cloth over my eyes. It was tight. I moved my hands, but I couldn’t. I struggled against rope realizing that it was tied around my entire body and a hard chair that I was sitting in. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, shit is right,” Kavik said. I groaned as I used my mind power to pull the black cloth from my face. It was tight, and it took longer than it should, but I finally got it off. I looked around the room. It was small and dark with one small window that was too small for us to squeeze out of, but it did let in a bit of daylight. Good, I had not been out long. 
 
      
 
    “What happened, Kavik?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq got the upper hand on us. They took us prisoner. We’re tied up in a small room below the building we saw Commander Triq come out of,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And your arm?” I said looking over at him. 
 
      
 
    “Surprisingly, they tied a bandage around it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Aeriwana are known for getting their prisoners in the best shape possible before torturing them,” I said, turning around the room as much as I could toward the door. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. That’s good news,” Kavik said. “First a laser blast to the arm and now I’m going to be tortured. Perfect. Thank you, by the way,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Why are you thanking me?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “If it wasn’t for you being so hot headed and rushing into this I wouldn’t be here right now. I would still be on that roof gathering intel as the King commanded. But no, you can’t control your temper, and you had to rush in. Now we’re tied up and ready to be tortured,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Noted,” I said. “I did rush in a little prematurly, but you are right. You know me well. My temper got the best of me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Well now your temper needs to get us out of here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, what are we working with out there?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “It is not good. After you went cold, the Draqua he called Temuk was joined by ten more Draqua of the Aeriwana kind. We are outnumbered for sure. I think two are posted in the hall outside the door and the rest are in that courtyard,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Those are not good odds,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, they are not,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Well at least we found out that Commander Triq is with the opposition,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes and no,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What? What do you mean? We caught him in the act,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “We caught him disobeying orders and using the King’s fleet to do his own bidding, whatever that may be. But the opposition is split. There are those that oppose interbreeding of Draqua with any other species, and that includes Aeriwana. But then a sector of the opposition split off and are for this Aeriwana interbreeding in order to use the Aeriwana hybrids as warriors to win against us. It is a complex mess. So it seems that Commander Triq is with this sector of the opposition that supports Aeriwana breeding, but that’s not the classic stance of the opposition that we went to war with years ago. There is so much more going on behind our backs than we know. If I would have to make an assumption, I would think that Commander Triq has taken it upon himself to carry on the work of the sect of opposition that breeds Aeriwana and Draqua and he’s creating a small band of them. He has delusions of grandeur. It seems with this complex, he is half way there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But how? How did he do this without us knowing? It seems impossible. You and I have been on his missions to Tiok for almost two years now,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but think about the strategy of those missions. We were always sent out on patrol together. One warrior would be left to guard the ship along with Commander Triq, who always said he had business to attend to. He would leave on his own. We were gone from sun up to sun down, and he would return to the ship later than us. That entire time we thought he was out doing the king’s business that us lowly warriors were not given access too, but instead he was out here. He was in this village creating all of this,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “The bastard. He used us,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he did,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now? How do we get out of here?” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t!” we heard Commander Triq’s voice yell out as the door opened. I glared at him as he walked in with Temuk. Temuk carried a device that looked menacing. I was sure that it was some sort of Aeriwana invention, which meant it was for one thing only: torture. 
 
      
 
    “You will not be leaving here alive, unfortunately for you,” he said as he walked in and stood in front of us. Temuk stood beside him, and his eyes glowed almost yellow. His grin was wide and psychotic. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing here, Triq? What is all of this?” I sneered at him. “Are you doing this breeding? Are you crossing Aeriwana with Draqua? Who are you working for?” 
 
      
 
    “That is no concern of yours. But I have realized something that didn’t hit me until a few moments ago. It is why I have come to visit you now,” he said to me. 
 
      
 
    “What is that? That you are a traitor that will die at the hands of the Draqua? The very beings you swore and took an oath to protect as a commander? Traitor,” I said angrily. He growled. He did not like this. He punched me across the jaw. My head snapped to the right. Then I turned and looked at him as blood fell from a split lip. 
 
      
 
    “No, you arrogant fool. I have realized that if you are here, then who is watching over that fine piece of ass of a human female, Reena?” he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you dare touch her!” I shouted at him as I tried to get up from the seat. I was in a blind rage where all I could see was red. Just hearing him say her name had me in such a fury that I could not control. I could snap his neck with my bare hands. He laughed a hearty laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I thought that might get a rise out of you,” he said with a grin. “She is all alone without you to defend her. She is just waiting for me to take her. I am going to enjoy it more now that I know how much she means to you. It will only make taking her that sweeter of an accomplishment for me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No! No!” I screamed at him as I struggled to get out of the chair. 
 
      
 
    “Temuk,” Commander Triq said. Temuk walked up to me and placed a rod against my arm. A bolt of electricity shot through my body, then it stopped. “Agh!” I screamed from the pain. 
 
      
 
    “Temuk here prefers electrical shocks as his favorite form of torture. I don’t agree with it, but that is why Temuk is here. He rather enjoys doing it,” Commander Triq said. “The great thing about Temuk and those of his kind is that they are not around very long. This means they live their life with the best attitude. They don’t give a crap what happens to them. They are all in for a mission.” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want with us, Commander Triq?” Kavik said trying to pull the focus off of me. 
 
      
 
    “I do not want anything. You should have never come here. Coming here means the end for both of you. But at least I get a very tasty human out of it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    As the bolt of electricity held my muscles in a spasm, I still tried to get loose. I struggled in the chair. I was beyond angry as I thought about Commander Triq trying to push himself onto Reena. I would die for her, and now I was not going to be there to protect her. 
 
      
 
    “Ready my ship. I am going back to Kelon to get something that is rightfully mine. Watch these two. Do what you what you want with them. Have your fun if you must, but don’t kill this one yet. I want him to have to watch what I am going to do to the human female. That will be the best torture of all,” Commander Triq said as he turned toward the door. 
 
      
 
    This was enough. I’d had enough. I stood up with the chair still attached to me. “You fucking traitor! Stay away from her! Don’t touch her! I will kill you!” 
 
      
 
    Another bolt of electricity shot through me, and I fell to the ground in convulsions. My tongue was limp in my mouth, and I could no longer talk. I heard Commander Triq laughing as he walked out the door and down the hall. I willed my body to move, but it would not. I tried to use my mind power to raise me off the ground, and it did not work. I tried to use it to stop Commander Triq in his tracks, but it didn’t work. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario…Dekario?” I heard Kavik say, but I could not answer him. I moved my leg to push myself on the floor, but I could barely move it. I heard a sinister laugh and knew that it was Temuk’s laughter. Then another bolt of electricity hit me, and my body convulsed violently until suddenly I blacked out.  
 
      
 
    When I awoke, I was on the floor still. It was darker in the room, with a small light burning in the corner. I coughed as my dry throat got used to being able to swallow again. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario?” I heard Kavik say. 
 
      
 
    I tried to answer but only coughed more and more.  
 
      
 
    “When you are done coughing, I could use a little help here,” he said. I swallowed as much spit as I could and moved my head toward Kavik’s voice. He was on the ground tied to his chair, and he was on top of Temuk. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” I said in a scratchy voice. 
 
      
 
     “The bastard is paralyzed, but as soon as I stop touching him he will only be paralyzed for ten minutes or so, so I just stayed on top of him. But I’m getting exhausted. This is a lot of energy use for me,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Impressive,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but exhausting and I don’t know how long it will be before his buddies come looking for him,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “All right, give me some time here. I need to get out of these restraints,” I said as I rolled over. The metal restraints holding me were strong, and I could not bust out of them, especially in my weakened state. 
 
      
 
    “Are there keys on him for these restraints?” I asked Kavik. Kavik looked over him and then said, “It looks like there is something in his gun holster, but I can’t reach it.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll check,” I said as I looked at Temuk’s boot and pulled out the contents of his boot holster using my mind power. The keys rattled as they came out. I moved them in the air to Kavik’s restraints behind his back. “Hold steady,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Then I moved the key into the slot and turned it. The restraints fell from Kavik.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Kavik sighed. Then he pulled off his restraints and rolled up from the ground. He grabbed the keys and moved over to me. I looked at Temuk still paralyzed on the floor.  
 
      
 
    “You said we have ten minutes or so before he comes to?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, unless I hit him with another dose, but I think I need my energy to help us get out of here,” he said as he pulled the restraints off of me. I groaned as I got up. 
 
      
 
    “You all right?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, I think I will be alright, but that electric device really knocked the shit out of me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah, he got me once, and then I charged him and paralyzed him. Once was enough for me. I knew it hit you good cause you’ve been out for a while,” Kavik said as we pulled Temuk’s weapons from him and tied him in the restraints. 
 
      
 
    “How long?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Almost two hours I would guess. Maybe longer,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. That means that Commander Triq is two hours ahead of me. We need to get out of here now,” I said as the rage came back to me as I remembered that he was going after Reena. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we do,” Kavik said.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed the electrical device and pointed it at Temuk. I was ready to do to him what he had done to me and enjoy it. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t do that. It will bring him out of paralysis and he will shout and such. We have about another seven minutes of him being unable to move and I think we should take advantage of it,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit, you are right. Damnit. I was going to enjoy that,” I said moving to the door. 
 
      
 
    “How many?” 
 
      
 
    “Two was what I saw when Commander Triq walked out. One of the right and one on the left,” Kavik whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I will take the one on the right,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I got the left. Then we head straight down the hall. It opens out to the courtyard and we can shoot straight into the air from there,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. We will split up from there and head back to the ship. Remember where it is?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. Shifting,” I said as I shifted into dragon form. Kavik did the same. 
 
      
 
    “Go,” I said as we quickly pulled open the door. I took out the guard on the right with an electrical shock from the device. Kavik hit the other guard on the head with the blaster gun. Both guards fell to the ground. We looked around. It was quiet. The maneuvers we used to take out the guards did not cause any commotion. The door at the end of the hall was closed, giving us plenty of cover. 
 
      
 
    “Go,” I said as we quickly walked to the door. Bam! I kicked it open and flew straight into the air. Kavik followed. Then we heard the commotion and shouting below, but it was commotion of them trying to figure out what was going on. No one looked up and in no time Kavik and I were well behind the wall of the building with plenty of cover.  
 
      
 
    “I’ll go right,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go left,” Kavik said.  
 
      
 
    “Stay low, between buildings,” I said. He nodded. Then he flew in the around toward the outside of the small village and I flew around the outside of the other. As soon as I was out of the village, I headed toward the ship. I looked behind me and didn’t see anyone following me. I looked across in the distance and could see a black dot traveling at the same speed as me. It was Kavik. I looked behind him, and his tail was clear. We were not being followed. Minutes later, we arrived at our ship. 
 
      
 
    “Anyone follow you?” Kavik said as he landed next to me.  
 
      
 
    “No, you?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get ready for launch,” I said, anxious to get going. Commander Triq was in a ship that was faster than the ship that we were in, and he had a couple of hours head start. This was not working in my favor. I worried that he would harm Reena, but I worried more that he would kill her because she would fight him as much as she could. I had to get to her as fast as I could. 
 
      
 
    “Counting down!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Wait til I am buckled in at least. Shit, I didn’t get to do the proper checks,” Kavik said as he quickly buckled into his seat. 
 
      
 
    “There is no time for it. Launching,” I said as I hit the lever forward and pushed the ship straight into the air. We moved straight up into the sky and into the blackness of space. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    I had been spending a lot of time with Luka since Kavik and Dekario left on their mission. She had insisted on seeing me every day and doing a quick check-up. She was a doctor after all, and this was what she did. We had become closer than ever now that we were both pregnant with hybrid aliens. Only we could confide in each other about what we were going through. We really wanted to ask some of the other human females that had already given birth so many questions. But we had decided not to let anyone know until we told our lovers. It was the best thing, but because we had these secret babies that we were hiding together, we became so much closer. It felt great to have that support. 
 
      
 
    “Since he’s been gone, I now know,” I said to Luka as I sat in her hut. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that. It hasn’t been easy on my nerves that Kavik is gone. I can see how having Dekario gone would make things clearer for you,” she said to me as she placed her hand on my wrist to check my pulse. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “So what is it? Don’t keep me in suspense. What did you decide?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I want to stay here too. I think that I love him, that I am in love with him. I want to be with him and create a family with him. I know that it is dangerous here, but so is Earth,” I said smiling. 
 
      
 
    She jumped over to me and gave me a big hug. “I am so glad. Now all three of us want to stay. You and Phoenix and I we are all now part of the Draqua population,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is something, isn’t it? I never thought when I arrived here that I would be making this my permanent home. It is almost hard to understand how things changed so fast for me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but just think. You can do as much work as you want here. There is much to learn for the both of us. I am very excited to try to analyze and understand all that is happening here. It is miraculous,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true. That does get the scientist in me very, very, excited,” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    “So, should we tell the king then that our plans have changed and we wish permission to stay here among the Draqua?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I think that we should wait until Dekario gets back. I would like to tell him first before we tell the king. He might take offense of the entire village knowing this choice before he does,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is a good point. The same with Kavik, as he is also a warrior and they can be quick-tempered, if you have not noticed,” she said arching a brow at me. 
 
      
 
    I thought about how he raged into my hut when he found me with Commander Triq and said, “Oh yes, I do know. I have seen as much.” 
 
      
 
    “So, for now, we keep all the news between us three. They should be returning soon I hope,” she said as she poured me a glass of water with a slice of fruit. 
 
      
 
    “I think you are right. They have been gone long enough. Not that I know how long these missions take. It will be hard to live with them doing their warrior assignments, but I guess it is just like being married to a soldier on Earth,” I said suddenly feeling an extreme longing for the father of my child.  
 
      
 
    “Cheers to us, the new mothers of the Draqua hybrid and residents of Kelon. We have become aliens,” Luka said holding up her cup of fruit-infused water. I held up my cup and bumped it against hers. It was a defining moment. We had decided that the rest of our lives would be lived out far from Earth and with a strange alien race. Still, I knew in my heart that it was right. Now I just had to wait out the hours to tell Dekario what I had decided and hoped that he wanted me as his long-term mate out of love and not out of the simple necessity to create offspring. It was something that worried me in the back of my mind. 
 
      
 
    Luka made me stay with her until very late. She wanted to make sure that I wasn’t getting too dehydrated if the nausea came back. But it had mostly passed. She would place her hand on my forehead every now and then to check my temperature. She was definitely in doctor mode most of the time. It was adorable. 
 
      
 
    Later that night I could not sleep after saying my decision out loud. My heart was racing from the anxiety of telling Dekario. But I was still happy about it. I laid in my bed with the open window allowing the ocean breeze to caress my skin and hoping that the crashing waves would put me to sleep.  
 
      
 
    Then out of sheer happiness of being in love, I started to sing a little lullaby. Then I put my hands on my belly and sang to the child that was living there. Tears came to my eyes as I had the first experience of truly acknowledging that I had a child inside of me. It was the first time acknowledging that at some point this child was going to come from me and be an actual being that I could talk to and care for. It would be my heart. I laughed as I thought about this.  
 
      
 
    “So unreal,” I whispered as I rubbed my belly in soft circles. Then I continued to sing. I felt very calm, and it was just what I needed. I started to drift off to sleep as I felt this overwhelming sense of joy. I could not wait for Dekario to return. Then, as if I had willed him to me, I heard a thud. The sound was distinct and woke me up. I knew that sound all too well by now. It was Dekario landing on the veranda outside the hut. I sat up and smiled. “Dekario,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    I jumped out of bed and fixed my hair. I took a sip of water and then pushed my cloth into place under the sheer blue dress that I wore. I was so happy that I would not have to wait at all to tell him. He was here, and I was going to tell him, and then we would make love in celebration. I longed for him to touch me and kiss me. I moved to the door and opened it with such momentum and a smile. But I was not prepared for what was on the other side.  
 
      
 
    “I see you were expecting me,” Commander Triq growled at me. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked in anger but trying to hold in my fright. 
 
      
 
    “I came to finish what we started,” he said as he stepped toward me. I stepped back as fast as I could, retreating into the hut. 
 
      
 
    “Get away from me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He laughed, “Don’t think that I don’t know that Dekario is not here to protect you this time. I know all too well.” 
 
      
 
    “How do you know that? He is here. He went down to the village to gather some food. He will be back any second,” I tried to be as convincing as I could be. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq laughed a hardy laugh that sent chills up my spine. His dark eyes looked crazy to me. I wanted to hurt him. I looked around the room for something to defend myself. There was a small knife on the table near the board I was using to cut fruit. I slowly stepped sideways as I kept my eyes on him.” 
 
      
 
    “I know this because I have him. Dekario is not here on Kelon. He is not coming to rescue you. You are mine,” he sneered at me. 
 
      
 
    I stopped in my tracks. “What do you mean you have him?” I was terrified of what the answer was going to be.  
 
      
 
    “I have him chained up. He was dumb and came snooping around me and my work. He should not have done that. Now I have no choice but to kill him,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I screamed. “Don’t touch him.” 
 
      
 
    He laughed and said, “Funny, he said the same thing about you when I mentioned I was coming for you. He did not like that one bit. I liked making him squirm by telling him that. But first I promised him a show. I promised him that I would take you back to Tiok with me so that we can perform in front of him.” 
 
      
 
    “I would never let you touch me like that in a hundred years. You will let him go, and you will leave us alone,” I said as tears formed in my eyes and fell down my cheeks. I could not believe that Commander Triq had Dekario, and probably Kavik too. This meant that I would never get to tell him that I was pregnant with his child. He would die not knowing what we had created. That thought burned a hole in my heart. No, I could not give up. I was not alone in this tree, and I was not going to let this psycho dragon take me without a lot of commotion. 
 
      
 
    “You have no choice. I will touch you if I want,” he said as he lunged toward me. I ran as fast as I could to the table and picked up the knife.  
 
      
 
    “No! Phoenix! Luka! Help! Help!” I screamed over and over at the top of my lungs. Commander Triq stopped in his tracks and growled at me. Then in a flash, he shifted into full dragon form. He was not hybrid, he was full dragon, and as it stomped toward me, I was filled with fright. I was screaming as loud as I could.  
 
      
 
    “Reena!” I heard Phoenix shout in the distance. I was relieved to know they had heard me. But suddenly I was in the arms of the dragon. I tried to slice it with the knife, but the hard dragon scales simply bent the knife. Whoosh! He flew straight out the window with me in his arms. I was still screaming, trying to wake up the village. The dragon growled. He knew that my screaming was a problem. We flew over the port, and I knew that he was trying to get to a ship. But my screaming had caused many warriors on the port to stir and come out onto the launch pad. The dragon saw this and roared as he flew fast straight up into the sky so that my screams would go unheard. This frightened me. 
 
      
 
    Then he moved out over the ocean away from the village. “Stop! Put me down!” I shouted as I kicked as hard as I could. The dragon roared again. He was not happy about what was happening. I knew that he had wanted to take me to Tiok and that planned had been foiled by my screaming. By now Phoenix and Luka would be in my hut. Maybe they even saw the black dragon taking me. They would alert the king and there would be forces launching to search for me. I only hoped that the dragon didn’t kill me by then. Right now I knew that he was making up his plan as he went along. But where were we going? We had flown in a direction that I had never been in before. The few times I had flown with Dekario, we always went over the ocean that was in front of the village beach. This time we flew over the interior of the island and off the edge of the backside over the ocean. I was frightened that no one would find me in this direction. 
 
      
 
    Then I saw a dark black cone sticking out against the night sky. It was massive and jutted out in a conical shape that reminded me of a volcano. It sat on a small landmass that was dark and covered in jungle. Commander Triq flew high over the cone, and once he was on top of it, I was shocked at what I saw. It was a volcano, but it was inactive. The inside of the cone was filled with light. There was a lot of activity going on. It was a mix of fully formed dragons like Commander Triq, and non-shifted Draqua.  
 
      
 
    “What the hell?” I whispered. The dragon flew down into the cone and landed on a large ledge. He set me down on my feet and moved away from me. I took this opportunity to look around. There were about fifty Draqua that I could see on various levels of ledges. This was a working base, or at least that was what it looked like to me. I saw a couple of ships parked in several areas. The Draqua themselves looked to be at work in daily or nightly activities. Some were sleeping in hammock-like large leaves, and others were cleaning weapons.  
 
      
 
    I suddenly realized that this must be an opposition group. Why else would they be out here like this? I had never heard Dekario or any Draqua in the village talk about an outpost in a volcano. This must be a secret. Whoosh! I felt a burst of wind. I turned back to Commander Triq to see that he had shifted out of dragon form. I narrowed my eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    “What is this? Why did you bring me here?” I spat the words at him. 
 
      
 
    He stomped toward me with anger in his eyes. Whack! He backhanded me across the cheek. The blow nearly knocked me off my feet. I grabbed my cheek as the pain shot through me.  
 
      
 
    “Your shouting made me bring you here. I did not have a choice. If you would not have yelled like that we would be on a ship back to Tiok and to your damn Dekario. Instead, you foiled that plan for me. I had no choice but to bring you here,” he growled at me. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I am glad I spoiled your plans. You thought you could just barge in and take me without a fight. That is not so. As you see, you have underestimated me. You know nothing about me. I am a smart human female and if you had realized that you would have stayed away from me,” I glared at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, a smart human female that has forced me to put her in more danger than she knows,” he said as he looked out over the volcano interior. 
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do with me? Take me back to the village now,” I narrowed my eyes at him.  
 
      
 
    He laughed. “That is not possible. You will never see that village again. I have no choice but to see if I can use one of these ships to get to Tiok, but it will not be easy,” he muttered under his breath as though he was thinking out loud to himself and not including me in the conversation. 
 
      
 
    Then he turned and looked at me. He put his hand on my shoulder and squeezed as he used the pressure to direct my body. “This way, damn human female.” He turned me, facing the wall of the volcano interior. I noticed then that there was an arch opening in the rock wall. He pushed me through it. There was a long hallway and switchback stairs that went up and down the interior of the volcano. 
 
      
 
    “Down the stairs,” he said. I was scared of his destination. Was he taking me to a place to be alone so he could violate me? I would kill him if he tried. But to my relief, that was not where we were going. He kept telling me “down” every time we came to a new level on the stairway. We were going all the way down to the base inside the volcano. When we emerged, I noticed just how much activity was going on. As I walked further in, the Draqua warriors stopped and looked at me. They glared at me. My presence was not welcomed here, and I realized then that this was definitely the opposition and they despised human females. If they found out that I was pregnant, they would kill my unborn child and me. I held back tears and stood tall, trying not to give my condition away. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Triq! What the hell is this?!” a booming voice shouted. I looked over to see a massive Draqua warrior stomping toward us. He had long gray hair and was obviously an elder Draqua, but still strong and menacing. His stark green eyes made him look very primal. 
 
      
 
    “Captain Hicium, I had to bring her here. I had no choice,” Commander Triq said. It was then that I realized that this other Draqua was in charge. Captain Hicium was obviously angry at Commander Triq, and that made me feel very good.  
 
      
 
    “No humans allowed! You know that rule just as clearly as everyone else does. Now we know that you have been working on the inside and bringing us information. You have been our link to know what is going on inside the village, but lately there have been rumors about you, and now you show up with a human female!” Captain Hicium shouted. 
 
      
 
    “What rumors?” Commander Triq growled out the words. I took this time to slowly sway my body sideways. I was trying to remove myself from this argument as it looked like these two could be going at it at any second, and I had my child to think about. I had to protect my child at all costs. 
 
      
 
    “That you have been taking up the Aeriwana Draqua breeding program that we abandoned years ago. That your missions to Tiok have not just been for the king, but for yourself,” the Captain said, pacing back and forth in front of Commander Triq like he was a lion preparing to attack. 
 
      
 
    “And what proof do you have of these lies?” Commander Triq growled again. 
 
      
 
    “There is no proof, which is why you are still alive. But those rumors do not look good in light of you bringing this human female here now. This is precisely what we are against,” Captain Hicium said. 
 
      
 
    “I told you I had no choice. My departure in my ship was compromised in the village, and I had to make a quick getaway,” Commander Triq said. 
 
      
 
    “Compromised because you decided to steal a human female? That is very unwise, Commander Triq. You have put us all in danger now. They will be looking for her. They always do. Now she knows too much. She cannot go back there. We have no choice but to kill her,” Captain Hicium said. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he said it, my heart dropped to my stomach. This was it. I was going to die here. These Draqua were opposite of the village Draqua, and they hated humans. We were the problem, and I was going to lose my life because of it. 
 
      
 
    “No. Not yet,” Commander Triq sneered. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I see. You want to have your way with her. You are truly not opposition, are you, Commander Triq? I do not know why you are involved with us or what else you have intentions of doing if you are willing to take this human female to bed. We despise humans. Or have you forgotten?” 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq was breathing hard and pissed off. He was glaring at the Captain. I was in complete confusion. This Captain was saving me from being taken by Commander Triq against my will. But in return, he was going to kill me. I was not safe with either of them.  
 
      
 
    “Lock her up in the cells,” Captain Hicium said. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq growled at the order. Two Draqua warriors stepped to my side and grabbed my arms. I did not struggle. I went quietly and willingly. This at least would buy me some time. I would be locked away from Commander Triq, and the rest of the Draqua here despised humans, so I was not in danger of being violated by them. It was the best thing for me and the baby at the moment. 
 
      
 
    “This is your punishment, Commander Triq. Maybe now you will learn not to make this mistake again. You will not have your treat of this human female. All this trouble you went through to bring her here was for nothing. I do not have time to deal with her now. We will deal with her later. For now,” he turned from the Commander Triq and shouted, “prepare for possible invasion! It is possible Commander Triq will be followed by the king’s warriors. We must be prepared! This is not a drill! Go now!”  
 
      
 
    Every Draqua warrior went into action, and it was then that I saw many more of them flood out from the inside of the volcano. There were much more than the fifty that I thought there were. Shit, I thought. Now the king’s warriors will be flying into a trap. Dekario, come to me. I need you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    LIEUTENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    “Take the ship. Fly her straight,” I said as I unbuckled my belt as we flew into Kelon.  
 
      
 
    “What? Why? What are you doing?” Kavik said as he grabbed the wheel piloting the ship.  
 
      
 
    “Get her to a thousand feet. I’m getting out,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you insane? Can you not wait until we have landed the ship?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No. It is a waste of time,” I said as I shifted into dragon form. “There is no time to lose. Commander Triq would already have her by now. Any second now could be the second he tries to take her,” I said in anger. 
 
      
 
    “But only a few more seconds until—”  
 
      
 
    “Kavik, what if it was Luka?” I said angrily. 
 
      
 
    He was quiet and then said, “Nearing one thousand feet in twenty seconds. Twenty, nineteen…” 
 
      
 
    As he counted down, I moved toward the door and grabbed the latch. He shouted, “One thousand feet!” 
 
      
 
    I opened the door, and the air rushed in. I jumped from the door and flew into the sky. We were very high, and so I dove straight down as fast as I could plummet. It was such a high speed that I just folded my wings behind my back and allowed the pull of Kelon to take me down toward the surface. When I was a hundred feet above the surface, I spread my wings and flew out toward the village in the distance. In seconds, I was standing on the veranda with the four huts where the humans Luka, Phoenix, and my Reena were staying. 
 
      
 
    “Reena! Reena!” I called out to her as I moved to her hut. I kicked open the door as I yelled for her. “Shit,” I said. There were signs of a struggle, and it was obvious that he had already been here. He must have her. 
 
      
 
    “Reena!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario?!” I heard a female voice say. But it was not Reena. I ran out the door of the hut onto the veranda. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario! Thank god,” Luka said as she ran toward me. “Where is Kavik?” she asked looking concerned.  
 
      
 
    “He is on his way. He will be here in minutes. Where is Reena? What happened here, Luka?” I asked in a panic. 
 
      
 
    “She was taken. I saw it. I have just come back from telling the king!” Phoenix shouted at me as he ran across the bridge to us. 
 
      
 
    “He is right. It was Commander Triq. He took her. We heard her screaming, but we could not get to her in time,” Luka added. 
 
      
 
    “It was the black dragon. I was running toward her hut when it emerged from her hut out the window with her screaming in his arms,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    I growled at hearing this. I did not like to think of her in a frightened state. I did not want that for her. Commander Triq would pay for this. 
 
      
 
    “He went that way, toward the port. But Reena’s screaming woke up the entire village and I think that deterred him from landing there. So he flew that way, over the jungle. Then he was out of sight,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “You have told the king this?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. He is gathering a search party of warriors now,” Phoenix said. 
 
      
 
    “That will take too long. I am going now. Tell the king I have returned and followed the path of Commander Triq,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are going by yourself?” Phoenix asked. 
 
      
 
    “I have to. Go tell the king now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I jumped off the veranda on the tall tree and flew out away from the village above the tree canopy of the jungle in the night sky. I could see that it was almost dawn at this vantage point as the sun’s light began to illuminate the ocean. My mind raced as I thought about where Commander Triq could have taken Reena. There was nothing out in that direction except for a dormant volcano called the Manta. That would be the perfect hiding place. It was uninhabited, and no one went there often because it was a long flight. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario!” Kavik shouted as he shot up through the canopy and hung in the air. 
 
      
 
    “Tell the king I am to the Manta! I am sure that is where he has gone!” I shouted back at him across the trees as I hung in the air. 
 
      
 
    “By yourself? You cannot go by yourself. Wait for us to gather!” 
 
      
 
    “No, you go and gather forces, but I’m losing time every second she is in danger. Go now!” I shouted as I turned and flew in the direction of the ocean.  
 
      
 
    I was not going to wait for reinforcements of any kind. I had already lost a lot of time by being unconscious on Tiok. I only hoped that I was not too late. If he harmed her, then I would tear him to pieces with my bare hands.  
 
      
 
    As I thought about it, I grew angrier and angrier, and with this anger, I was somehow able to push myself faster through the sky. It was as if my mind was allowing it to happen. I was using the power within me to cut through the sky so fast that everything was a blur to me. I had never flown this fast before, and it was a new experience.  
 
      
 
    Then as I came upon the black cone of The Manta sticking out from the sea, I slowed down. I did not know what I would be flying into. The sun was barely starting to peak over the ocean, and everything was illuminated a shade of orange and pink.  
 
      
 
    It was then in this light that I noticed activity on the volcano island. I could see movement, and that let me know that the king’s suspicions were right. There was activity on the outer islands without his knowledge. This must be a post of the opposition, and now that I knew that Commander Triq was a traitor, this would be the perfect place for him to go. I would have to be careful, and I would have to infiltrate this quietly. 
 
      
 
    I flew to the top of the volcano and landed on along the rim. I laid down, clinging to the outside wall as I looked in. I was shocked at what I saw. There was an entire base inside the volcano. I felt a sense of failure as I saw it. I had failed the king. He was right all along, but we had been looking in the wrong place. Now, this opposition base had been put together right under our noses. 
 
      
 
    “Take the prisoner water and food. Do not speak to her!” I heard a voice shout. It caught my attention. I looked down to see a familiar Draqua. I had seen him many years before when he was exiled from Kelon. He was known as Captain Hicium. He pointed in the direction of the prisoner. Was it Reena? Why would they have her prisoner? 
 
      
 
    Then I saw Commander Triq moving toward Captain Hicium. He was angry, and he spoke loud enough for me to hear at the height that I was at. “This is unnecessary. I have told you that I was not followed. There is no need to prepare for an invasion by the king’s warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “I am in charge here. I am to be trusted, not you. I would not expect you to understand how you rampaging through the village with a screaming human female in your arms would cause alarm and a search party to happen. That is probably why you never made it past commander even in your old age. I am a captain for good reason,” he spat the words at Commander Triq. I tried to hold in my laughter as he berated Commander Triq, but I needed to go into action. I knew what side of the volcano she was being held on because the Captain had pointed in that direction. Now that Commander Triq was occupied with his squabble with the captain, it was the perfect time to find her and get her out of this hell hole. 
 
      
 
    I moved to the other side of the volcano and found an entrance. There was no one guarding it, and I remembered the Captain say they were getting ready for an invasion by the king’s warriors. This was good for me. That meant there would be very few guards at positions because they were all getting ready for battle. They were expecting a large force and not one single Draqua slithering about the place.  
 
      
 
    “Here, human! If it were up to me, I wouldn’t feed you at all!” a voice echoed up the stairs. I heard the clinging of metal bars.  
 
      
 
    “Hurry, Captain wants us manning the ships now!” another Draqua shouted. I heard the bars cling again. Then heavy footsteps went away from me. I lightly stepped down the stairs, careful not to let my heavy boots make a noise.  
 
      
 
    Then my heart stopped when I heard sobbing. It was Reena. I would recognize her whimpers anywhere. Grief filled me that she was in this spot instead of in my warm bed with a smile on her face. She should not be experiencing this, and it was my fault for not staying with her. I had a dark feeling that something was looming in her future but I had brushed that feeling aside, and now she was paying for my carelessness.  
 
      
 
    I quietly appeared on the prison level and walked in. There was one guard standing there, and he was watching the warriors in the courtyard scramble and prepare for battle. I caught him off guard and hit him in the back of the head with my gun. He fell to the ground. I pulled him into an empty cell and pulled the keys off of him and then I closed and locked the cell door. Then I walked down the corridor of cells, and the sobbing became louder. 
 
      
 
    “Reena?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “What? Dekario? Is that you?” she said with such hope. 
 
      
 
    “It is me…shh,” I said as I ran quickly toward her.  
 
      
 
    “Oh my god. I can’t believe it,” she cried so hard she was convulsing. 
 
      
 
    “Shh… it’s okay. It’s okay. I’m right here,” I said as she hugged me through the bars. “I’m going to get you out of here. We must be quick.” 
 
      
 
    “I had hoped and prayed that you would show up, but Commander Triq told me he had you tied up on Tiok and I lost all hope. Captain Hicium wants to kill me and…” 
 
      
 
    “Shh, Commander Triq underestimated me. Come on, let’s get you out of here,” I said as I opened the door. She ran to me. I threw my arms around her and pressed against her trembling lips. Her face was wet from crying. She was violently shaking as she cried in my arms. I could tell that she was truly scared and I wanted to kill Commander Triq for putting her through this. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing here?” I heard a voice boom behind me. I turned to see Commander Triq glaring at me with shock. 
 
      
 
    I put myself in front of Reena as she gasped. “You underestimated me again,” I said as I used my mind power to throw him into the air quickly. His head hit on the rock ceiling of the corridor. He fell to the ground, but he was not knocked out, only dazed. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you up to now, Commander Triq? Did I not tell you to leave the human female alone? She will be dead in hours!” another voice said. Captain Hicium walked in. He took one look at us and pulled out his blaster gun faster than anyone I had ever seen. But I was on top of it and used my mind power to pull it out of his hand and across the corridor to the other end. 
 
      
 
    “You hybrid scum!” he shouted as he came at me. I flew over to the side away from Reena.  
 
      
 
    “Reena hide!” I shouted. She screamed as she ran away from me down the hall. I needed her to be out of harm's way in order to not be distracted from this fight. 
 
      
 
    “What is it with this female? Why is she so special that you and Commander Triq are after her?” Captain Hicium shouted as he charged at me again. I didn’t answer him. I wanted him to take his focus off of Reena. 
 
      
 
    Bam! He connected with me as he hit me in the torso and pushed me all the way against the bars. He was a dragon, a full dragon, and I had to hope that he would not shift. It was a small space, and I knew it would be hard for him to maneuver if he did.  
 
      
 
    “You are weak and old, Captain Hicium!” I shouted at him.  
 
      
 
    He growled at me. “I will show you weak and old!”  
 
      
 
    Boom! He punched me across the jaw. It sent me reeling backward. The truth was he was very strong Draqua, and there were many stories about his accomplishments in battle before he was exiled. I assumed that he was the one leading the opposition here. It made sense that many Draqua would follow him because of the tales of his battle accomplishments. 
 
      
 
    I punched him in the gut with both of my hands clasped together. I threw all my energy into it, and he was thrown off balance and landed on the ground. I flew into the air and landed on top of him. I straddled him and pummeled him with a right and a left across the face. I was getting the upper hand. But then his hand caught my right fist before it came down for another blow. “Aagh!” I screamed as he turned my hand in a way that was not natural as he tried to break my wrist. I used my elbow of my left and jabbed it into his face. He let go of my hand and pushed me off of him. He got up while I recovered.  
 
      
 
    “Where is she? This human that is causing me so much trouble? Come out, human! It is time for you to die!” he shouted as he ran down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t touch her!” I shouted back. But he rounded the corner of the corridor and was out of my sight. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario…” I heard Reena whisper. I looked to see that she was hiding in an open cell to the left of me. I smiled at her, knowing that she was safe.  
 
      
 
    “Come out…” I heard the Captain’s voice echo down the corridor. I needed to finish him, and now. If I did not, he was going to kill Reena as soon as he found her.  
 
      
 
    “Stay there,” I whispered to her. She nodded. I flew down the corridor toward Captain Hicium. I filled my lungs with air. The warmth in my torso was growing. I was going to shoot fire at him, but he was not in a straight line in front of me. If he saw my glowing torso he would be warned and get out of the way. No, I had to think of something much more clever than that. I got to the corner and breathed a large ball of fire into the air. Then I used my mind power to grab the ball of fire and whip it around the corner.  
 
      
 
    “Agh! Agh!!!” Captain Hicium shouted in pain as the fireball hit him. I quickly pulled my blaster gun from my boot holster and rounded the corner. He was on fire. Bam! Bam! I fired two shots into his head. He fell to the ground, dead. He was still on fire. 
 
      
 
    “Agh! Dekario!” Reena shouted. I turned to see Commander Triq pulling her from the cell.  
 
      
 
    “No! Don’t! Leave her alone!” I shouted as I flew toward them. But he yanked her out of sight. When I got to the cell, I followed them out of the arched doorway into the courtyard. It was bustling with many Draqua warriors of the opposition. 
 
      
 
    “He killed Captain Hicium! He killed the captain!” Commander Triq shouted as he pointed at me.  
 
      
 
    He had Reena in his arms. She screamed for me. “Dekario!” 
 
      
 
    But as she screamed, Commander Triq let her go. She ran for me, but behind her, I could see Commander Triq shift into dragon form. There were many warriors coming at me ready to fight. But I could only focus on her. As she was closer to me, she was picked up into the air by the black dragon of Commander Triq. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shouted. He flew straight up inside the cone of the volcano. I shot up but was dragged down as a warrior had my leg. I shot fire at him from my mouth. He let go as he screamed. 
 
      
 
    “They are here! The army is coming!” a warrior shouted as he ran into the courtyard. “The warning fire has been lit. Prepare for battle!” 
 
      
 
    This warning was a blessing for me. The warriors moved their attention from me to the battle preparations. I flew straight up the volcano and landed on a ledge.  
 
      
 
    “Come any closer, and I will push her off this ledge,” Commander Triq said as he growled at me.  
 
      
 
    “No, don’t. I am staying right here; see?” I said putting my hands up in surrender. “Don’t hurt her. This is between you and I. It always has been, hasn’t it?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You dirty hybrid! Why should you have powers and not I? It isn’t fair!” he shouted. 
 
      
 
    “And that is why you are breeding Aeriwana and Draqua? You want to use their powers to your benefit because you do not have them? Isn’t that so?” I said, taking a step forward. 
 
      
 
    “That is not your business, hybrid,” he said as he jerked Reena in his hands. 
 
      
 
    I stopped walking forward. I did not know how to get out of this. I did not have a clever plan. I did not know how far away the king’s warriors were or if Kavik was among them. I felt powerless as I stared into Reena’s brown eyes. She was terrified as she looked at me. Her hands were on her belly as though protecting it and she was breathing heavily. She was shaking. I had to think of something. Commander Triq could snap her neck in a second just out of spite of me. What could I do to save her? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    The relief I felt when I heard Dekario’s voice calling my name was indescribable. Among these opposition Draqua, I knew that I was going to die and not even Commander Triq could help me or save me from them. Captain Hicium had made that clear. So when Dekario came into my view and let me know that everything was going to be okay, I surrendered to relief. But I was still in a position of death as I was held against Commander Triq’s body. His strong arm was across my shoulders and clavicle tightly. He wanted to kill me. He wanted to do it right in front of Dekario out of spite.  
 
      
 
    I stood there on the ledge inside the volcano saying a silent prayer. I had my hands on my belly to protect my unborn child from Commander Triq’s strength. I didn’t know what else I could do. I looked into Dekario’s kind brown eyes as though it would be the last time that I saw them.  
 
      
 
    I loved him. I really loved him. I wanted to tell him at that moment that I was pregnant with his child but I knew doing so would anger Commander Triq and make things worse. So I kept it to myself.  
 
      
 
    “What are you going to do, Commander Triq? The king’s warriors are on their way. They are close. They will capture you,” Dekario said. 
 
      
 
    Commander Triq growled as he looked around. I felt him pull me closer to the edge. He looked over the edge at the commotion below of the warriors getting ready for invasion. Most of them had already shifted into dragon form.  
 
      
 
    “They are coming!” a voice shouted from below. Then whoosh! A burst of hard wind hit us as dragon after dragon flew up the volcano. It was quite the sight to see. These were full dragons, most of them were elders, and they came in all colors. There was a red one, a purple one, a white one, a blue one, and on and on as they quickly flew by us. They were flying straight up to meet the king’s guards. It would be beautiful if it weren’t a sign of an oncoming battle.  
 
      
 
    “There is time for you to go. Leave here now, and you can escape with your freedom. Hand Reena to me,” Dekario said as he stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “No. I have seen what you can do. You will come after me. So I need a distraction in order to stop you from coming after me,” Commander Triq sneered at Dekario. 
 
      
 
    “And what distraction is that?” Dekario said as he moved slowly toward me. 
 
      
 
    “This,” Commander Triq said as he pushed me off the ledge. 
 
      
 
    “Aagh!” I screamed as I free fell. 
 
      
 
    “Reena!” Dekario’s voice screamed. The ground was rushing at me and all I could think was… “My baby, my baby,” I cried. 
 
      
 
    Thud. Strong arms scooped me, and I was suddenly not falling anymore. I was floating in the air. I looked up into Dekario’s face. He was breathing heavily.  
 
      
 
    “My baby,” I cried. I couldn’t hold it in anymore. I had to say it out loud. I put my hands over my belly and pushed my face into Dekario’s strong chest. 
 
      
 
    “What?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I’m pregnant, Dekario. I am carrying your child. I am with child. I am scared that the baby has been hurt with all of this,” I cried. 
 
      
 
    “That bastard!” he said as he looked up. I looked up to see the black dragon flying from the edge into the air toward the volcano opening. Dekario flew to a corner of the volcano with a large amount of natural rock jutting out from the wall. “Hide here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What? No, don’t leave me, please,” I said, grabbing his hand. 
 
      
 
    “If I don’t stop him now, he will never stop coming after you. He will come after our child,” he said as he put my face in his hands. He placed a kiss on my lips and then said, “I will protect you and our child at all costs. I must end Commander Triq now, or you and our child will never be safe. Hide. I will return.” Then he moved from me and flew straight up into the air. I crouched under the rock and peered out up into the volcano opening. I saw Commander Triq in the distance and Dekario gaining on him. 
 
      
 
    Then the sky was suddenly littered with hybrids flying into the volcano. I was relieved. The king’s warriors had finally arrived. Fighting was going on in the air inside the volcano and out. Dekario caught up to the black dragon and shot fire at him. The black dragon turned. “Oh god,” I whispered to myself. The black dragon was three times the size of Dekario, and strong. I remembered how my knife bent when I tried to stab the strong scales. The black dragon’s long tail whipped around and hit Dekario in the back, forcing him against the rim of the volcano.  
 
      
 
    “No, no…” I said as I watched. I knew that finding out I was pregnant had lit a fire under Dekario. It had filled him with rage, and now he was trying to take it out on Commander Triq. Maybe I should have kept it to myself that I was pregnant. If I had kept it to myself then I would be in his arms right now as he flew me back to the village. I would be in his safe arms instead of watching him get beaten by the black dragon of Commander Triq. 
 
      
 
    I saw Dekario regain control and he pulled his blaster gun and was shooting at the black dragon. The black dragon moved quickly out of the way. The dragon shot fire out of his mouth of razor sharp teeth. The range of fire was longer and thicker than that of a hybrid. Dekario quickly moved out of the way. I squeezed my eyes shut, hoping it would be over when I opened them. When I opened them, I saw a familiar form in the air. It was Kavik, and he was now helping Dekario fight the black dragon. They were coming at it from both sides. “Oh thank god. Kavik, please help him. Please help the father of my child. Bring him back to me safely,” I said, whispering a prayer to myself. 
 
      
 
    Then I saw something shocking. Kavik flew past the dragon quickly. Suddenly the black dragon went limp. It fell from the sky. It was falling straight down toward the ground of the volcano. It was falling, falling, and I remembered that Dekario had said that Kavik had the ability to paralyze with his touch. Dekario was diving straight down toward the falling black dragon with his large knife in his hand. 
 
      
 
    Boom! The ground under me shook as the dragon fell. Its head fell facing me. I could see that it could see me and I jerked backward. It could not move, but I knew that as soon as it could, it would come after me. 
 
      
 
    “Aagh!” Dekario came down with a yell worthy of a warrior and stabbed his long knife into the dragon’s chest. The knife penetrated and I watched the life leave the paralyzed dragon. It then shifted back into Commander Triq. Tears fell from my eyes. It was over. It was really over.  
 
      
 
    Dekario looked over at me. He was breathing in relief. Then he flew over to me. He embraced me underneath the overhang. I pressed myself hard against him. “I was so scared. I thought you were going to die,” I cried. 
 
      
 
    “No. I would never leave you alone like that. I would never leave you and our child,” he said softly, placing his hand on my belly. 
 
      
 
    “I am glad that you are happy I am with child. I was not sure that you would be,” I said looking into his brown eyes and pushing his long black hair out of the way. 
 
      
 
    “Of course I am. Come on; let’s get you out of here. It is not safe. We are in the middle of a battle,” he said as he scooped me up into his arms. Then he flew straight up the volcano, dodging fights between Draqua. It was a civil war, Draqua against Draqua, just like the one that Antaris had told us about. I could not believe that I was not only experiencing it for myself but I was somehow the cause of this particular battle. If Commander Triq had not come for me, then this battle would not be happening. It was because of me, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. I didn’t like being the cause of any grief. But I would have to think about that later. For now, I just wanted to get back home and feel safe in the arms of Dekario, the father of my child. 
 
      
 
    “Hold on tight,” he said as he moved out of the rim of the volcano. I tightened my hold around his neck. I looked out over the battle in the sky. I didn’t see very many full dragons, the elders, anymore. It was mostly hybrids. 
 
      
 
    “Look’s like the King’s warriors have this under control,” Dekario said. Then he flew fast and away from the volcano over the sea. I was glad for the fresh sea air that hit me. We flew in silence, and I could tell that Dekario was still on edge. He was constantly looking around to see if there was anyone else around us. Ahead of us, I could see lights. I relaxed a little in his arms the moment I saw the village in sight. 
 
      
 
    “Home,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, home,” he repeated back to me. I was glad to call it that. This truly was my home from now on, and now Dekario knew the truth about me. I was pregnant with his child.  
 
      
 
    Moments later Dekario landed on the veranda outside my little hut. It was now full morning. 
 
      
 
    “Reena! Thank God!” Luka said as she ran over to me. 
 
      
 
    “We were so worried,” Phoenix said as he came over too. They both hugged me. I cried as I hugged them back. “I’m so happy to see you guys.” 
 
      
 
    “What happened?” Luka said. “We saw that dragon take you then there were crazy alarms and the village emptied of warriors.” 
 
      
 
    “It is a long story, but that dragon was Commander Triq. He abducted me and took me to an island off the coast where the opposition has a base. The king’s warriors are in a battle crushing the opposition now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Luka gasped. “A battle… but?” 
 
      
 
    “He is alright. I saw him myself. He will return,” I said to her. Dekario, sensing her worry, saw her put her hands on her belly. He knew exactly what this meant. He grinned a little and said, “Do not worry, Luka. He will return soon. The battle was nearly over when we left, and we were winning.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh good,” she exhaled. 
 
      
 
    “Now if you two don’t mind, my Reena here has been through a lot, and I want to get her some rest,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes, of course. Reena, drink plenty of water. Take a hot bath and eat something. You need to sleep for as long as you can,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, doctor. Right away,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Get your things. I am taking you to my hut,” Dekario said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him, raising a brow. “I am? I have never seen your hut,” I said suddenly realizing that we had always been in my hut. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am taking you there. I just thought you would want to let your friends know that you are alright and maybe get some clothes to change into,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes that is good thinking,” I said to him. I hugged Luka and Phoenix and said, “I will see you tomorrow morning as I think I will be sleeping all day into the night tonight.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, good, get lots of rest,” Luka said as she peered over my shoulder toward the ocean. She would be anxiously awaiting Kavik until he arrived later in the mid-morning. 
 
      
 
    “Come,” Dekario said as he opened the door to my hut. As soon as I walked in, I felt a wave of nausea. 
 
      
 
    “What is it? Are you all right?” he asked as he put his hand on my back. 
 
      
 
    “Seeing this hut again reminds me of the fear I felt when Commander Triq came for me, both times. I guess it is a good idea not to stay here. I do not want to think about it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, my thoughts exactly. This place is tainted.” He went into the cupboard and grabbed a woven reed bag and began to push cloths for me to wear along with sheer dresses into it. He draped it on his arm and then said, “Anything else that you want from here we will get later on.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a good idea,” I said. “I am very tired.” 
 
      
 
    He scooped me into his arms and then moved toward the door. He moved onto the veranda and flew toward the palace over the large village. I was surprised that he landed on a veranda that was right next door to the King’s palace. The view of the palace was on one side and the ocean on the other. 
 
      
 
    “This is spectacular,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I love it. It is my home,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “So close to the King?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he likes me to stay close to him. He trusts me,” he grinned. 
 
      
 
    “That must be a great honor,” I said as I moved toward the door as he led me inside. 
 
      
 
    “It is, but it comes with a lot of responsibility,” he said. “Come in. I will set up a hot salt bath for you.” 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like heaven,” I said as I walked in. I gasped at the interior of his hut. It was massive. Dekario moved out of sight and I heard him running the water. I took this time to look around. This was not a one-room hut like mine. It was several rooms from what I could see. I was standing in the main living area that had comfortable benches and chairs. There was a very large table that could seat six, and it separated the sitting area from a food preparation kitchen area with lots of tabletops. The colors were blue and green and the thatched roof was vaulted and high. There was a massive window that looked out over the sea, allowing the breeze to come in.  
 
      
 
    “Come, it is ready,” Dekario said as he reentered the room. I noticed that he had shifted out of dragon form. He walked over to me and kissed my shoulder softly. Then he grabbed the hem of the sheer dress covering my body and pulled it up. I raised my hands over my head, and he slipped it off me. He grabbed my hand and led me to a back room. The tub was enormous and steam was coming off of it. There was a small window with a view of the palace. I pulled off the cloth covering my breasts and then the loincloth at my waist. I stood there naked with dirt and grime on me. 
 
      
 
    Dekario sighed. “You are absolutely beautiful,” he said as he came to me and placed a soft kiss on top of my head. Then he grabbed my arm and held me as I climbed into the tub. The minute the hot water hit me, I felt my entire body release the tension I had been feeling for hours. The soothing salts from the sea were nourishing, and the steam was invigorating.  
 
      
 
    “Here, let me,” Dekario said as he grabbed a soft natural sponge and dipped it into the hot water. He washed my face first, and I could only imagine how dirty it was. I had a mixture of tears and dirt on my red cheeks. Then he moved the sponge down my jaw, and he saw the mark that Commander Triq had left when he backhanded me. 
 
      
 
    “Did he do that to you?” he asked, trying to control his anger. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he backhanded me when I gave him a piece of my mind,” I said, trying to make light of the situation. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure you did give him some words,” he grinned slightly. “But I could kill him again for doing that to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not talk about him anymore. Let’s put it in the past,” I said. “I’m too tired to even think of it.” 
 
      
 
    “If that is your wish, then that is what we will do,” he said as he continued to wash my body. I lay back in the tub and closed my eyes as he did so. I was so tired that I felt myself nodding off in the tub. Moments later, I felt Dekario scooping me out of the water.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am sorry. I think I fell asleep for a second,” I said waking up. 
 
      
 
    “Do not apologize. You are tired and have been through a lot. I am going to get you into bed,” he said as he set me on my feet outside the tub. He grabbed a long cloth and dried me off. I loved watching him do it. His body was wet from carrying me, and his dark hair was hanging over his brown eyes. I liked that he was taking care of me. I needed this. I needed someone taking care of me, and I was strong enough to admit when I did need some support. He threw the cloth on the floor and then grabbed another dry cloth and wrapped it around me. Then he picked me up. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you taking me?” I asked sleepily. 
 
      
 
    “To our bed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Our?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shh… we have plenty of time to speak of these things. For now, I want you to rest,” he said as he moved through a doorway. I looked into the room. There was a very large bed, almost ten feet in length. It was almost just as wide and colorful materials covered it as sheets. There was soft green mosquito netting draped over it from the ceiling.  
 
      
 
    “This is beautiful,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Just like you,” he said as he moved the netting out of the way and laid me softly on the bed. He pulled the colorful cloth sheets on top of me. He began to move away, but I stopped him. “No, don’t leave me,” I said, grabbing his forearm. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t. I am here. But I am filthy. Let me wash up and I will crawl into bed with you,” he said as he stood up and pulled off his boots. Then he pulled off his loincloth. I looked at his gorgeous body. He was stunning. But he was very grimy. He moved out of the room, and I could hear the splash of the water as he washed up in the tub. I closed my eyes, waiting for him to return. Then I felt the bed move from his weight. “Reena,” he sighed out my name. I moved to him and placed my back to him, and he spooned his body against mine. The heat from his body warmed me instantly, and I felt safe once again. This was the last thing I remembered before drifting off into a deep sleep. 
 
    When I awoke, it was already nighttime. I moved my arm across the bed. It was cold and empty. “Dekario?” I said in a panic as I opened my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I am right here, Reena,” his deep voice cut through the air. I looked around the room and saw him standing at the window looking out at the night. 
 
      
 
    I sighed. “I thought you were gone,” I said sleepily. 
 
      
 
    “No. I am with you,” he said as he crawled back into bed. He pulled me to him and kissed me on the forehead. His large hand moved down my arm and down my breasts as he said, “Did you get good sleep?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I did. I feel very well rested now,” I said, fully opening my eyes to get a good look at him and wake up just a little bit more. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Here,” he said as he reached to the table and grabbed a cup. He held it over me. “It’s water. You need to drink.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I said sitting up and drinking. The cold water felt great going down my dry throat.  
 
      
 
    “I have food too,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am hungry,” I said. “But you don’t have to get it now.” 
 
      
 
    “No, if you are hungry then you must eat,” he said as he put his hand on my belly, then said, “Both of you.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled at him, and he gave me an adorable grin.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, both of us,” I said.  
 
      
 
    He got up and went to the table where there was a tray with food. He brought it over and put it on the bed between us. I grabbed a piece of fruit and bit into it. It was tasty in my mouth.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t know how happy you make me. I am so happy that you are with child,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I was going to tell you when you returned,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That was why you were acting strangely that day. You kicked me out of your hut when I said you were hiding something,” he said arching his thick black brow at me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That is true. I was in a panic. It’s not every day that you are pregnant with an alien baby. I had only just found out, and I needed time to process and absorb,” I said feeling embarrassed that he could figure me out so well. 
 
      
 
    “I understand that,” he said. “But know that you have nothing to fear. I want this. I want you; I have since I met you. I want you to be with me. I want you to be my wife and lifelong mate. If you will have me?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You do?” I asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, more than anything,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I kissed him and was filled with joy at this declaration. I was relieved to hear him say it. I don’t know why I had been so worried. Then it hit me: I remembered why. I pulled away from him and gathered my courage. “I have to ask. Do you want me because of me, or do you want me because it is simply the Draqua way to want a human female mate to create offspring with?” 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I mean, do you love me? Did you love me before knowing I was with child?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do love you, Reena. I am not wanting you simply to create offspring. I am in love with you. I need you. Is that not obvious? I have risked my life for you. I have killed those that I thought would do you harm. You are everything to me.” 
 
      
 
    “I love you too, Dekario,” I said smiling. 
 
      
 
    He leaned in and kissed me. He let out a subtle growl. Then he pulled away from me and said, “Hold that thought.” 
 
      
 
    His naked body moved from the bed and set the tray on the side table. Then he climbed over me. He kissed my chest softly. He pulled my hard nipple into his mouth and played with it. I rubbed my hand on his forearms and shoulders. He was so strong and solid. I felt so good to have him on top of me again. He was like a strong shield against the outside world.  
 
      
 
    He moved his lips from my breasts and then down over my belly. He placed very soft delicate kisses on my tummy. Then he stopped and said, “I don’t want to hurt you. You are so small and delicate. We have to be careful with our baby.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree. We do have to be careful with our baby,” I said, repeating it out loud because I liked it. “I think that if you don’t put your weight on me, we will be fine. But take it slow,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am already afraid of kissing your bruised cheek and lips. I don’t want to add to any pain or discomfort. You have been through enough,” he whispered as he looked longingly into my eyes. His gaze moved to my cheek where Commander Triq had hit me. I guess there was probably a bruise there, but it was only slightly sore when I smiled. But I could tell that it hurt Dekario to see it. I pushed my fingers into his black hair, trying to distract him from thinking about it. I wanted him. I was hungry for him. My hormones were raging, and I was so turned on by his naked body on top of me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t start what you can’t finish,” I said in a seductive tone. He grinned at me and moved down my body again. This time he went past my belly and pushed his face between my thighs. His mouth moved on my wet center, and he licked me and played with me. I wiggled underneath him in bed. Then I felt the build up inside of me. I breathed heavier as I felt myself getting ready. I moaned and groaned as he worked on me in a lustful way.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release,” I whimpered. Dekario groaned as he kept moving. Then, a few seconds later, I was releasing as I twisted the colorful fabrics on the bed in my hand. It was an intense release, and I felt the pulsing in my body move through me. 
 
      
 
    Dekario moved up my body. He was grinning in accomplishment. It made me smile. He kissed my neck and then moved forward high above me. I felt the tip of his thick staff press against my center. We both moaned in ecstasy. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me if I hurt you,” he said again. I opened my thighs wide, spreading my hips apart, and pressed my hands into his hips, pushing him toward me for encouragement. He slipped inside me another inch, and I sighed in relief of waiting for this moment. Then he moved further and further inside of me until he had reached the depths of me. “I missed this. I missed you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I did too. I was worried that it would never happen again,” I said, putting my hands against his back. 
 
      
 
    “Shh… don’t worry about that now. It’s over. You are safe with me. I will protect you, and I will protect our child,” he said. His words only turned me on more. I wanted him to be the one to keep me and my unborn child safe. I knew that now more than ever.  
 
      
 
    Dekario moved slowly inside of me, in and out. He was careful not to put his weight on me. He held himself up on his strong thick arms. Through this position, I could see down his torso to where we met in union. I loved watching his strong, toned abs contract with each movement. I ran my hands down his torso as I watched. Dekario was moaning and growling a low growl as he moved in and out of me. I could feel him tensing up, and I knew that he was on the verge. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Reena, Reena,” he moaned out my name. As soon as he said my name, I felt the build up inside of me again in my sensitive state. I was already on the edge of another orgasm. Dekario’s perfect body was such a hot thing to look at that I was very, very, heated. I pressed my fingertips into his torso as I felt my body tighten and then release again.  
 
      
 
    “I’m going to release,” Dekario breathed out the words. 
 
      
 
    “Me too. Don’t stop,” I said. Then he kept moving a little faster and faster and then we both released together.  
 
      
 
    “Oh, oh, Dekario…” I whispered as I enjoyed the pulsing ecstasy my body was gifting to me. Dekario was moaning and slowed down his movements until he was completely still inside of me. We stayed silent as we let the orgasms wash over us. 
 
      
 
    Moments later Dekario was lying at my side. He put his hand on my belly and said, “Are you sure you are all right?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I feel wonderful,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I am glad to hear it. If you feel anything at all, you will tell me,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I promise I will tell you. I will even have Luka look me over. I am sure that she is anxious to do so. She is a doctor, you know,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know. And you are a scientist. But Kavik has returned. He visited me while you slept. So I doubt that Luka has left her bed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Kavik is back! I am glad to hear!” I said happy for our friend’s return.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, so am I,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I guess that the three of us, Luka, Phoenix, and I, will need to meet with the king once more. We are to tell him that we all want to stay if Kelon will have us,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “All? Phoenix too?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I think he has fallen in love as well,” I said laughing. 
 
      
 
    “This is good news. I do not think the king will protest, but yes, we must get his permission officially,” he smiled. “But we will see to such things tomorrow. For now, it is late again. I am hungry. I will call to have dinner brought to us from the kitchens,” he said as he kissed my head and got up out of bed.  
 
      
 
    “I can stay in bed the rest of the night,” I said snuggling into the soft spot of warmth that he had just left on the bed. 
 
      
 
    “And so you shall. We shall have dinner in bed,” he smiled as he moved his naked body out of the room. When he returned, he had a big grin on his face.  
 
      
 
    “What are you smiling about?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I had an idea,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” I asked, suspicious of what this idea could be to make him grin like that. 
 
      
 
    “Well, I don’t want to hurt you when I am inside of you. You are carrying my child, and I don’t want to slip and release my weight on you something like that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, go on,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He got in bed and laid on his back and said, “You should be on top. You should straddle me and ride me. This way I can’t crush you,” he said with a big grin. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what you figured out?!” I said laughing as I rolled on top of him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am very smart,” he said playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Well I suppose we can try it,” I said kissing his long torso as I hovered above it. 
 
      
 
    “Try?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, try it and maybe…” I said teasing him. 
 
      
 
    “Good, how about right now?” he said as he looked down at his cock. I looked down and noticed that his staff was rigid. 
 
      
 
    “Already? We just finished only minutes ago,” I said playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Well yes, but that was minutes ago. This new idea has me feeling ready to give it a try. Just thinking about it has me turned on,” he said as he pulled me up to him.  
 
      
 
    He kissed my mouth gently. I moved over him, straddling him. My legs were across his stomach. When he stopped kissing me, I scooted back until I was over his hard cock. I placed it in my hand and firmly moved my hand up and down. He groaned as I did so.  
 
      
 
    I loved looking down at his long form from this vantage point. His long dark hair was messy around his head. His dark, thick eyebrows were hovering above his sultry brown eyes. His full lips parted, and he licked the bottom one. His strong jaw was tensed as I played with his cock. I could tell that he was really enjoying it. Then I pulled myself up on my knees and placed the tip of his cock inside of me. Then slowly I sat down toward him. He slipped inside of me slowly. I smiled as I watched him. He placed his hands on my breasts. I moved up and down and up and down again. I was really enjoying being in control of the movement. Dekario was moaning and groaning underneath me as he watched me.  
 
      
 
    “I think I like this a lot,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I think I do too,” I said realizing just how deep he went inside of me in this sitting position. It was safer for our child too. In this position, there was no way that he could accidentally put all his weight on me. This was good in all ways.  
 
      
 
    I pressed the palms of my hands against his six pack abs and used it to hold me up as I bounced up and down on him. Within seconds we were both exploding into orgasm. It was a good second round of love making and not the last, but we did have to stop for dinner. 
 
      
 
    I was so happy. I had been through a lot, but it was worth it to get to this moment of joy. Dekario had declared his love for me, and I had nothing more to fear… or so I thought.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER TWELVE 
 
    LIEUTENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    A child! A human Draqua hybrid child, and it was my child! It was the best news that I could ever receive. The female that I was deeply in love with was carrying my offspring, and nothing could be better than that. I was happier than I thought I could be. Even though I always got what I wanted when I wanted, I did not think that I would get Reena. So I was more than happy to spend the last twenty-four hours in bed with her. But after that, it was time to do some work.  
 
      
 
    I had responsibilities to take care of after the mess of the battle. I needed to speak with the king. So I took Reena to be with Luka to do a check up, as she called it.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t let them out of your sight,” I told Kavik, who sat in Luka’s hut.  
 
      
 
    “I promise you I won’t,” he said smiling at me. 
 
      
 
    I moved over to Reena and kissed the top of her hand, “I will be back.” 
 
      
 
    “I know. Go see the king. He is waiting. I am fine here,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I left her and went to the palace. I made my way up to the king’s chamber. He was looking over a report.  
 
      
 
    “So you saw it? You saw them, the Aeriwana-Draqua hybrid?” he asked. “Kavik already gave me a report.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I am positive that is what it was. They were in Riqov, and one of them was named Temuk. He tortured Kavik and I,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Torture, a favorite tool of the Aeriwana,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and you were right all along. There is still breeding going on. There were at least four that I saw, maybe more.” 
 
      
 
    “You think that Commander Triq was doing it?” 
 
      
 
    “When I accused him of it, he growled at me but did not admit as much. It is possible that he was working for someone else,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “If you would have left him alive then we would be able to find out,” the King said annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “I know. I apologize, King. It was not the Draqua way to to do such a thing. I know that it is essential to gather as much information as possible when dealing with these things. I was not myself,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, because he stole Reena. I understand. I would have done the same thing. How is she?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Pregnant,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Really? That is good news indeed. I now understand your reason for killing him. Nothing should harm your pregnant mate,” he said. “I know from experience.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true,” I said as I grinned, remembering the stories I had heard about King Hydros and Queen Melody. Then the king grew silent. 
 
      
 
    After a few moments passed, he said, “We may have some answers yet, answers about the breeding of Aeriwana and Draqua,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, in time we shall find out all that we can. I assume,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, not in time. Soon. After Kavik told me about Riqov, I sent a mission there,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You did?” I asked shocked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, they are to bring the Aeriwana Draqua here if they catch any,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What? Here!” I was astounded that he would bring the awful creatures into our homelands. “But why?” 
 
      
 
    “They will be prisoners, of course. But through them I should learn once and for all who is the one that is doing this,” the King said. 
 
      
 
    “It just seems dangerous. These Draqua are very powerful, and they are not like us at all. I have seen them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of the dangers. I would not put our village in danger, but it is in danger every day that goes by and we don’t know what these Aeriwana are doing. It is better that we catch them and keep a watch on them so that we know. There will be no surprise attacks. The fact that the opposition had a base here on Kelon in the Manta is unacceptable. Now we must keep better track of our enemies,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” was all that I said. I did not agree with him on this one but he was the king, and I owed him my loyalty. 
 
      
 
    “Now go be with your human female. I know they will be standing in front of me in a few days as they have requested an audience. I will see them in time as I want to deal with this pressing matter first. You are dismissed,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I nodded to him. I had so many questions. How long had it been since he launched that mission? Which warriors went? Where would the Aeriwana be kept, as I did not see our prison cells holding them? I made my way back to Luka’s hut. They were in the kitchen cooking as Kavik sat at the window peering out over the sky. He was keeping watch like a good warrior. 
 
      
 
    “Welcome back! Did you have a good meeting with the king?” Reena said as she jumped up when she saw me and skipped over to me. She reached up on her tiptoes and wanted me to kiss her. I placed a very light kiss on her lips as I did not want to hurt her bruised jaw.  
 
      
 
    “I did have a good meeting. I have much to discuss with Kavik,” I said, nodding to him. 
 
      
 
    “Well, you warriors go ahead and leave us pregnant ladies out then. We will just cook and slave away in the kitchen,” Luka said in a joking way as she laughed a girly laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, feed us well. We need energy, for we are warriors,” Kavik said in response to her joke in his deepest voice. Reena laughed and moved back into the kitchen. I walked outside the door to the veranda. Kavik followed me. He shut the door behind us, and I whispered to him, “There could be trouble soon.”  
 
      
 
    “What is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “After your report of the Aeriwana, the king sent a mission to Tiok. He has instructed the warriors to bring any back here as prisoners if they find any. He is looking for Temuk in Riqov.” 
 
      
 
    “No, that can’t be good,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it cannot. Let us hope that the mission does not find any,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But I see why the king is doing it. Waiting around until something attacks you is not a good position to be in. He wants to have control over the situation,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I agree with that. Only why not keep them locked up on the planet Tiok? We can manage that. Not bring them here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am extra paranoid too now that Luka is with child,” Kavik grinned reading my mind.  
 
      
 
    “It is almost excruciating. At first, we only had ourselves to think of in dangerous situations, and now that has changed,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Luka told me that Reena is also with child. Are you going to take her as a wife?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Are you going to take Luka?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am, if she will have me. She has said yes, but I feel like she will change her mind at any second and you know the law since Queen Melody took the throne,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I know it all too well. The human female must agree to be your mate as well in order to have marriage,” I laughed. 
 
      
 
    “So what do you want to do about the Aeriwana situation?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “What can we do? We will just have to keep an eye on it. But for now, let’s say nothing to Reena and Luka. I don’t think that extra stress is good for them after everything that has already happened.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s just hope that nothing happens, and we don’t have to speak of it ever again. Let’s go eat,” I said as I patted him on the back. We walked inside the hut and ate with our new family. I was counting down the days until the king would see the humans and officially grant them a stay on Kelon. This way I could move forward and claim her as well.  
 
      
 
    Two days passed before they were finally summoned to stand before the king and make their decision official. 
 
      
 
    “State your plea, humans,” the king said as he stood with his wife, Queen Melody. 
 
      
 
    “I, Reena Rhodes, wish to obtain permission to stay on Kelon permanently. I do not wish to return to Earth. I wish to take Lieutenant Dekario Dundra as a husband as he is the father of my unborn child,” Reena said as she stepped forward. 
 
      
 
    “You do understand that this means that you shall not return to Earth ever again. You are to stay here and become Draqua,” the Queen said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Queen Melody, I understand it means I shall never see Earth again, or know the comforts of the material things of humans. I am ready and willing to give up that life in exchange for a life here,” Reena said. The king and queen nodded to her.  
 
      
 
    Then Luka stepped up and said something similar. They put her through the same questioning process. Then it was Phoenix that stepped up and declared his wish to stay. 
 
      
 
    “After hearing from the human guests, I, King Hydros, grant them permission to stay and live on Kelon. Let it be known that the humans willingly gave up their lives on Earth to have a life here with the Draqua on Kelon,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I stood up proudly, relieved that this portion was being put into action. Now I could marry Reena Rhodes. The king continued. 
 
      
 
    “We are happy to hear of the offspring that you have created. You are contributing to our race and preventing the extinction of it. Your mates wish to marry you and make you wives. If you agree to it, then I shall grant it so,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Reena turned to me, and Luka turned to Kavik. “Yes, I do agree to marriage,” Reena said grabbing my hand. “And I agree as well,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Then I, King Hydros, grant it so. We shall have a great ceremony so that you may marry your Draqua warriors. We will have it next week. The village needs a grand celebration, and the warriors that fought in the battle at the Manta deserve some fun and relaxation. It will also be a chance to—” 
 
      
 
    Ping! Ping! The palace sirens rang loud and clear. Everyone looked startled, but Kavik and I had our blasters in our hands as soon as the first siren went off. 
 
      
 
    “King Hydros!” a guard shouted through the door of the chamber. “The Aeriwana has escaped!” 
 
      
 
    “No!” the King said. “Find them now!”  
 
      
 
    I looked at Kavik, and we both looked at the King. “Aeriwana? They are here?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. I thought it best not to tell anyone until it was necessary. I did not want to cause a panic in the village,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “Did you bring Temuk here?” Kavik asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and now he has escaped,” the king said. 
 
      
 
    “Shit,” I said in anger. 
 
      
 
    “We have to go find him. Dekario and I know him best,” Kavik said. 
 
      
 
    “It is true,” I said, already looking at Reena, knowing there was a plea on her lips. 
 
      
 
    “No. Let the guards search for him. Please don’t leave,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t another find him?” Luka said as she ran over to Kavik. 
 
      
 
    “We will go,” the king said as he pulled out his blaster from his holster. “Melody, take them to safety. You know where,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, this way,” she said as she grabbed Reena’s hand and pulled her to the side of the room. I watched as Phoenix pushed Luka along after the queen. “Go with them. I will come with you. I can help,” he said as he turned toward us. I looked at Kavik and the king. They nodded. The king grabbed a blaster gun off the wall and tossed it Phoenix. He lined up with us. I watched as Queen Melody opened a panel in the wall, a secret corridor of sorts, and pushed Reena and Luka in with her. Then the wall closed. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go,” King Hydros said. We moved out into the hall. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still in the palace somewhere,” the guard said as we moved into the big halls of the palace. 
 
      
 
    We had to find him. Kavik and I knew what he looked like, but to everyone else, he might just look like an un-shifted Draqua. It was up to us, and all I could think was that I might not live a second round with this Aeriwana Draqua. I would never see my Reena again or get to see our child born.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 
      
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    After I heard the King declare that we could stay on Kelon and marry the Draqua warriors, I felt relief flood me. It felt like the last piece of the puzzle for my happiness. Now I would have it all. I would be in a new, adventurous home that looked like paradise. I would be with the alien dragon shifter that I loved. I would be having a child and be in a happy, loving family. I was giddy with joy. But I celebrated too soon. The amount of time between being granted permission to stay and the sound of the sirens was too short. 
 
      
 
    I knew as soon as the first siren went off that there was major trouble because I had never heard that siren before in the village. But I knew another thing immediately: that whatever it was, Dekario would volunteer to deal with it. His honor as a warrior and his bravery made me very attracted to him, but it also made me have great fear of what would happen. 
 
      
 
    “In here,” Queen Melody said as the siren blared and she opened up a wall. We slipped inside. It was a long secret passageway. She closed the wall panel, and it went dark except for a very dim light streaming in through the walls. 
 
      
 
    “What is happening?” Luka whispered. “What is an Aeriwana doing in the palace?” 
 
      
 
    Queen Melody sighed. She was about fifty years old, and I knew exactly who she was. She was the daughter of the president from thirty or so years before. I was not born then, but I had always heard about how that president’s daughter had been really reclusive during his presidency. When I arrived here and saw her, I knew that it was her, but I never said anything due to the fact that I knew that I would not be let back to Earth if I told them I knew. So I kept it to myself. 
 
      
 
    “The King captured an Aeriwana Draqua in order to get information from him about where they were coming from. Now it seems he has escaped,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “So what do we do now?” I asked feeling helpless. “How can we help?” 
 
      
 
    “We can help by staying here,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “But we do nothing?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “I learned long ago that my husband is better focused in a fight if he knows that I am safe. I do not want him to be unfocused because I want him returned to me. So in a matter of danger, I hide in the passageway. If the palace is sieged, it leads out into the jungle. But if not, I stay here and this is where my husband comes to find me,” she said with a bit of sorrow in her voice. I realized that she as very worried too. He was out there too, and it was possible that he may not return to her. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you are right. I have seen my wellbeing be a distraction for Dekario in a fight. I do not want him to worry about me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “So we stay here, and we are quiet,” Luka whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, exactly,” Queen Melody said. 
 
      
 
    As we waited, I could hear the sounds of the sirens. Every now and then we would hear shouting and blaster guns. Then it would stop. It would be silent. 
 
      
 
    It was complete agony standing there, not knowing. We held hands and hoped for our loved ones to return. I could not stand the idea of losing Dekario, not now when we were so close to happiness and feeling out of danger. I would not be able to do this without him. I placed a hand on my belly and comforted my child inside.  
 
      
 
    “It will be fine. You will see,” the queen said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is a palace full of warriors against one Aeriwana Draqua,” Luka said. “They will be fine.” 
 
      
 
    I smiled and then looked at the queen. “Was it difficult? The pregnancy?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. I assume it is just like being pregnant on Earth and giving birth. But I do not have that experience to compare it too. It is probably the same,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “And your son, the prince, where is he?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “He is grown. He is a fine warrior. He is touring the galaxy, learning all that he can about it. My husband allowed him to do so. He says knowing about other planets and races will make him into a fine king. I agree with that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a smart Draqua,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Most hybrids are highly intelligent. You will see,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “It has been quiet for some time now,” Luka said, interrupting our talk of motherhood and bringing us back to reality. Then the sirens suddenly went off. 
 
      
 
    “What does that mean?” I asked the queen. 
 
      
 
    “I am not sure. Let us stay quiet now that we do not have the siren to mask our voices,” she whispered.  
 
      
 
    We stayed quiet holding hands practically crushing them as we squeezed in tension. Then the wall panel opened. “Melody?” 
 
      
 
    The king’s voice was a relief. Melody let go of our hands and ran to the king. She emerged from the panel walls. Luka and I gave each other a look. We did not hear Dekario or Kavik call to us. We moved quickly and emerged from the wall into the king’s chamber. Kavik and Dekario walked in. They were dirty and blood stained. 
 
      
 
    “Dekario!” I shouted as I ran to him. I threw myself into his arms. I was so happy to see him alive and well. It was torture waiting for him without knowing what was happening. 
 
      
 
    “I told you I would come back. I always do,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you do,” I said as I reached up on my tiptoes and kissed him. I looked him over and said, “What happened? Are you hurt?” 
 
      
 
    “I am fine. We got him. He’s dead. No need to be frightened any more,” he said as he hugged me. 
 
      
 
    “Phoenix?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He is fine. He went to the barracks with the warriors. He wants to start his training as a Draqua guard. I think he will be good at it,” Dekario said. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go home,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s go home,” he said. I turned to see the other two couples embracing as well. We were all happy and relieved. Dekario and I made our way home to his hut. We stayed in bed for the rest of the day until the next morning. 
 
      
 
    A week later there was a grand marriage ceremony as promised by the king. It was a lot like the marriage ceremony of Earth. I stood next to Dekario with my hands in his. Luka did the same with Kavik. Everyone was gathered on the beach to watch us become one. We did not have vows, but the Draqua official said a few words that formed our ceremony.  
 
      
 
    “This bond you both partake in. You are taking each other in union as mate and as husband and wife. From this bonding ceremony forth, you belong only to each other,” he said.  
 
      
 
    Then our hands were tied with a long vine. It was beautiful, and I had tears in my eyes the entire time.  
 
      
 
    “Are you happy, human female Reena?” Dekario asked me as he sat beside me on the beach during the large feast. The celebration was on the sand and food was being roasted over open fires. Draqua of all ages and hybrids or not were playing on the beach and in the water. It was a celebration, and everyone seemed to be having a great time. 
 
      
 
    “I am so happy. Are you happy, Draqua Lieutenant Dekario Dundra? I asked him playfully in return.  
 
      
 
    “I am happier than I ever thought I could be. You have made me a happy and proud husband,” he said as he leaned in and kissed me.  
 
      
 
    “And you have made me a happy and pregnant wife,” I said laughing. He fed me a piece of fruit and then I kissed him again. I could never stop kissing him. He was so damn hot with his long dark hair, brown eyes, and rugged good looks. Not to mention that he was always in a loincloth and practically naked.  
 
      
 
    Phoenix and Luka came to sit by me in the sand. Kavik sat on the other side of Dekario as they had their own conversation. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe this?” Phoenix said. “If I had told you when we set out on our mission from Earth that you were not coming back and you were going to marry aliens, you would have put me in the nuthouse.” He laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That is true, and yet here we are, doing just that,” Luka laughed. 
 
      
 
    “No, never in a million years did I think that I would ever meet an alien life form yet alone be married to one,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I think we owe it to Jason, Marcy, and Captain Wallace to be happy. To be very, very happy and in love. They sacrificed their lives for it. We need to make sure their deaths to not become taken for granted. They are the reason we are here,” Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, to the crew,” I said, raising my cup of water in cheers to them. 
 
      
 
    “And what about you, Phoenix? Where lies your happiness?” Luka asked. 
 
      
 
    “She’s over there,” he said as he looked at Antaris. She was staring coyly at him. Then he said, “We are taking it slow. She is barren, and we have all the time to just get to know each other a little more. But I fall in love with her more and more every day. But something was missing from my life. After I helped with the incident in the palace, I realized that I missed the work of a soldier badly. Now that I am in training, I feel great. I am learning about alien warfare tactics, and it is just badass!” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “So we are all happy here in our new lives then,”Luka said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are,” I said as I hugged both of them. We had come a long way, and the adventure was only beginning. 
 
      
 
    Now I at least felt safe now that the dangers that had been after us were eliminated. But I had learned that danger was always lurking as long as the opposition was out there. I knew that Dekario and the King thought that Commander Triq and Captain Hicium were not working alone and were only a portion of the opposition in hiding. But they were the immediate threats, and they were gone. Now there was just the distant threat. It still scared me, but I could not live my daily life in fear. I had already survived a lot. I knew that I was tough and could take on whatever the Draqua life brought to me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 
    LIEUTENANT DEKARIO DUNDRA 
 
      
 
    Taking out Temuk was easier than I thought. Together we were able to stop him from escaping. But as we did so, we discovered something we did not know. While we were about to kill him, Temuk said something that gave us a lot of information. He said, “I only live a year. We all do.” 
 
      
 
    That meant that these Aeriwana Draqua hybrids could only survive a year, or maybe slightly longer. This was excellent news for us. But for now, I wanted to only think about living a new life with my new wife.  
 
      
 
    Reena Dundra was stunning in her wedding clothes of blue and green. Her long hair was braided with flowers, and her bare feet were delicate and beautiful in the sand. I loved her with more than energy than I could ever put into words. 
 
      
 
    So as I carried her into my hut after our wedding celebration, I felt like this truly marked the beginning of a calm life together. It was what I craved. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do now? What do the Draqua do on their wedding night?” she asked playfully. 
 
      
 
    “What do the humans do on their wedding night?” I asked in return. 
 
      
 
    “They consummate the marriage,” she laughed. 
 
      
 
    “That is what the Draqua do as well. Let’s get started,” I laughed as I carried her into the room and placed her on the bed gently. 
 
      
 
    “I feel like this is all we do all the time,” she said pushing her fingers into my hair. 
 
      
 
    “Is that a complaint?” I asked arching a brow. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is an observation. I am a scientist, remember?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “How could I forget,” I said as I kissed her soft neck. She moaned and moved around under me.  
 
      
 
    “I guess we should consummate the marriage and stick to tradition,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish,” I said as I hungrily moved her dress up to her knees.  
 
      
 
    She laughed. Then she said, “Since I did marry a dragon, I think I should consummate the marriage with a dragon.” 
 
      
 
    I stopped kissing her. I looked at her and grinned. I got up from the bed and moved away from her. In a flash, I shifted into dragon form. I spread my wings out behind me to stretch them out. Then I folded them behind me. I took off my boots and loincloth and moved to her. 
 
      
 
    “There’s my dragon-man,” she moaned. I crawled onto the bed and moved over her. I pulled carefully on her dress until it was over her head. Then I pulled off the cloths covering her swollen breasts. I kissed them lightly. Then I pulled off her loincloth very delicately. She spread her thighs for me, and I moved between then. 
 
      
 
    “This is my first time entering you now that you are my wife,” I said as I positioned myself to enter her. 
 
      
 
    “And my first time having my husband inside of me,” she moaned. 
 
      
 
    I grinned at her words and pushed myself into her warmth. She felt so damn good, and it felt relieving to know that she was mine. She was now my mate and no one else’s, and I owned her body and mind and heart. She was my wife, and I needed that security of possession because she had been taken from me once and I would never let it happen again. 
 
      
 
    I pushed further inside of her, and her head arched back. I was so tall over her that I had to look down my shoulders and chest to see her. She was small and delicate underneath me. I hovered over her, carrying all my weight on my arms so that I did not press against her and her belly.  
 
      
 
    “That feels so good, Dekario, my husband,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    Her words and husky whisper turned me on. She was so damn hot I could barely stand to not be inside of her at all times. She drove me absolutely wild. I loved everything about her.  
 
      
 
    “Are you all right still?” I asked as I looked down at her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am okay. Keep going, please,” she begged. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, for you, anything,” I said as I moved in and out of her. I moved back and forth, savoring every single feeling and sensation. Moments later, we were both releasing in ecstasy. This was how we spent the next three days after our wedding. It was complete bliss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 
    REENA RHODES 
 
      
 
    Months after our blissful wedding, our child was born. We had a beautiful Draqua warrior hybrid, a son. We named him Brenian. Luka also had a child, a son they named Xaser. I was glad that these two hybrid sons would have each other to grow up with. It was just like Kavik and Dekario; I knew that it was important to have another hybrid on your side. I was grateful that Luka and Kavik’s son would be like a brother to our son Brenian. 
 
      
 
    After our encounter with Queen Melody, she became a close friend to Luka and I as we confided in her in everything that we should expect from our new lifestyles. She had already lived through it and was of great help. Not the mention that she was the queen and had access to everything. 
 
      
 
    I never expected this much happiness when I set out on the science mission, but I was glad that I had found it. I was now a real scientist living out my own experiment as the wife and mother of an alien race. It was the adventure of a lifetime. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    “Get on your knees, slave!” Commander Jenku Vade shouted at me as he stormed into my room. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shouted back at him. 
 
      
 
    “When I enter a room, you get down on your knees in obedience. When will you learn?” he growled as he came over to me. He put his large hand on my shoulder and pushed me down to the floor, onto my knees.  
 
      
 
    “When will you learn you cannot steal humans for Earth just to make them your slaves?” I shouted back. 
 
      
 
    He circled around me like a lion looking at prey. His heavy boots echoed in the room. I looked up at his tall stature of about nine feet. His red skin was as red as an Anvin, and his eyes were a light yellow that matched his brown-blonde short hair. His black uniform was thick, like burlap, but fitted to his massive muscular body. I hated him. He had brought me nothing but grief and horror since he abducted me from Earth. 
 
      
 
    “When will you be pregnant? I have taken you many times, and still nothing,” he growled. “You are useless.” 
 
      
 
    “Then let me go,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. His laugh echoed in the room. It was menacing and terrifying. He was an evil Zenkian alien that had tortured and raped me. I wanted him dead. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Vade, there is mention of the rebels out on patrol over the flatrock areas,” a voice interrupted over an intercom-like device. 
 
      
 
    He stopped over to a panel on the wall and pushed a button, “And why do you interrupt me with this mundane information?” 
 
      
 
    “It is said that it might be Commander Trent Qoln,” the voice said. 
 
      
 
    The commander growled. “That ass! I am on my way. I will hunt him down once and for all.” 
 
      
 
    He moved back over to me and looked at me. “I will come to your bed tonight, and you will give me offspring!” 
 
      
 
    I looked up at him and narrowed my eyes at him in hate. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, save that fiery look for tonight. The more you resist, the more fun it is for me,” he laughed. Then he left the room. 
 
      
 
    I fell onto my bottom on the floor. I could not take any more of the horrors I was subjected to. I had to get out of there. I had been planning my escape route for weeks. Now was the best time. Jenku would be out on patrol looking for this Commander Trent Qoln. I did not know why Jenku wanted this commander so much. I only knew that he had mentioned him a few times as a slippery son of a bitch because he was sometimes able to fly his speeder into Waysaw lands and escape easily. He must be a very skilled pilot indeed. But I knew that Jenku wanted him, and this meant that he would be gone for hours. I was not going to subject myself to whatever he had planned for me when he returned.  
 
      
 
    “Get up, Samantha; it is now or never,” I whispered to myself. 
 
      
 
    I got up and grabbed a large basket and put some folded cloth and dried fruit in it. I waited a good ten minutes until I knew that it was plenty of time for Jenku to be out on patrol and away from the city. He would have been in haste to find his enemy. Then I walked out of the room high in the tower of the Waysaw city. I moved freely throughout the city as the commander had me doing chores on a daily basis. This basket made it look like I was doing the same chore I did every day: carrying items to and from the room for the pleasure of the commander. It was something that was ordinary. I saw many human female slaves carrying baskets or goods around the city at all times. I carried mine out of the tower and into the city. I was going toward the edge of the city, toward the great ocean. It was the only plan that I had to escape.  
 
      
 
    I looked around and then went behind the very last building that led to outskirts and crouched behind a speeder. I dropped the basket and pushed it underneath it. Then I heard something that brought a chill all over my body. 
 
      
 
    “Where did she go? Where did Vade’s slave go? We had commands to not let her out of the building until he returned, but some idiot soldier was not aware of the new order!” the soldier shouted. 
 
      
 
    Oh shit, I thought. Of course he would say such a thing. He had left the city, and I had just showed him defiance. That was stupid of me. It put him on guard that I might run, and he was right. I was grateful that the soldiers on duty at the building did not know he had issued such an order. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know! I thought I saw her come this way. She had a basket and…” 
 
      
 
    “She could not have gone far! We must find the human female. If she had a basket, then she was headed for the market. All these humans look the same to me. Let’s go toward the market,” the other soldier said. 
 
      
 
    The voices of the Zenkian soldiers echoed around me as I crouched down and rolled underneath the land speeder. I was scared for my life. I had managed to escape from my imprisonment, and no way in  hell was I  going back. 
 
      
 
    I waited for the shouting of the soldiers to grow distant. I had planned only part of my escape and made up the rest as I went along. I was running for the beach and the ocean. I could see it. All I had to do was run and jump in the water and stay low, swimming along the coastline; it was the only way that I would not be noticed. As a human, I stuck out; there weren't very many of us here in the Waysaw City.  
 
      
 
    “Come on, Samantha; you can do this. Just do it. You have nothing to fear. They won't hurt you if you are caught, not more than they already have. You are the human female of Commander Jenku Vade, and that means something around here. Just run,” I whispered to myself as I looked at the blue ocean in the distance. 
 
      
 
    I gave myself the motivation that I needed. I slowly slithered out from under the speeder and looked around. I could see soldiers looking for me running the opposite direction. It was now or never. I got up to my feet and ran as fast and quietly as I could to the white sand beach. I jumped into the water and held my breath. I had made it! 
 
      
 
    I dove underneath the waves and swam as long as I could underneath the water. I came up for air, barely sticking my face out of the water, and then swam underneath the water again. I hugged the coastline, swimming away from the city. I swam fast, but not too fast. I did not want to wear myself out; this was going to be a marathon. I didn't even know where this beach led to. The view from the tower made it look like the beach went on for miles and into the desert lands, which were very rocky. It would be the perfect hiding place if I could find some crevices in the large boulders and rocky cliffs there. It was as far as my plan had been thought through. 
 
      
 
    I took another deep breath and then swam farther and farther. I didn't know how much time had passed; I couldn't tell, but my muscles were growing tired. I came up for air and scanned the horizon. In front of me, I could see the rocky cliffs, I looked back toward the city; it was now just a dot on the horizon. I let out some relief. I took this time to float on my back to give my muscles a rest. 
 
      
 
    “You did it, Samantha. You can do anything. You have already been through the worst,” I said to myself breathlessly. I felt some relief as I allowed myself to rest, floating on my back. I looked up at the beautiful blue sky. If I only looked at the sky, I could imagine that I was floating in the ocean on Earth, instead of on Anvin. I began to grow teary-eyed. I missed Earth, my home. 
 
      
 
    “No, no time to feel sorry for yourself. Now turn over and continue to swim,” I said to myself. I turned, rolling onto my stomach, and then swam with a wide stroke like an Olympic swimmer, all the way around the rocky cliff. When I got to the other side, there was a beach. I swam for it. I climbed onto the beach and then rested on my back on the rocks. I felt somewhat safe, but I knew that the Waysaw Zenkian would be patrolling, looking for me once they realized they could not locate me in the city. I did not have much time. I got out and onto my feet, feeling very tired and dehydrated, but I had to go on. 
 
      
 
    I walked uphill, and once I got to the top, I looked out. I could barely see the city in the distance. Then I turned around, and I saw mountains. I wondered if they were the Grantsion mountains. They harbored a rebel sect of Zenkian. It was my only chance. I had heard rumors about the rebels, but I didn't know firsthand what they were like. But it seemed they were completely against raiding Earth and stealing humans. That was good enough for me, for now, but it was only a thought. I had no idea if the mountains I was walking toward were, in fact, the Grantsion mountains. But even if they weren't, it would be a good place to hide. I walked toward them, dragging my feet. 
 
      
 
    It was only a month ago that I was on Earth. I knew that the alien invaders known as the Zenkian were a threat. But it always seemed to happen in big cities; I never thought that I would be abducted by them. 
 
      
 
    Two years before, the invaders known as the Zenkian violently attacked Earth in several cities. They made it known that they were not friendly and that they were there to steal our resources. They eventually wanted to conquer and take over Earth. It was a frightening thing, but after two years, it had become the new normal. There were often raids by these alien invaders and battles with our military fighting them off. But we were no match for their technology or their actual soldiers. They were skilled in battle, and we even heard rumors that they made sport of battle, like Gladiator games. Something that I now knew to be true after living among them for a month. They called those games the War Games, and they were just as brutal as you might think. 
 
      
 
    But on Earth, I had no real knowledge of any of this, other than what I saw on the news. I lived in Minnesota in a very small mining town. I never thought that I would have to worry about it. But one day the aliens came to our area. They wanted the silver from the mines. It was a massacre. They caught us off-guard; we were not heavily guarded the way the cities were. They killed many humans, and they took a few human females, about twenty-six of us. I was one of them.  
 
      
 
    I was given as a slave to the commander known as Jenku Vade. He was fierce and an angry Zenkian, and from the moment he took me, I planned my escape. For three weeks I planned it. And now that I was away and I had hope, I couldn’t let myself go back. This kept me going as I walked across the rocky surface toward the mountains. It was my only hope. 
 
      
 
    It was growing dark, and I was growing tired. The sun was setting on the horizon behind the mountains, and there were two moons in the sky. 
 
      
 
    “I need to sit down, just for a few minutes,” I said to myself. I was in a vulnerable spot. I was on a flat rock; it was brown, and I was wearing a white shredded dress. But I needed to stop.  
 
      
 
    I sat down, and before I knew it, I was lying down. The exhaustion was getting to me, and as soon as I stopped moving, it took over my body. I didn't realize how dehydrated I was. I closed my eyes for just a few seconds. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you come from?” I heard a deep voice say. 
 
      
 
    I gasped. I was startled, but I could hardly move to sit up and be in shock like a normal reaction. I opened my eyes. Hovering over me was a very tall Zenkian soldier. He had long black hair that was shaggy and blowing in the wind. He had a full, dark beard. He was very strong and had light brown eyes as he looked down at me. Had I been caught? 
 
      
 
    “Who are you? Where did you come from, human?” he said.  
 
      
 
    I tried to answer. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. I closed my eyes again, and before I knew it, I was passed out. That was the last thing that I could remember.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    “Trent, we have to stay on top of the Waysaw Zenkian. Now that they have been stealing resources from Earth, they are stronger than ever,” my superior, Leader Nizok said to me. 
 
      
 
    “I agree, Leader; I am doubling the patrols of the outer lands. I am about to join the patrol myself,” I said as I stood in his chambers inside the Grantsion mountains. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I like having one of my high commanders out on patrol. You might see things that others might overlook,” he said in praise of my skills. 
 
      
 
    “That is why I like to go myself,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “We will stay on high alert. It is possible that they could attack us in retaliation for our last attack on them, no matter how necessary that was. This is what war looks like. It is constant, and can happen at any time, a large battle or a small one. We must be ready for all of it,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Leader. I'm going on patrol now.” I bowed to him and left his sight. 
 
      
 
    Half an hour later, I was in my speeder patrolling the outer lands between the mountains we called home and the Waysaw City where our enemy lived. We had rebelled against them almost a decade before when they started to conquer other planets and we were opposed to it. Now, we were full-on enemies. I don’t know how the divide happened as I was just a youngling at the time. But it happened that the red sect of Zenkian started to act differently. The blue Zenkian, like myself, were against this new hunger for power that the red Zenkian had suddenly acquired. It eventually led to a split between the blue and the red Zenkian. We rebelled and left the city and had been living in the Grantsion Mountains ever since. It was a solid fortress, and our battalions were just as many as the Waysaw.  
 
      
 
    As I patrolled, I looked down at the ground passing underneath me. I was looking for hidden Waysaw speeders or scouts. They would often send a scout out before they attacked us. The scout would alert them to how many soldiers we had on guard. If I could find a scout, then I knew they were planning something. But as I scanned the ground, there was something that stood out. It was just a flash of white. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell was that?” I said to myself. 
 
      
 
    I turned my speeder around and went back. I slowed down and hovered over the white pile on the rock. 
 
      
 
    “Is that? It can't be. What would a human be doing way out here?” 
 
      
 
    Was this a trap of some sort? I landed my speeder away from her under a rock ledge. I stepped out of my speeder armed to the teeth. I looked around waiting to see if I could hear any activity. If this was a trap, then she was the bait, and as soon as I went to her, I would be caught. I heard a moan escape her mouth. She seemed to be in real peril. I slowly stepped over to her. I was surprised by what I saw. 
 
      
 
    In her shredded white dress, she was dirty and looked like she had been walking far. Her red hair was messy around her head, and there was dirt smudged on her pale face. Her eyes were closed, and she did not seem to be in a good way. I leaned down, kneeling over her. Her eyes fluttered open. I asked who she was and how she got out there, but she did not respond. Her mouth opened and her lips trembled as though she were trying to respond, but she did not have the energy to. She closed her eyes and passed out. 
 
      
 
    “Shit. I have to get you to base, whoever you are. You need medical attention,” I whispered to her. As I kneeled down to pick her up, I noticed the tattoo on her wrist. It was several lines, and I knew exactly what it meant. She was a Waysaw slave. Though that did not shock me at all. The only humans on this planet were brought here by the Waysaw Zenkian. So I knew that she must be from the city. I picked her up and scooped her into my arms, carrying her to my speeder. She moaned again and rested her head against my chest. She felt light as a feather and was very petite. “She must only be about five feet,” I thought. She was frail and seemed very fragile, like most humans were. I laid her in the seat next to mine. I got in my speeder and raced back to my home in the mountains. But there was a very big problem. 
 
      
 
    We Grantsion Zenkian were forbidden to have any relations with humans. We were very proud that we were the opposite of the Waysaw Zenkian. We had no interest in the resources from Earth or stealing their humans. Once we knew the humans existed, the superiors passed a law that we were not able to have any relations with them. This was done to prevent any Grantsion Zenkian that might take it upon himself to steal a human from Earth for his own benefit. It was a law that we all obeyed. So bringing the human home would be going against this law. But what could I do? I couldn't leave her out there to die. That was not the Grantsion way. We helped those in need, and that was what I had to do. I would just have to do it in secret. 
 
      
 
    I landed on the rock ledge outside my home. It was completely dark now, and I was glad for the cover of night. I picked up the human and carried her inside my home. She moaned again in pain, but she did not wake up. I poured some water into a cup and pressed it against her lips. 
 
      
 
    “It is water. Here; drink,” I said. 
 
      
 
    This made her stir. Her mouth opened but her eyes did not. I poured some water into her mouth, and she drank it. I did it a few more times until she could not drink anymore. She laid down on her back again in the bed. 
 
      
 
    “You are safe here. Can you hear me? You are safe; do not worry. I am going to go get a doctor for you. Just stay here,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I left my home, locking the door behind me. I walked out into the trails that went up and down the mountain on different levels. We made our home along the mountainside. This made it very safe from invasion. I went down to the home of Malaya. She was a doctor and a very good friend. I had known her since we were children. I knocked on her door. 
 
      
 
    “Trent? It is always good to see you; please come in,” she smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Malaya,” I said, walking in. I closed the door behind me. 
 
      
 
    “Do you have company?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, I am alone,” she smiled again. 
 
      
 
    “I need your help, but I need it in secret,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds very serious. Of course you can have my help; what is it?” she asked, gently putting her hand on my arm. 
 
      
 
    “I need your expertise to help a wounded. They need medical attention now,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my, I will get my things,” she said moving to the back of the room. She grabbed a bag and draped it across her body. 
 
      
 
    “We must go quietly and say nothing of it if we run into friends along the way,” I said to her in a very serious tone. She nodded her head in agreement. 
 
      
 
    I led her out of her home, and we walked to mine. I unlocked the door and let her in. 
 
      
 
    “She is on the bed,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “She?” Malaya asked as she walked over to the bed and then she gasped. “Is that a…?” 
 
      
 
    “That is why I need your secrecy. I found her lying in the outer lands. I think she must have escaped from the city. She must have been running for miles. I think she exhausted herself to the point of danger. Will you please see to her?” 
 
      
 
    “We can get into a lot of trouble for this,” Malaya said. 
 
      
 
    “I know. If we are caught, I will not mention your name. If they know, I will say that I forced you to. Do not worry; you will not get in trouble for this,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don't want you to get in trouble for this either,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Malaya, please. There is no time to waste or argue,” I said looking at the human. 
 
      
 
    Her shoulders dropped, and she sighed. “Fine, for you, I will do it.” 
 
      
 
    She put her bag beside the human and opened it. She began to use various devices to check on her. I walked back and forth waiting.  
 
      
 
    I had so many questions. But, Malaya was right; we could get into a lot of trouble for this. Of course, I would not let her get in trouble, and I would take the fall, but this was very dangerous territory. What was she doing so far from the city? If she had escaped, then she was very strong to get so far on her own. 
 
      
 
    “I don't know much about humans, but she does seem a lot like us. As far as I can tell, she is going to be fine. She just needs a lot of water and perhaps a little bit of salt, just a pinch in a large cup of water. She needs enormous amounts of sleep as well,” Malaya told me. 
 
      
 
    I nodded and went to put a pinch of salt in a very large cup of water. I put it by the bedside. 
 
      
 
    “As soon as she wakes, I will give it to her. What else?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Malaya seemed to be in deep thought as she looked at her device that she had scanned the human with. Then she said, “Do you really think she came from the city?” 
 
      
 
    “I know that she did. Look at this,” I said showing Malaya the human's arm. “That is a slave tattoo. They all get them to show who owns them.” 
 
      
 
    “I see. I think that she will be fine once she gets plenty of sleep. But you do know that you cannot keep her, Trent. You will have to tell the superiors at some point so that they can decide what to do with her. Maybe they will even help her get back to Earth,” Malaya said. 
 
      
 
    “That is a good point. I will think it over. First, I will do nothing until she is healthy again. She shall stay here so that she can recover. Can you promise that you will speak of this to no one?” I asked as I put my hand on her shoulder. She looked at my hand and put her hand on top of it. 
 
      
 
    “I promise. I told you I would keep your secret. We are in this together,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Will you come back tomorrow to check on her?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will,” she said as she grabbed her stuff and left. 
 
      
 
    I watched over the delicate human with the red hair all night. I could not take my eyes off of her. She fascinated me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. I looked around. I was in an unfamiliar environment. I quickly sat up in a panic. Had I been found by the Zenkian and they took me back to the city? I looked around, and things looked different than what I had seen in the city. Where was I? 
 
      
 
    “You are awake. It is all right; you are safe,” I heard a deep voice say. I turned around to see the Zenkian that I had seen out on the rocks. I could see him clearly now. He was blue-skinned and this let me know right away that he was a rebel. His long dark hair was down to his shoulders. He moved toward me with his tall body and strong shoulders. I flinched. He put up his hands up as though to show me he meant me no harm. 
 
      
 
    “It is all right. You do not need to be scared. I will not harm you. My name is Commander Trent Qoln,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trent Qoln?” I asked. It couldn’t be. How was it possible that the sworn enemy of Jenku Vade had found me? 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is right,” he said.  
 
      
 
    I was silent as I looked at him. He was the opposite of Jenku Vade in every way, and I understood why they were enemies. But this was so unreal; what were the chances? Trent gave me a look and I did not want to linger on his name or he would know. 
 
      
 
    “Where am I?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “You are in the Grantsion mountains. I am a Grantsion Zenkian. I found you out in the outlands and brought you here for medical attention,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “The Grantsion mountains? I made it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me confused. “You were trying to come here?” 
 
      
 
    “I did not know where else to go.” 
 
      
 
    “You ran away from the Waysaw Zenkians. You are a human slave,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am. Please do not send me back there,” I pleaded. 
 
      
 
    “I will not do that. We do not think the same way as the Waysaw Zenkian do. We are different here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “So I have heard; that was why I came in this direction. I had no other place to go. I do not know your strange planet. I was brought here against my will, as I'm sure you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I do know. I apologize for what you have suffered by the hand of the Zenkian in the city. As I said we are not like the Waysaw,” he said gently. 
 
      
 
    “Here, this is some water with a pinch of salt. The doctor ordered that you should drink it when you woke; it will help hydrate you,” he said moving toward me and getting the cup off the table next to me. He handed it to me. I smelled it; I smelled nothing. I took a small sip; it was salty water, just as he said. He looked at me and arched an eyebrow at me, amused at the fact that I was not trusting him. 
 
      
 
    “Why would you not trust me? If I were going to harm you, wouldn't I have done it while you were passed out? If I wanted to drug you, I could have done so. If I wanted to kill you, I could have done so,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “That is true,” I said. I drank the water. He grabbed the cup and then poured me some more water from a glass container. Then he set it down beside me. 
 
      
 
    “I have told you my name, human; will you not do the same for me?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Samantha Gaines,” I said to him. My eyes grazed over his large blue-skinned body. He was wearing a tight gray uniform, almost like the ones the Waysaw wore. I guess it made sense since they were once the same. It was very fitted on his strong, broad chest and hard abs. I turned my eyes from him and looked at my own tattered and shredded white dress. It was a slave dress meant to be pleasing to the eye, not something to swim in and cross vast lands. 
 
      
 
    “I will fetch you a new dress. I must ask you to stay here and do not wander off. I could get into great trouble if anyone found out that you were here. You see the Grantsion Zenkian do not allow any interactions with humans. I am breaking the rules by having you here, but I could not leave you out there,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for taking the chance then. I greatly appreciate it. I would be dead if you had left me out there to die,” I said really feeling some appreciation toward this blue alien. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome. There is one that I have entrusted with this secret. She is a doctor, and she has already seen to your well-being. I didn't have a choice since I did not know what kind of condition you were in. Her name is Malaya; you can trust her. I am going to go catch her and send her to you while I go find new clothing for you. Again, you must remain here,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said. He walked out of the room. I was surprised at how much I actually trusted him. I think it was because if he were brutal, he would not be hiding it. I had been face to face with brutal with Commander Jenku Vade, and this blue alien soldier was not like that at all. Even his eyes looked kinder. 
 
      
 
    I stood up and looked around. It was very different than the rooms of the Waysaw, yet similar in many ways. The technology was the same, only the room itself was obviously carved into the rock. Instead of glass walls, there were rock walls, except for the side that faced out. I walked to it and looked out the massive window. Outside was a large ledge of rock almost like a balcony. There was a speeder parked there; I assumed it was the property of Trent. I was grateful to him. Again I thought about how he seemed very different almost immediately; there was a kindness to him that I was not used to form the Waysaw Zenkian in the city. Why was I thinking of this Zenkian named Trent and his kindness over and over again? 
 
      
 
    As I looked out the window, I wondered if I truly was safe. I wondered if the Waysaw would look for me far and wide. Would they send someone to see if there were any humans in these mountains? I had so many questions, and I didn't know how to obtain the answers. Maybe this could just be a pit stop, and Trent would know a better hiding place for me somewhere else on the planet. Or maybe they could help me get back to Earth? That would be the greatest thing of all.  
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, the door opened. I froze in place, not knowing if this was someone that did not know the secret. 
 
      
 
    “Samantha?” I heard a female voice say. I came out of the corner where I was standing into the middle of the room. There was a very tall Zenkian female. She was obviously a Grantsion Zenkian. She looked just like them with the same blue skin. She had brown hair that was up in a braided bun. She had blue eyes, and she was actually quite beautiful. I was impressed by her elegant demeanor and grace when she walked toward me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am Samantha,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Malaya. Trent sent to me to you to check on you. I am a doctor here,” she said as she looked at me up and down. I suddenly felt like I was trashy due to the torn clothing. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Thank you for your help,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Please sit down so that I may look you over,” she said as she put her bag down. She pulled out a few devices, some that I had seen before in the city. She used them to check me and my condition. I felt fine, now that I had rested, but I did wonder if she knew. Was my secret about to be exposed?  
 
      
 
    “Samantha, I am no expert on humans. In truth, I have only examined one before you, several years ago, but you seem to be in good health. You were only suffering from exhaustion and dehydration, but that is all,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief. “Thank you, doctor. That is good to know.” 
 
      
 
    “And your child seems to be fine as well,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at her with wide eyes. I had been busted. 
 
      
 
    “I, it is just that...” I tried to say something but I couldn't. 
 
      
 
    “Is that why you ran away?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Please do not say anything. I mean the Zenkians no harm. I cannot have my child raised by the monsters there in the city. I just want to go back to Earth,” I pleaded with her. I could not have this secret out. If Jenku Vade found out that I was with child, he would definitely not let the hunt for me ever stop. He would want this child. I would be punished, of course, and probably locked in a cell. This female Zenkian held too much valuable information, and she was a stranger to me. Perhaps it would have been better to still be out there in the outlands wandering around. At least then no one knew my secret but me. 
 
      
 
    “I think that going back to Earth is an excellent idea. You put Trent in a lot of danger by being here. I would not like to see him suffer because he helped a strange human. The sooner you leave here, the better,” she said with a tone of anger that let me know she really cared about Trent. Perhaps they were even lovers; I didn't know anything about him or her or where I was. 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” I said not wanting to egg her on in a fight. 
 
      
 
    “Do you? Our superiors do not even allow us to communicate with humans. Everything of Earth is forbidden to us; Trent is breaking the law by harboring you. I am helping and would be punished as well, though not as severely as him. I don't know or care who the father of this child is, but you should make plans to leave this place before it is obvious that you are with child.” She stood up and grabbed her things. I could tell that she was very angry. I did not want to stir the pot considering I had no leverage or knowledge. I stayed quiet as I watched her walk out. She was obviously pissed, and I figured it was much more than just my presence that was making her angry; she had feelings for Trent.  
 
      
 
    There was something about her that I did not trust. But I had no say in that. Trent trusted her to keep the secret that I was there in his home, so that was all that mattered. I did not see this female Zenkian betraying Trent, so that was good enough for now, and for now, I was happy. I had successfully escaped from Jenku Vade in the city. But I was still on his planet, and I would feel safer if I could get back to Earth. But how could I do that? These rebels did not want anything to do with humans. They did not go to Earth the way the Waysaw did on a routine basis. But maybe there was a place on this planet that I could hide and live in peace, with my child, or some other planet. I just needed to get far away from Vade. I hoped that Trent would help me in my mission. If he didn't, I would be on my own, but that would be no different than before. I was strong. I could do this.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    “The human checked out well, as far as I know. I believe she was just suffering from exhaustion and dehydration and nothing more. She is up on her feet and moving around and the color has even come back in her pale skin,” Malaya said to me. 
 
      
 
    “That is good news. I was worried. I would not know what to do with a sick human,” I said as I walked back and forth inside her home. 
 
      
 
    “As opposed to what to do with the healthy human? What are you going to do with her, Trent? She cannot stay here with you; you know that,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do know that. I just need a few days to figure some things out. Maybe she has a plan and just needs help with it. I could help her get to where she was going,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “A few more days? That long?” Malaya said. 
 
      
 
    “When things are done in haste, that's when mistakes are made. There is much for me to find out before I can make a plan. Besides, I want to question her. She was living with the Waysaw in the city. She could have valuable information for us about them that only someone living there could know. She is a tool of war as far as I'm concerned,” I said to her. 
 
      
 
    “What if she is a spy?” Malaya asked. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt that. I don't think she would put her well-being on the line the way she did. She was running from something. I will take this clothing to her now. Do not worry Malaya; this will all be over before you know it. Just keep your secret and say nothing to no one. I will take care of the rest,” I said as I walked out.  
 
      
 
    I walked along the elevated cliffside paths to my home. I was glad that the human was all right and happy that she was speaking. I was fascinated by her. I wanted to have a real conversation, not just about what she knew about the Waysaw, but about humans as well. They had been forbidden to us; that only made it more fascinating to me. I wanted to know more about her and see more of her.  
 
      
 
    I walked into my home and locked the door behind me. I could not have any unexpected visitors; not now. I walked into the main living area; she was not there. I felt panic; I hoped that she did not leave. She would not last long out there in this village and would be taken into custody immediately. I moved to the back where I found her sitting in a tub of hot water. I stopped. I was frozen as I watched her pour water on her back. Her pale skin was delicate and smooth. Her red hair was down and wet, clinging to her body. At this angle, I could see the side of her breast and a glimpse of her nipple. It was erect. I felt myself growing hard. I was not expecting to find the human like this, and I was not expecting to be so aroused by her wet body. She was so petite, and I had an urge to take her against my body. I wanted to enter her. I suddenly understood why the Waysaw Zenkian found these human slaves so irresistible. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Agh!” she must have heard me and looked over her shoulder. She wrapped her arms over her breasts and slid further into the tub. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry. I am sorry, Samantha. I brought you this clothing,” I said smiling.  
 
      
 
    “Thank you; you can set it down. Can I get some privacy?” She asked. 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I was just about to gather food to eat. Are you hungry?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am very hungry. Thank you,” she said still slumped down in the tub. 
 
      
 
    “I will return shortly,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I walked out of the bathing area back into the main living room. I took a deep breath. I had to calm myself. Seeing her naked body was a lot to take in. It was the first time I had ever seen a naked human female, and I liked it. I liked it more than I had expected to. I really had to restrain myself from touching her. After I was able to get things under control and get back to normal, I once again left my dwelling and went down to the kitchens.  
 
      
 
    The kitchens were filled with joyous Zenkians preparing meals. It smelled of thick spices and herbs. I looked around, suddenly feeling suspicious that maybe someone had heard about the human or seen me bring her in the night before.  
 
      
 
    “Commander Qoln! We never get you in our kitchens! Can’t wait for the meal services?” Rekon said. He was the overseer of the kitchen structures and food systems. 
 
      
 
    “I am just famished and have work during the services so I thought I would take a meal in my dwelling,” I said joyously. 
 
      
 
    “That is a good reason. You are always welcomed in the kitchens, a battle hero such as yourself,” he said patting me on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Just doing my part, and thank you for the welcome,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Here,” he said handing me a tray. 
 
      
 
    “Give the commander anything he needs!” he said loudly to all the cooks who had smiles for me. 
 
      
 
    I filled the tray with roasted meats, fruits, and vegetables. I loaded it with enough for leftovers so that if she grew hungry a bit later, she could snack before I brought her the next meal. I carried the food back to my home. When I walked in, I did not see her. 
 
      
 
    I set the tray down on a table. “Samantha? It is I, Trent.” 
 
      
 
    She came out into the main area. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, it is just when I hear the door open, I do not know who it might be, so I went to the back to hide.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Thank you for being thoughtful about that. Come; I have brought food. You must be starving,” I said. “Will you join me in eating?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you,” she said as she walked to the table. 
 
      
 
    “I see the dress fits you well,” I said looking at the dress on her body. She was now very clean and smelled fresh with the long dress draped on her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, thank you, though it is a little long,” she said dragging about three feet of cloth on the floor around her. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the females here are just as tall as the men. I can cut the excess off if you’d like later,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you; I can do it myself if you will just give me the instrument to do so. We call them scissors on Earth,” she smiled as though she was reminiscing. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to hear more about your Earth home. Here, I have roasted meat, fruit, and some greens for us to eat. I believe you have probably had most of this in the city.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I have. Thank you for all of this. Also, Trent...” She said as she looked at me with a bit of sorrow on her face. 
 
      
 
    I looked at her concerned. Her pink lip began to tremble a little. For some reason, I felt the urge to pull her into my arms and to console her. It was a feeling that I had never had with any other female. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Samantha?” 
 
      
 
    “I want to say thank you for saving my life. I know how dangerous it is for me to be here. You did not have to stop to get me from the outlands, yet you did. I am forever grateful. If there is anything that I could do in return to repay, you just let me know. I don't have much to offer you, but if you think of something,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “You don't have to thank me, but I accept. I would not leave any creature, human or Zenkian out there like that to die. It is not the Grantsion way. But there is something that you can do for me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” she asked with wide eyes as she bit into a piece of meat. 
 
      
 
    “After we eat, perhaps you can answer some questions for me about the Waysaw. As you know, we are at war with them. I assume since you ran away that you are no friend of theirs either. I don't blame you with what they have planned for Earth. So if there's any information that you might have to share with me, it could greatly help us in this fight against them.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. I am more than happy to answer your questions,” she said with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Good, I am happy to hear it. Now please, eat. You are too thin,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She laughed and took another bite of the meat. Her cheeks were full as she chewed and it made me want to laugh a little. She was irresistible in an adorable sort of way. It was unusual to me. I could not take my eyes off of her. 
 
      
 
    “Are you alone, Trent? Do you not have a wife and children?” she asked in between bites. 
 
      
 
    “No, I have not taken a wife yet. Once I do, I would like to have children. Right now my focus is on my work as a commander.” 
 
      
 
    “You are a commander? You must be very skilled,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “I like to think so,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you like your work?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “I do. I love it,” I said. 
 
      
 
    This was how we spent the time eating until we were finished. Then I got down to the real questions. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the meal,” she said. She had eaten everything I’d brought for her, even to snack on later. I was impressed with her appetite. 
 
      
 
    “You are welcome. Now if you don’t mind, the questions….” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, anything I can do to help,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware of a commander known as Jenku Vade?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    She looked at me with wide eyes. She swallowed hard. I noticed a shift in her; she looked frightened. 
 
      
 
    “I have come across him before. He is a fierce and unkind Zenkian,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is. Crossing paths with him is never pleasant,” I said knowing that perhaps he had beaten her or something of the like. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not. What of him?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Are you aware of any raids he was planning on us here? Did you overhear any of the Waysaw Zenkian speak of a raid in the near future?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “No, but as a slave, I am not included in talks such as these. I am sorry,” she said as she stood up and went to the window. I walked after her, sensing her distress. I moved closer to her and put my hand on her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry; I did not mean to bring unpleasant memories of your time as a slave,” I said. She turned and faced me. She looked up at me with her eyes tearing up. I wanted to console her further. 
 
      
 
    “I do not mean to be so weak right now, it is just…” 
 
      
 
    “They were cruel. I know. It is fine; you are safe now,” I said moving closer to her. She looked at me, our eyes locking. The energy was radiating between us. I felt my body responding to her, and then I remembered, it was forbidden. I quickly moved away from her. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s talk about Earth instead for now. We will come back to the Waysaw question,” I said taking a seat at the table. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    Two days passed and I was surprised at how well I got along with the commander known as Trent. He had shown nothing but kindness to me, and I was not used to such a thing being in the Waysaw City. When he asked me to answer his questions about the Waysaw, I was more than happy to. I was glad to give any information to take the Waysaw down. I did not want to see them succeed either; the rebels and I had that in common. They were our common enemy. But I did not expect him to mention Jenku Vade. It brought knots to my stomach. Did he know who I was and just pretending not to know? Was it a trick? I had no idea, and I had to keep my wits about me and only provide the information he wanted without the most crucial part of that information: I was the slave of Jenku Vade. I did not want Trent to know that. I did not want anyone to know that. I knew that it was dangerous information, especially because I carried his child. It was a complex mess. 
 
      
 
    But I did not expect to feel the chemistry that I felt with Trent when he was so close to me. We had that moment. I never thought I would feel that moment with a Zenkian ever in my life after what I had gone through with the Waysaw Zenkian. But the Grantsion Zenkian were completely different if they were all like Trent. I found myself attracted to him. I could not help myself. Maybe it was because he had saved my life and that of my unborn child. There was something about being attracted to a hero that was completely beyond my control. He was a strong, skilled Commander, yet he was tender. We got along as though we had known each other for years and I had only known him a short time. It was very strange. But in the time that I had been here, I knew that I would have to leave soon. It's only there was a way for these rebels to fight with Earth against the Waysaw. But who would negotiate such a thing? Then I realized, I could do it. I sat up straight in the living area as I waited for Trent. I suddenly felt full of hope. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and he walked in. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling today?” He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I feel stronger and stronger every day. Thank you for taking care of me,” I said with a big grin. 
 
      
 
    “Good, I am glad that you are stronger. We must talk about what is to be done with you. I don't want to do anything against your wishes; you have been through enough already being taken from your home planet. But we must speak of this now; you cannot stay here forever. I know that you know that,” he said sitting across from me. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do know that. I was hoping that I could talk to you today about the same thing,” I said grinning. 
 
      
 
    “By that massive grin on your face, it sounds like something that is going to make you very happy. I like that,” he said. He looked at me for a moment. Our eyes locked again. I had to snap out of the hypnotic state he was able to put me in with just one look. 
 
      
 
    I cleared my throat and looked down at the table. “I sort of have a plan, but I do not know if it is possible.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled, and his shoulders sort of dropped in relief. “I would love to hear your plan. Lay it on me, human,” he said playfully. He crossed his hands as though he was giving me his full attention. It made me laugh. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking, the rebels and the humans have the same enemy: the Waysaw Zenkian,” I said easing into my unusual and new plan. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true. They are our only enemy and what they are doing to Earth is horrific,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what if there was a pact between the rebels and the humans to help each other in defeating the Waysaw? Don’t you think that would be a good idea? Together they can be defeated,” I said getting excited. 
 
      
 
    He arched his brow at me. “What does this have to do with getting you to safety?” 
 
      
 
    “Well, if such a pact were to happen, then there would be some negotiation involved, and Earth would need to be contacted. I think a journey to Earth would be necessary. I could be on that ship with whoever is sent to Earth to speak to the humans about being allies against the Waysaw, and then I could go home. I could be on Earth again,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He looked at me with no emotion on his face. He was stone cold expressionless. He said nothing and only looked at me. I wondered what was going through his mind. Was this a red flag? Was I making him think I was a spy or something because I wanted something so drastic? My stomach felt like it was in knots all of a sudden. 
 
      
 
    “Trent? Commander, what is it? Is my idea so far-fetched?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is. But it is also brilliant. But it is not up to me. I am a commander I am not a leader here. Therefore I don't see how your idea could possibly happen, and we will have to think of another way to make you safe,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Who would make a decision like that? Who are these leaders you speak of? Is it like the leaders in the Waysaw City?” I asked not wanting to take no for answer just yet. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is fairly same structure. We were all one union before the rebellion, and a lot of things have stayed the same way,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Great. Take me to these leaders, and I shall speak to them about this,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “You really think you can do anything, don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I have made it this far. I guess that gives me confidence,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You do see that I cannot take you to my leaders. You are not even supposed to be here. It is forbidden,” he said as he stood up.  
 
      
 
    I stood up and walked to him pleading. “Please, Trent. Don’t you see that you and I could make a difference? Now is the time. I didn’t think of it this way before, but it all makes sense to me now. For me to have run away and for you to be the one to have found me. Don’t you think that happened for a reason? I think it did. The coincidences are just too much,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Like what coincidences?” he said. 
 
      
 
    I realized that I had been thinking about the fact that the last time I was with Jenku Vade he went looking for Trent, and instead Trent found me. But I could not tell Trent this. I had forgotten myself and my secrets in my excitement.  
 
      
 
    “I just mean that it all adds up perfectly. I know about the Waysaw Zenkian, and I know about Earth humans. Who better to help get an alliance going between the humans and the Grantsions than me? I know of all three involved in this mess. I can do it.” 
 
      
 
    “You ask too much, Samantha. It is just not possible. It would put you in too much danger,” he said turning to me. When he turned, he did it abruptly and pushed up against me. His hard stomach brushed against my breasts, catching me off guard. I gasped a little and looked up at him. He looked down at me. He stopped as though he was about to say something more but said nothing. I looked up at him, suddenly realizing just how turned on I was by his presence. My breathing grew irregular and faster. His manly scent enveloped me. I wanted to reach out and touch the stiff uniform that pressed against his hard chest and stomach so badly. It had been a long time since I’d had tender male affection. I wanted something to wipe away the horrors that I had dealt with when I was with Commander Jenku Vade. 
 
      
 
    “I just think there is some hope,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “You are a hopeful human,” he whispered back. His voice was husky. Neither of us moved. We just stared at each other. 
 
      
 
    “It is all that I have. I have hope,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not all. You have me, human,” he said. Then he leaned down and clamped his mouth over mine. I gave in immediately. I felt my body go weak as he kissed me. I didn’t plan on this. I swore to never let a Zenkian touch me ever again after what happened to me in Waysaw, but here I was willingly giving in to this alien soldier. I pushed my hands up his broad shoulders. I felt the stiff material of his uniform underneath my hands as I ran them up. I got onto my tiptoes to try to reach him more. I put my hands around his neck and into his thick black hair. I desired him so much, and now I was getting some relief from that. I pressed him to me more. I was hungry for him. Something inside of me took over. I turned into a wild animal as I kissed him harder. He groaned in my mouth. I felt his large, strong hands against my back. He rubbed them up and down, and then moaned louder. Then he pulled away from me. He stepped back with a jolt as though he had been pushed off of me. 
 
    “What? What is it? Did I hurt you?” I said in shock. 
 
      
 
    “No. No, it is not you. That was… I have never felt anything like that before,” he said with a look of confusion on his face. “I can’t do that. It is against everything we are here. I cannot touch you. It is forbidden,” he said in an anxious manner. Then he took large and hasty strides toward the door. He opened it and walked out. I heard the door lock behind him.  
 
      
 
    “But…what was that?” I said to myself. I felt bad. I felt like I had lured him like a temptress. This was clearly difficult for him, and I could see that he was an alien of honor. I sat down and looked out the window. I guess I should not have been so forward with my plan, but I knew that it was a good one. I had just got so excited about it. I should not have melted against him the way I did, but I could not help it. It was like I had no control over my body at that moment. I stayed up for hours hoping that he would return so I could apologize, but he did not return. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    I jumped away from Samantha like I had touched hot metal and been burned. I had to push away from her. It felt like I had been sucked into some drug-induced dream when she kissed me. It made me feel like I had lost control of my mind and my body began to respond. I had felt my cock growing hard, and I knew that I had to get away from her before I took advantage of her. It was not the Grantsion way. 
 
      
 
    So now I made my way to the military barracks of the village. I had to stay away from her. I did not dare return there this night. She had moaned when she kissed me. She had put her hands around my neck, and that meant that she was going to let me kiss her more. So because of that, I could not return. I would have to wait until the next day after I had cooled off. I did not have a choice. 
 
      
 
    The next morning I went on patrol. I could not return home just yet. I needed to burn off some of the heat. I jumped in my speeder, feeling ready to get rid of some energy by being reckless. I zoomed to the outlands. I flew the speeder dangerously close to the line between the Waysaw territory and the Grantsion territory. I was looking for a fight. I wanted it. Then in the distance, I got my chance. 
 
      
 
    “Waysaw patrol coordinates 42 at 26 degrees,” I said into the radio informing my patrol team that I had spotted a patrol from Waysaw. “I am going to go check it out,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Negative. That is not a good move. You are miles from us,” my patrol team partner said. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t make myself known. I am going to land on top of them on the cliffside and look down. I will just be ten minutes. Radio out,” I said cutting off the communication line so that I did not have to hear more opposition. 
 
      
 
      
 
    I flew closer to the patrol and landed on a cliffside above them, out of their range. They were on foot patrolling the area, which I thought was strange. I could see their speeder some distance away from them. They were looking down at the ground. I quietly and carefully walked down the cliffside, trying to get closer. I finally found a crevice on a ledge to hide in. They were walking into an area just underneath me. 
 
      
 
    “Anything?” one of the soldiers said. 
 
      
 
    “No, there is no trace of her. It is as if she did not cross these lands at all,” the other said. 
 
      
 
    “Then how? She had to have been on foot. She did not have access to a speeder or a watercraft,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe she swam,” the soldier said. 
 
      
 
    “That distance? Impossible. She is a human and they are fragile. I doubt that any of them, even the males, could swim that far. I think we just need to pick up her trail somewhere else.” 
 
      
 
    “I hope that you are right. She is important. If we do not find her then Jenku Vade will have our heads. He said to find her at all costs.” 
 
      
 
    My blood ran cold. They had to be talking about Samantha, and if they were, then she was connected to Jenku Vade. She was his slave. An enormous amount of rage welled up inside of me. Anyone but that maniac. I would not let him have her. Why did she not tell me that she was his?  
 
      
 
    I watched as the two guards made their way back to their speeder and drove off. I climbed back up the cliffside to my speeder. “The Waysaw patrol was nothing. I am headed back to Grantsion,” I said into the communications radio. 
 
      
 
    “Copy that, Qoln.” 
 
      
 
    I flew my speeder as fast as I could. I landed on the ledge outside my home and went directly inside. I found Samantha sleeping in my bed. I grabbed her arm. 
 
      
 
    “Wake up, human,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She was startled as she woke up. “What is it? Have they come for me?” she asked worried. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you?” I asked in anger. 
 
      
 
    “I am Samantha, from Earth. I have already told you this,” she said trembling a bit. 
 
      
 
    “No, this!” I said turning her wrist over to show the barcode tattoo. “Who are you? Who do you belong to in Waysaw?” 
 
      
 
    She trembled. “Why is that important? I never belonged to him to begin with. He did not have my permission to make me his. I belong to no one. I am my own person,” she said defiantly, pulling her hand from me. She narrowed her eyes at me and got up from the bed. She stomped toward the living areas of the dwelling. I grabbed her arm and stopped her. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me it isn’t true. Tell me that you are not the slave of Jenku Vade,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She gasped as her eyes grew wide. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me!” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Why? Why does it matter?” she yelled back at me. 
 
      
 
    “He is a dangerous Waysaw Commander, that is why!” I shouted. I was losing my calm. I was so angry. I could not stand it. 
 
      
 
    “Fine! Yes, he was the one that took me as his slave. He did awful things to me, and I took my chance to leave the moment I got it. But I do not belong to him. He has no right to my body.” 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “Trent, I don’t see how—” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Of course you wouldn’t! What do you know? I went out on patrol today, and I ran into some Waysaw soldiers out on patrol looking for you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god. What happened? Are you hurt?” she said coming up to me and placing her palms on my chest. As soon as she touched me, I felt the heat in my body. I felt my shaft hardening. It was instant with her. I had never experienced this reaction with a female Zenkian before. Why was she able to do this to me? 
 
      
 
    “No, I am not hurt,” I said quietly. My voice was suddenly thick with desire. 
 
      
 
    “I could not bear it if you were hurt because of me,” she said looking up at me. 
 
      
 
    “I could not bear it knowing that monster Jenku had you to himself,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “It wasn’t by choice,” she said. Her eyes watered a bit. 
 
      
 
    “Damn it, Samantha. How are you able to do this to me?” I said putting my hands on her small arms. 
 
      
 
    “I have the same question for you,” she said. “Please don’t send me back to him. I would not survive.” 
 
      
 
    “Never. He will never let him touch you again,” I said as I pulled her into my arms once more. But this time I was not going to run away. I was going to break every damn Grantsion rule there was. It didn’t matter anymore. There was no more struggle between being honorable to my own race and being with this human. I was choosing her over everything else, even my own life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    Trent’s words washed over me like a warm blanket. I felt safe in his arms. I felt safer than I had in months. He said he would never let Jenku touch me again, and I believed him. He was honorable, and I knew he spoke the truth to me. It made me feel turned on and I desired him, this alien hero of mine. I had never felt like this for anyone, not even a human man. There was something going on between us that I could not describe. It was a thick chemistry and sensual tension that was driving me over the edge. 
 
      
 
    He kissed me deeply and passionately. I melted against his uniformed chest. I wanted to confide in him. I wanted to tell him everything, but I could not. I was worried that if I told him I was pregnant with Jenku’s child, he would not want me. He might even see it necessary to send me back. No, I had to keep it a secret, at least for now. I had been through so much brutality that I wanted to give myself the happiness of enjoying his tenderness and the pleasure that would come with it. 
 
      
 
    “Take me to your bed, Trent,” I whispered between kisses. He groaned in response. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure, Samantha?” he said in a voice filled with desire. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, just be gentle with me,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I would never be anything else,” he said as he picked me up. He scooped me into his arms and carried me to the bed. He gently lay me on my back. Then he stepped back from me. There was a zipper that went along the side of his chest. He unzipped it and opened the top of his uniform. He pulled it off. His beautiful blue skin was exotic to me. His muscles were rippled and toned. He smiled a dashing smile at me. He pushed his long black hair behind his ears, and I bit my lower lip at how this one gesture alone was sexy to me. Then he pulled off his military style boots and unzipped his uniform grey trousers. He pushed them down to the floor. He now stood there naked in front of me. He was gorgeous. He was so different than the red-skinned Waysaw Zenkian, and not just his skin color. There was something different in his demeanor.  
 
      
 
    My eyes roamed down his strong chest to his hard cock. It was blue and smooth like the rest of him. His hard shaft was long and thick, and he wrapped his hand around it just as I was looking at it. “Like what you see?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Now you,” he said. “Take that dress off.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander,” I said, untying the dress from behind my neck. It fell down to my waist, exposing my breasts. I heard him breathe harder. I laid down and pulled the dress down as I arched up my hips and slid it off of me. I kicked it to the bottom of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck, you are beautiful Samantha. I couldn’t imagine how beautiful you were until now,” he said looking at me up and down. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I must taste you,” he said as he moved to the bottom of the bed. I was confused as to what he was doing. He wrapped his hands around my ankles and pulled me to him. I giggled as he did so. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing, Trent?” 
 
      
 
    “Making you my meal,” he said. He knelt down at the edge of the bed onto his knees. He opened my legs wide. Then he kissed my knee, and then the inside of my thigh. His kisses were warm and gentle. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm,” I moaned. 
 
      
 
    He licked my inner thigh and then the other. Then he moved up my body until he was placing soft kisses all over my wet slit. “Oh god,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    Then he licked along my wet center with one swift lick. 
 
      
 
    “Mm, you are so wet, Samantha. I can taste you in my mouth,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Trent,” I whispered. “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    He licked me harder and faster. I was on the brink. I could not hold on any longer. “Oh, I’m cumming. I’m cumming,” I said as I exploded with a million pulsing rhythms on my center. I was wiggling underneath him as he continued to lick and taste me. 
 
    I heard a sudden gasp and a bang. We both turned to see Malaya standing there. She had dropped her bag on the floor in surprise. Trent said nothing and I said nothing. We were both in shock we didn’t even move. I was still in the middle of having an orgasm. 
 
      
 
    “I’m… I’m sorry. I thought you wanted me to check on…” but Malaya didn’t finish her sentence. Instead, she picked up her bag and ran out. My eyes were wide with embarrassment and the waves of orgasm. Trent looked up at me from the place between my thighs. Then he laughed. I laughed too. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that,” he said. Then he got up and walked away from me. 
 
      
 
    “Where are you going?” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “To lock the door. I guess I forgot when I barged in here earlier,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Now, where were we?” he said as he stood at the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    “We were right here,” I said as I sat up and got up onto my knees on the bed. I wrapped my hands around his cock. With him standing and me on my knees on top of the high bed, I was at the perfect height. He groaned. He looked down and watched me as I used my hands to massage his hard staff. Then I licked the tip of it making circles with my tongue. 
 
      
 
    “Oh fuck, Samantha. That feels so good,” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    “Good,” I said. Then I pushed his cock into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “Mmm, Samantha,” he whispered. I moved my mouth back and forth on his rigid member. I wanted to do for him what he had done for me. I had ached to put his cock in my mouth the moment he took his clothes off. He was so damn hot and sexy. He was the most gorgeous alien I had ever seen, and by now I had seen quite a few of them. He groaned and pushed his hand into my hair as I massaged him with my tongue.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck, you have to stop, Samantha. I’m going to cum, and I still want to do other things to you,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Stop doing what?” I teased. “This?” I said as I pushed his cock into my mouth again. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck. Yes, that,” he barely got the words out as he tried to gently push me back. I pulled his cock out of my mouth and giggled. 
 
      
 
    “You are something else,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you. So are you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He put his hands underneath my arms on my armpits and picked me up with such ease. I felt like a rag doll. He pressed me against his body and I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck. He kissed me. I could taste myself on him. I loved feeling his hard, blue body against mine. Then I felt the tip of his cock press against my center. I stopped kissing him and looked at him with wide eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I told you I wanted to do other things to you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I can feel that you do,” I said. His hand went down my back and cupped my bottom. Then he guided me onto his cock and slid me down, entering me just a little.  
 
      
 
    “Oh god, that feels heavenly,” I whispered as I pressed my face against his hard chest.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, it does,” he said. Then he slid me down more and more. Inch by inch his hard, thick cock slid into me. I was moaning and biting onto his chest as he did so. Then he reached the depths of me, and we both sighed and moaned. We stayed like this as he moved to the bed and laid me down on my back without pulling out of me. I was impressed with his maneuvering. 
 
      
 
    Then he swayed his hips back and forth as he hovered on top of me. His cock slid in and out me slowly, then faster, and then slow again. I grabbed and scratched at the sheets feeling this extreme pleasure. Then I moved my hands onto his back. I could feel the tension of his muscles. I ran my hands down and up again. I grabbed and squeezed his toned bottom.  
 
      
 
    “Samantha, you are so wet. You feel so tight,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And you feel so big,” I whispered.  
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” he groaned. Then he moved faster and faster. Then he pulled out of me. I did not know what he was doing. “Move this way,” he said as he rolled me onto my side. Then he got behind me, spooning me. Then he entered me again, sliding in and out of my wet center. It felt so damn good to have his entire heated body against my backside of my entire body. I could feel his strength, and I felt sheltered from everything. I felt safe and so turned on. I was going to explode again. His hand on my hip was steadying me, and then it moved up my body and clasped onto my breast. He squeezed my nipple and then the other as he slid in and out of me. 
 
      
 
    “Oh god. I’m going to cum again. I’m cumming,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I am too,” he said in a strained voice. He moved faster and faster and then I felt the warmth of his juices flow inside of me. Sex with this rebel alien was the best sex of my life. I breathed heavily as I enjoyed the sensations of my orgasm. I turned to him over my shoulder. He put his mouth on mine, kissing me. He was still inside of me as we lay there in this spooning position and kissing each other. It was perhaps the most romantic moment that I had ever experienced, and I did not want it to end. Though I knew that I could not stay with him. His race forbade him to be with human females. We could not be together, and it was possible that tonight would be the only time that we were together like this. Therefore I was going to indulge in every second of it.  
 
      
 
    “Now don’t go to sleep because that was just round one,” he whispered to me as he kissed my shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, is that so?” I asked playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is the truth. Maybe I will let you stop to eat and regain your strength, but we are not moving from this bed. Tonight, you are mine,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I like that sound of that, Trent,” I said.  
 
      
 
    I really did. For the first time in my life, I was alright with belonging to someone as long as that someone was this strong alien Commander Trent Qoln. He was a rebel, and I guess in some ways so was I. We were supposed to be together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    Being with Samantha in an intimate way was unlike anything I had ever felt. I understood more than ever the fascination that the Waysaw Zenkian had with the humans of Earth. Though it was no justification for taking them from their home.  
 
      
 
    I lay next to her looking at her soft pale skin and running my fingers through her red hair as she sighed softly in pleasure.  
 
      
 
    “That was intense,” she whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “So what happens now? I was not planning for this,” she said. “But now I feel like we need to take some plan of action. I can’t stay here forever. You said you ran into a patrol looking for me. We have very little time, don’t we?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am afraid that you are right. We need to do something. I am not sure what. What choices are laid out for us?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Us?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, we are in this together now. Whether you like it or not. I’m not going to leave you alone in this. This is my problem now too,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I think we should come clean to your leaders. I think we should go to them, but on different terms,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “This sounds dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “I mean we can tell them that you just found me today while out on patrol and brought me in because you could not leave me out there. Then I can say that I have run away but that I also bring them a message. Then I can plead with them to consider a pact with Earth to fight against our common enemies the Waysaw. I will represent that pact. I think if we tell them this, they will overlook the fact that you brought a human here,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “That could work. It does help with the rules of no human interaction, and we do want to fight the Waysaw, and having an Earth ally would be of great importance, but you are forgetting one thing,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “Even if they agree to what you say, they still will not agree to intimacy between a Zenkian and a human. That is will be forbidden no matter what,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She sighed. “I understand and appreciate this rule. If the Waysaw had this rule, then there would be no human slaves.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true. It is a good rule. One that I just broke over and over again,” I said.  
 
      
 
    She laughed, “…and over and over, and hopefully over and over again before we leave this bed.” 
 
      
 
    “You can count on it,” I said kissing her and rolling on top of her. 
 
      
 
    She laughed and pushed me away, “Trent! This is serious. We are having a conversation here.” 
 
      
 
    I groaned in frustration. “All right. So what were we talking about? You have already distracted me.” 
 
      
 
    She laughed. “We were talking about a plan for me to go in front of your leaders. You will take me to them as though you just found me on patrol and I will plead with them my case. Earth needs help; we are no match for the Zenkian. And the more that the Waysaw steals from Earth’s resources, the stronger they become and will overtake the rebels. Together we can stop it, and it is in both our interests.” 
 
      
 
    “You would make a good leader,” I said admiring her. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you; so you agree to this plan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, let’s go,” I said getting up from the bed. 
 
      
 
    “Wait. What? Now?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes, the sooner, the better. But you must put on your old tattered dress. You can’t be in the dress I gave you. It is an obvious Grantsion quality, and you must follow my lead.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can do that,” she said hopping up from the bed. Watching her naked body move across the room turned me on. I had to focus. We had a mission, and I could not be distracted from it no matter how damn hot her petite body was. She pulled out the tattered dress she wore when I found her and put it on. She slipped on her sandals and then pulled her hair up and tied it. 
 
      
 
    I got dressed, and then we moved out quickly onto the ledge outside my dwelling and into my speeder. I drove to the outlands doing a quick loop and then moved back into the Grantsion village area. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure you are ready for this? I don’t know how the leaders will react,” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am ready. I have hope,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Your hope gives me hope,” I said. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, I landed the speeder in front of the leader chambers. It was a grand hall carved into the rocky cliffside. I opened the door to the speeder and grabbed Samantha by the arm. “Just go along with me. I have to make you look more like a capture,” I whispered to her.  
 
      
 
    “I understand,” she whispered back. 
 
      
 
    Zenkian around us began to take notice of the human. They were stopping and staring and whispering among themselves. Soon there was a commotion as I led her into the chambers. As soon as I entered, the guard looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trent Qoln to speak to the leaders. I found this human while on patrol. She is requesting an audience with them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The guard looked at her up and down taking in the shock of seeing a human. It was probably the first time he had seen one. He nodded and then walked to another guard in this distance and conversed. Then he returned. “Wait here. Your request is being taken to the leaders now.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded in agreement and then we waited for about ten minutes while the leaders were called to the chamber. I squeezed Samantha’s arm in support to show her I felt her nervous energy. I was with her, no matter what. I had already decided that. 
 
      
 
    “The leaders will see you now,” the guard said opening the door to the chamber. I felt Samantha sigh. 
 
      
 
    “What is this, Commander Trent Qoln? Speak,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “This is a human. I found her in the outlands on patrol. She has told me that she is a runaway slave of the Waysaw. As they are our enemy and we are against what they do to humans and to Earth, I felt it was my duty to help her. She has informed me that she wishes to speak to our leaders as well,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The leaders looked at each other. 
 
      
 
    “Commander, you know the rules about human interaction,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. I am extremely apologetic, and I did wave the rules when I was saving her. But was I to let her die? My honor as a Grantsion could not allow that to happen. She could also be a valuable ally. She could have information that could help us,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And what is this message she brings?” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Samantha and then at the leaders. “She wishes permission to speak.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, permission granted. Speak, human,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    Samantha cleared her throat. “I would like to thank you and this Zenkian for saving my life. I have been through peril running from the Waysaw city. I was taken from Earth against my will and forced to be a slave. Thank you for your refuge. The Waysaw Zenkian are my enemy. They are the enemy of all of Earth. They are your enemy too. The Waysaw invade Earth and take resources. The more resources they have, the stronger they become. Soon they will have enough resources to make them stronger and stronger, and they will have what they need to defeat you. Because of this, I implore you to contact Earth in order to form a pact to fight the Waysaw together. I am a human, and I have seen inside Waysaw City and I know what it is like. I have seen the Grantsion Zenkian now and the kindness that this commander has shown me by saving my life today. I would be the perfect person to speak with the humans to speak about a pact like this. Will you think this over?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    I stood looking at her. Her back was straight, and she stood with confidence even though she was in her shredded dress. 
 
      
 
    The superiors were quiet as they looked at her. They looked at me. They said nothing. There was a tension in the room, and I wondered if they were about to take me into custody for breaking the rules and would banish Samantha back to the outlands, wanting nothing to do with her.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    I was trembling as I stood in front of the superiors. I did not know what their reaction would be. I had only been in the presence of the Grantsion Zenkian for a few days, and only Trent and Malaya. I had no idea what the rest of the rebel community was like. But I had to take a chance. I had to make the most of being here. I would not let my abduction be for nothing if I wasn't at least going to try to help Earth. I pleaded my statement to the superiors, and now I stood there in silence. None of them were smiling, not that I expected them to, but there wasn't a shred of kindness on their faces. They looked angry, and I knew that they must be pissed at Trent for breaking the rules to bring me there. 
 
      
 
    The chamber that we stood in was inside the mountain. The door was on the outside in the village, but once you went through the door, you entered a large cathedral-like space. The ornate carvings high into the ceiling were exquisite. There was a small crowd gathered behind us as we stood in front of the leaders. 
 
      
 
    Finally, they spoke.  
 
      
 
    “Commander, you have broken the rules by bringing this human here,” the one known as Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “I am aware, and I am ready to accept the consequences. I made the decision on my own, and I found it necessary to bring her here. If you wish, you can punish me in any way you see fit. But the human is right; the Waysaw grow stronger the more they steal from Earth, and it won't be long before they can overtake us completely. I thought she had wise words to share and I made the decision to allow her to come here and make this request of you,” Trent said. 
 
      
 
    I tensed up even more. Were they about to take him to prison? It would be all my fault. I could not be responsible for that. I wanted to do anything that I could. I would beg for their mercy if I had to. Seeing Trent get punished for helping me when he was such a kind and heroic soul would be something that I could not handle. I was quiet as I looked at the superiors waiting for them to say something more.  
 
      
 
    “We must discuss this amongst ourselves in private. Stay here; we will return shortly,” a different leader, known as Leader Marca, said. The four superior leaders stood up and walked into a side room. I looked at Trent, and he nodded to me, and I knew it meant to stay strong. We couldn't exactly show affection for each other because of the secret that we were hiding. I looked at him with grief on my face. I wanted him to know how sorry I was if this turned badly. It was a risky chance to take, and I knew that putting him in danger was going to happen. But now seeing the reality of it, my heart couldn't handle knowing he could be put into prison or banished. He obviously loved the Grantsion Zenkian and would do anything for them. I did not want to be the cause of him becoming an enemy of his own kind or being banished. I was growing more nervous by the second. I shifted back and forth on my feet. I wished I knew what these leaders were talking about. It would help to know how they thought. I didn’t know anything about them. What if the kindness that Trent showed me was solely a trait that he had and was not something that all the blue-skinned aliens had? My stomach began to grow butterflies of nervousness, and I hoped that I would not vomit in front of everyone.  
 
      
 
    I looked at Trent. He quickly winked at me, and it made me feel better. He was being playful even in this time of tension and possible punishment. It was why I had fallen so hard for him so quickly. It wasn't just the fact that he was my own personal hero, but he made me feel good no matter what situation I was in. There were very few that made me feel that way on Earth. Even before I was taken, I had only a handful of relationships with men to speak of. I had one long-term relationship with a farmer named Michael Benson, and it ended with him cheating on me. I dated off and on and never really found a connection there either. Both of my parents were deceased, and I was an only child. As this went through my mind, I realized that Trent was more family than anything that I had to go back to on Earth. Suddenly waiting for the leaders to come out had a heavier weight than before. 
 
      
 
    The door to the side room opened, and the superiors came out. They sat down once more and looked at us. I held my breath. Whatever they said, my life would forever change. 
 
      
 
    “How exactly would this pact or agreement with Earth happen?” the leader asked. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief. There was some hope. The fact that they were asking questions was a good sign. “May I answer that question, Leader?” I asked trying to be respectful.  
 
      
 
    “You may speak, human,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I think the leaders of Earth would need to hear it from a human that the rebel Zenkians want to talk about forming an alliance. I know they would greatly accept your help in fighting the Waysaw. But they might find it more trustworthy to hear from a human that was taken by the Waysaw and has seen this planet and what is going on. They will know that one of your own rescued me and that you took me in and allowed me to return to Earth to speak of this,” I said loudly and clearly. I did not want to be mistaken for saying anything else than what I meant. 
 
      
 
    “So you would go to Earth to discuss this agreement, human?” Leader Marca asked. 
 
      
 
    “I would with whatever leadership you would send along to speak with them as well. It would be a peaceful mission. We would need to alert them that we would be coming. Perhaps they would even want us to meet on the space station on the moon. You could see how they would be wary of any contact with any Zenkian. If we were to try to just communicate this pact at a distance, they might think it is some sort of trick,” I said.  
 
      
 
    The leaders looked at each other and nodded. I was very surprised by their quick thinking and that they were open to this. They stood up on the stage and then crowded around each other. I could hear them whispering but could not make out what they were saying. 
 
      
 
    I looked at Trent. A small smile expanded on the corner of his mouth. Damn, he was cute. Even in this time of tension, he was turning me on. I felt my body respond to him. I was full of adrenaline with everything that was happening. I might be going to Earth, but now, I did not want to stay there. I wanted to be with Trent. Damn, what had I gotten myself into? 
 
      
 
    Finally, the leaders stopped whispering and once again took their seats. They looked us over. 
 
      
 
    “We, the leaders of the Grantsion Zenkians, grant this request. We will follow the human Samantha Gaines’ idea to see if the humans of Earth will be open to speaking of such an agreement. If they are, then we will launch the mission,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    I nearly burst in joy. I wanted to jump up and down and scream in happiness, but instead, I smiled and nodded to them in gratitude. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trent Qoln, you shall be in charge of this mission. You and the human, as well as leader Marca sitting to my right, will be the ones to go to Earth to talk about this agreement to see if the humans are open to it. Prepare as soon as possible; we swill end the message within the hour and if they accept, you will depart within twenty-four hours of their acceptance,” the leader said. I looked at Trent with wide eyes. I could not believe it. I tried to restrain a giant smile and happy dance. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Leaders. I will not let you down.” 
 
      
 
    “Human, you go as a middleman of sorts and a sign of peace. Leader Marca here will be in charge of the actual agreement; is that understood?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is understood,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good, for now, we would like you to join us in a council. We would like to know all the information about how you escaped the Waysaw as well as what you saw and learned in your stay with them.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I am open to giving all information to you; anything you need,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good, Commander, bring the human to our private chambers in exactly two hours. For now, see that she is fed and looked over as well as giving her a change of clothing. She is a guest now; she will be treated as one. Once she is able we will have her record a message to be sent to Earth, the leader said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Leader Nizok,” Trent said. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in great relief. The leaders left the great chamber. Trent came up to me and gave me a little smile, hiding the fact that we were well acquainted and would kiss and jump for joy if we were alone. 
 
      
 
    “Come with me, human; I will see that you are fed and get you a change of clothing as well as have you looked over by the doctor,” he said pretending to go through the motions. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Commander, I appreciate your help,” I said formally. He grabbed my arm and led me out of the chamber. The heat of his skin touching mine was the only touching we could do at that moment. But even that was enough to get me excited. 
 
      
 
    All eyes were on me as Zenkians gathered from the village outside of the great chamber as we walked out. They were staring, and I could hear a lot of commotion. They were whispering about me. I heard the words slave, red hair, human, and white skin. I kept my eyes down but had a pleasant smile on my face letting them know that I was no enemy. Trent led me to a small dwelling in the side of the cliff. He opened the door and led me in. He closed the door behind him. 
 
      
 
    I turned to him and jumped up and down. 
 
      
 
    “We did it! It worked!” I said as I gave him a big hug. He hugged me back. 
 
      
 
    “You were fearless up there. I am very impressed with your skills,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “And I am impressed with your everything,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, there is a lot to be impressed by,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “So this message will be sent to Earth. I know they will be happy to hear from the rebel Zenkians. I just know it!” I said happily. 
 
      
 
    “And if they accept, you will be going back to Earth,” he said with some sadness. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but I don’t want to stay there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You don’t?” he arched his brows at me. 
 
      
 
    “No, not anymore. I mean, I do want to, but not without you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but, Samantha, it is the safest place for you, considering…” 
 
      
 
    “Considering that I ran away from the insane Waysaw Jenku Vade? Yes, but on Earth, he could still find me. But let’s not talk of this. I don’t want to think of me being on Earth without you right now. Can we not just celebrate this victory for now?” I said as I pushed my hands up his stiff grey uniform over his hard body. 
 
      
 
    He groaned. “Yes, I think you can have a celebration kiss.” 
 
      
 
    He leaned down and kissed me. His lips were soft and full, and his mouth was warm as I opened mine. His tongue slipped around mine caressing me slowly. I moaned into his mouth. I was already aroused just with this one kiss. I moved my hand down his chest, over his hard abs, and then on top of his cock. He growled in my mouth. But then he pulled my hand away. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t do that now. I have to leave you here in a few minutes, and I can’t walk out there with my cock hard. The entire village is out there wondering who you are and will be standing there. I can’t walk out there like that,” he laughed. 
 
      
 
    “Good point. It’s just so hard, for me not to touch you and want you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Mmmm, we will have to save that talk for later,” he said as he moved away from me. I think he was still pissed and unsettled about the possibility of me staying on Earth. 
 
      
 
    “What is this place?” I asked as I looked around for the first time since we walked in. 
 
      
 
    “It is a guest dwelling. It is always empty but open for visitors, such as yourself. So we don't have many of them,” he said formally. 
 
      
 
    “I frowned. So I will not be sleeping in your bed anymore?”  
 
      
 
    “I think that would be too obvious, don't you?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I guess you are right.” 
 
      
 
    The small dwelling looked like a replica of his, only much smaller. The bed was in the living area, and there was a small food area as well. The window did not have a grand view or a landing ledge like his did, but there was still a lot of light and it was high enough over the crowd that had gathered below to be private. He went to the wall and pressed on a panel. 
 
      
 
    “This is Commander Trent Qoln; I need a tray of food and drink brought to the guest dwelling as well as a dress. Send for Malaya to come with her medical tools to examine the guest,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander; right away,” the voice answered. 
 
      
 
    He stepped away from the panel and my eyes grew wide. 
 
      
 
    “I forgot about Malaya. She walked in on us, remember?” I said remembering that moment. I also remembered that she had some feelings for Trent. Walking in on us must have been heartbreaking for her, but considering that we had just stood in front of the superiors, I assumed she had not told anyone our secret. I was grateful for her feelings for Trent because of that, but a woman scorned was a dangerous thing.  
 
      
 
    “You do not need to worry about her. She will keep our secret. I have trusted her for a long time and known her since we were children. She is the least of our worries. Although maybe she got more than an eyeful when she walked in on us. I'm sure that she will laugh it off with me,” he said. He obviously did not see what I saw. 
 
      
 
    “If you say so,” I said. 
 
      
 
    There was a knock at the door. Trent opened it, and there was a large tray being handed over to him by a guard. He thanked the guard and then closed the door behind him. He put it on the table. There was a box and some food on it. 
 
      
 
    “Here, you can change into this,” he said, handing me the box. I opened it, and there was a yellow dress inside of it. It was more conservative than the first one I wore, and I realized that maybe Trent had picked out the first dress based on wanting to see me in it. The first dress had tied behind the neck and went down into a very low cut, almost to my belly button and had an open back before falling to the floor in drapes of fabric. This one was long sleeved and was completely enclosed on the back and front. 
 
      
 
    “This is very conservative; not as revealing as the first one,” I said arching my brow at him. 
 
      
 
    He smiled, “Yes, I thought I did well picking out that first dress, don't you?” 
 
      
 
    “You filthy Zenkian,” I said to him playfully. 
 
      
 
    He laughed. “Now stay here and eat and relax. I must be going to prepare in case this communication to Earth is successful. We could be on our way to meet with the humans of your planet,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Trent, thank you. Thank you for allowing me to speak in front of your leaders. I know how hard of a decision that was. There is hope yet,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He looked around and then grabbed my hand and led me away from the window. He planted a deep kiss on me. I kissed him back, always happy to be able to touch him again. I pushed my fingers into his black hair twirling them around his dark locks. I moaned and melted against him. It had only been hours since we were in bed together and yet that felt too long. 
 
      
 
    “I don't want to go, but I must in order to get prepared. Earth is far away,” he said in a thick voice full of desire. 
 
      
 
    “I don't want you to go either, but I guess it's necessary,” I said, regretfully pulling away from him. 
 
      
 
    “I will return,” he said. He kissed the top of my hand and then left me on my own. I changed out of the tattered dress and put on the new one. It fit well except the sleeves were very long, and I had to roll them. The bottom was also several feet too long. 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and I smiled expecting, it to be Trent. He was back very soon, and I was glad for that. But it wasn't him. It was Malaya. 
 
      
 
    “Hello,” I said. 
 
      
 
    She closed the door and put her medical bag down. She did not look happy. 
 
      
 
    “I heard what you and Trent did. It took a lot of courage going in front of the leaders like that knowing that you could have had him put away forever,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I did not want to get into an argument with her. I knew that she held too much information to have her be angrier. I did not want to set her off. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry for any discomfort I have caused you. I am also sorry for what you saw in Trent’s dwelling. Thank you for keeping things to yourself, Malaya.”  
 
      
 
    “I don't do it for you. I do it for him. I guess I don't have to do a check up on you, considering that I already have. There is no use in going through the motions. I only came so that it gives the illusion that you have just arrived. I will tell them that you are in good condition and healthy,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “And you won’t…” 
 
      
 
    “No, I will not tell them of your pregnancy either. Not to protect you, but to protect this new mission you have. You going back to Earth is the best thing for Trent. This agreement you want us to do with the humans, it would be helpful if it is successful, but even if it is not, at least you not being here will be better for Trent,” she said. 
 
      
 
    My eyes opened wide, but I restrained my shock. I had not thought about the fact that she would really want me to be staying on Earth. Going back to Earth was all that I had wanted when I first arrived and spoke to her then, but now things were different for me, but not for her. She wanted me gone.  
 
      
 
    Malaya grabbed her bag and walked toward the door. “One more thing. Trent better return from Earth alive, or else...” 
 
      
 
    “Or else what?” I asked. My eyes narrowed at her in response. I did not want to pick a fight with her, but it was my sassy response without thinking it through. 
 
      
 
    “Or the Waysaw will find out your whereabouts by an anonymous tip,” she said as she walked out and slammed the door behind her. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” I said. “That bitch.” 
 
      
 
    I was pissed off at her threats, but it had to take a back burner. I could not do anything to jeopardize this. Not only did I have the secret that I was pregnant with the child of Commander Jenku Vade, but I also now needed to know if I would be forced to stay on Earth. I had not thought this through. The Grantsions forbade human interaction, and I assumed that they would not want me living among them. But how else could I stay with Trent? I wanted to stay with him, more than I wanted to return to Earth. But could I ask the superiors that now? No, I could not. I did not want to add another layer of complexity to this situation. I did not want them worrying about my own comfort and me staying on Earth, or how I could live among them. The important thing was to get this mission going at all costs; everything else would have to be dealt with later. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    We had been cleared by the Earth military to arrive on the moon station base. They did not trust a Zenkian ship to enter the Earth atmosphere, and I did not blame them. They spoke with Samantha several times by video communication to prove that we indeed have a human with us. I did not blame them after what they endured at the hands of the Waysaw.  
 
      
 
    Leader Marca, Samantha, and I found ourselves standing in a giant glass-domed room on the surface of the Earth moon after a weeklong trip in space. The five humans that sat in front of us were nervous at our presence.  
 
      
 
    “Samantha Gaines, we are happy that you escaped the Waysaw Zenkian. In our initial talks with you, you have stated you wish to help these Grantsion Zenkian negotiate an agreement with Earth. We have had something similar happen in the past, and that incident did not go well. But that was with the Waysaw Zenkian and not these Grantsion rebels. It is only because we have a common enemy that we are letting these Zenkian stand before us today,” the man said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Ambassador Harcourt,” Samantha said. “I agree with your statement, and it is because you have a common enemy that they are here. I will allow Leader Marca here to explain the details to you. But I, as a human, can attest to the fact that these Grantsion Zenkian are different. They are kind. They have no intention of invading and conquering other planets the way the Waysaw do. It is not in their nature. They not only have the same enemy as us, but it is in their best interests to help us fight the Waysaw. You see, the more resources the Waysaw steal from Earth, the stronger they become, and the stronger they become, the more likely it is that they will be able to take over the Grantsions once and for all. Of course, the Grantsions do not want this to happen, so they want to help Earth fight the Waysaw.” 
 
      
 
    “And how do they propose to do that?” the Ambassador asked. 
 
      
 
    Samantha looked at Leader Marca. Leader Marca stepped forward.  
 
      
 
    “I am called Leader Marca of the Grantsions. I am honored to be here in order to speak of these terms. I believe that in time we will perfect this alliance, but in the beginning, there will be many trials and tribulations. We leaders of the Grantsions have decided that the best course of action would be to send our soldiers to you on Earth at several bases around the planet where you can call upon them when the Waysaw invade. It is a preliminary plan, but once the Waysaw see that they will have us to fight on Earth, then they will know it will not be as simple as invading and attacking humans the way it has been for years.” 
 
      
 
    “That is a bold statement, I must say, Leader Marca. Inviting more Zenkian to Earth when we are trying to eliminate all Zenkian from Earth seems counterintuitive,” the ambassador said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand your meaning. As I said, in the beginning, it will be a trial and error basis. We are open to discussing the details, but we make this first offer in order to offer immediate assistance from the invading Waysaw,” Leader Marca said. 
 
      
 
    “Understood. I will take this proposition to the leaders of Earth. We shall reconvene when I have an answer, and we can discuss more details, but I want to clear one thing up. Samantha Gaines will be on Anvin in order to be an ambassador of sorts between Earth and the Grantsions; is this correct? I believe the only way our leaders will agree to this is if there is a human overseeing the project management of it. Indeed in the future, we might want to send more humans to oversee it on the base in the Grantsion Mountains. I believe it is pertinent to the humans of Earth saying yes to this agreement,” the ambassador said. 
 
      
 
    Leader Marca looked at Samantha and then looked at me. Then she spoke up without waiting for permission from Leader Marca. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is correct, ambassador. I will be your point person on the planet of Anvin,” she said. “I will be returning with this crew with the instructions you give me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    The ambassador looked at Leader Marca. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is true,” Leader Marca said in a restrained tone knowing that such a thing had not been discussed with the other leaders, but it was a necessary decision at the moment.  
 
      
 
    “Good,” the ambassador said. “Let me take this information to the Earth leaders, and they will have a council on it. You are our guests here. We have chambers waiting for each of you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” all three of us said. 
 
      
 
    We were shown to a living area of the dome with living chambers. I looked at Samantha as she entered her dwelling and gave her a grin. We knew that we wanted to be in the same room together, but we could not take the chance to ruin this, not now anyway. But damn I wanted her now more than ever. Watching her take charge like that in a very precarious meeting was something that turned me on beyond anything else. She had gone from this fragile human that I had rescued to this strong woman. I knew that she had been strong all along in order to escape the Waysaw and make it as far as she did on her own, but now I was seeing it firsthand. The strong human woman Samantha Gaines. I was growing hard just thinking about it as I moved into my small living chambers.  
 
      
 
    I was pleased that she had taken charge of the situation when the ambassador asked about her being the point of contact in Grantsion. 
 
    Knock. Knock. 
 
      
 
    I went to the door with a big grin expecting it to be Samantha. I would have turn her away, of course, but I was glad that she couldn’t be without me for even a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Qoln,” Marca said. 
 
      
 
    “Leader Marca, please come in,” I said disappointed that it was not Samantha. 
 
      
 
    “What are we to do now? You heard what the human Samantha said. Leader Nizok will not be pleased that we are returning with the human to live among us. It was assumed she would want to stay with her own kind,” he said pacing back and forth in the room. I knew that I wanted Samantha to return with me and I had to diffuse this situation. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I understand. I was thinking the same thing. Only, perhaps…” I said acting as I was thinking out loud even though I already knew what I wanted the conclusion of this conversation to be. 
 
      
 
    “What, what is it?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think about doing what the human ambassador said just for now? Samantha Gaines does not have to stay on Grantsion forever, but perhaps it is best to do it for now because as the ambassador said, they expect her to be the point person. Who better to do it? We Grantsions trust her, or have no reason to doubt her. If they are adamant that a human must be their point person on Grantsion, would we rather not it be a human we already know instead of a new one they want to send? Don’t you think the leaders would be pleased that you saw that beforehand and agreed to a human they are familiar with instead of showing up at Grantsion with a completely different human they do not know?” I said. 
 
      
 
    He stopped pacing as he thought this over. Then he smiled. “You are right. It was right of me to agree to this. They want a human on Grantsion to see this negotiation through, and it might as well be one we already know and trust,” he said basically repeating what I had just said but making it seem like it was his own plan. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, exactly. You are a very wise leader to think this through. Leader Nizok and the others will be pleased with your performance here. I think the humans would be happy to have some of our battalions stationed and ready to fight with them,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good. Good. Then I will wait in my chambers to hear back from the Earth leaders. Good work, Commander,” he said patting me on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Leader Marca,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He walked out tall and proud. This was good. Now I had him on our side, and Samantha would be returning with us without a problem. We could continue our love affair in secret, though I knew that was a dangerous game as well. But one problem at a time. I walked to the glass and stared out at the Earth in the distance. It was so much like Anvin, and I understood why the Waysaw wanted it. It was a second Anvin. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    I was very pleased with how everything was turning out. It was incredible. Not only was Earth actually thinking about this negotiation pact with the Grantsion Zenkian, but they also wanted me to be in charge of it on Anvin. It was perfect. Of course, I stepped in and agreed to it before Leader Marca could offer any opposition to it.  
 
      
 
    It was strange. When I escaped from the Waysaw city and from Jenku Vade, I wanted nothing more than to return to Earth. Now I was staring out of the domed glass of my temporary living area at my home planet, and I did not want to go. I did miss it and would love to be there again, but I wanted to be with Trent more. Plus, I was pregnant with an alien baby. I knew that in a few months I would not be able to hide that anymore. But something told me being pregnant with an alien baby would be easier to handle on Anvin than on Earth. The Zenkian were hated and feared on Earth, and it was going to take a long time for these battalions to be accepted by the general population of humans. But after they saw them fighting for them, it would change. However, it would be unfair of me to put my hybrid child on a planet where it would be hated. I had to raise it on Anvin. I only hoped that when Trent finally found out that I was pregnant with another’s child, he would still accept me. I was holding off on that moment for as long as I could. Right now, only the negotiations of this pact mattered. It was a tough position to be in.  
 
      
 
    There was a light tap at my door. I knew who it was already. I slowly opened the door. 
 
      
 
    “I need to discuss some details of this mission,” Trent said in an official tone. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, Commander,” I said letting him in.  
 
      
 
    I closed the door and then smiled at him. “This is very dangerous. You can’t be here.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, but I had to see you,” he groaned taking a step toward me. 
 
      
 
    “No. Too risky,” I said stepping back from him. 
 
      
 
    He groaned in frustration. “Fine, if you say so.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do. We are so close to doing something that is going to help Earth and the Grantsions. We can’t do something to jeopardize that.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you are right. Since we can only talk, I do have a question for you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you do that out there? Why did you agree to go back to Anvin and to be the point person for this? You are so close to your home. Don’t you want to go home?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course, I do, but…” I said, wanting to tell him that I was pregnant. But I held my tongue. “I want to be with you more. Is that wrong?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No, it is not. I want you to return. I want to have you all to myself,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “But our secret could be exposed on Grantsion. You would be punished,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Then it will be a punishment worth getting,” he said looking me up and down. 
 
      
 
    “That is flattering but don’t say that. I want you to not be punished. We must keep us a secret, now more than ever,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I will. It is just too hard,” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    I looked at his crotch. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I meant,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I bit my lip thinking about how he looked naked with his hard cock. I sighed and then let out a frustrated moan of my own. 
 
      
 
    “There you go; now you are in the anguish that I am in,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I laughed, “This is true. Now I must urge you to get back. If you stay longer, it would be too suspicious.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes as you wish. You will be commanding me if this agreement goes through,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I like the sound of that,” I said, giving him bedroom eyes. 
 
      
 
    “You must stop speaking in that sensual tone or I will throw all caution to the wind and take you right here, right now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I will remember that you like this and we will revisit it another time,” I said pushing him toward the door. 
 
      
 
    He groaned again and then as soon as I opened the door, he stood up straight and took a very official tone. “Good night, Gaines. Thank you for answering my questions, and I will see you when we reconvene tomorrow,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, good night to you, Commander,” I said, closing the door.  
 
      
 
    I smiled. He really was the most dashing alien I had ever met. 
 
      
 
    That night I lay in bed not able to sleep. There was too much on the line, and it filled me with anxiety. Having a view of the Earth also made me question my decisions. The longer I looked at it, the more I ached to be home. But I had to think of the child I carried and my feelings for Trent. Not to mention that the fate of this entire agreement relied on me returning to Grantsion to help oversee it. No, I would have to give up my ambitions to return to Earth and hope that maybe one day I could visit when the alliance between the Grantsion and Earth was set. I finally fell asleep with this hope in my mind. 
 
      
 
    Two days later we stood in front of Ambassador Harcourt and his team. 
 
      
 
    “I have called you here today because the Earth leaders have contacted us to say that they are ready to enter into this agreement with the Grantsions,” the ambassador said. 
 
      
 
    I sighed in relief and smiled.  
 
      
 
    “That is great news, Ambassador, thank you,” Leader Marca said. 
 
      
 
    “But we must urge you to be patient with us. This is going to be a slow process on our side. We would want one battalion at a time so that we can gain trust. But we do believe that in time this idea of yours in banning together will be a good thing. We want to be in contact with Samantha Gaines and from here on out, she has been granted the title of Ambassador Gaines,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I gasped. “Thank you, sir. I will not let you down.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. When you return to Anvin, we are ready to have meetings with you and the leaders of Anvin to talk about the details of how this will work,” he said. “You are dismissed to return to your planet when you are ready. Thank you, Leader Marca and Commander Qoln, for coming to us with this pact,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you as well for the trust you have given us. We are anxious to get started and will be leaving within a few hours,” Leader Marca responded. 
 
      
 
    We left the meeting, and I was feeling happier than ever. I was named an ambassador. I had gone from slave to ambassador, and I was going to help a major change happen for both Earth and the Grantsion. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, we were back on the long-distance ship and on our way back to Anvin. I said my silent goodbyes to Earth as we left. It was so hard to be so close and yet not step foot on the planet, but I understood the need to meet on the moon base and not on Earth. It was a tricky thing to let a Zenkian ship into Earth on purpose. They had been trying to keep Zenkian ships out of Earth for years now. It wasn’t an easy thing to trust them. It was a delicate balance. I was now part of that balance.  
 
      
 
    Our ship with a crew of six, including Leader Marca and the Commander and I, set out into deep space for the return journey home. Home: that had a new meaning for me, I thought as I sat in my small bunk aboard the ship. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” I said frantically as the door rapidly opened, Trent came in, and he shut it behind him. 
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t deal with being away from you any longer. I have to be inside you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “But what about Leader Marca? He could come try to find me at any point,” I said in a panic. 
 
      
 
    “No, that is not possible,” he said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked suspiciously. 
 
      
 
    “I took him on with a bit of drink. Everyone knows the man can’t hold his drink. I also pretended to be drinking most of what I poured for myself. He is out cold for next several hours. The crew is busy flying and defending the ship; they won’t look for us until we are in range of Anvin, which is days away,” he said coming closer to me. 
 
      
 
    “You just have it all figured out, don’t you?” I said seductively. 
 
      
 
    “I have gone through great pains for these few hours with you, and yes, it took some figuring out. Let’s not waste more time,” he said as he rapidly unzipped the top of his uniform. “Take off your clothes,” he added. 
 
      
 
    I was now in a space leotard type of uniform that I had gotten from the moon base. It was better for space travel than the dresses of the Zenkian females. I began to unzip it, but Trent turned me around and unzipped it from behind. He peeled it off of me.  
 
      
 
    “I have to have you right now,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I know the feeling,” I said. He picked me up and I laid me on the bed. He moved his body between my thighs and then clamped his mouth over my breast. 
 
      
 
    “Oh yes,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Shh… we must be quiet,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I can try,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, do try. I don’t need the crew to think you are in distress and then they barge in here,” he smiled at me. 
 
      
 
    I laughed, and at that moment I felt the tip of his large blue cock enter me. I bit my lip so that I would not scream out in ecstasy. It felt so good to have him inside of me. He slid his body up, and his cock entered me deeper. I moaned and grabbed onto his back. He moved deeper until he was all the way inside of me. I wrapped my legs around his body and held him close to me. My mouth bit and licked at his strong chest with blue skin. It was so erotic to me. My hands moved up and down his strong forearms over and over. They flexed as he held himself up and swayed his hips back and forth. He moved faster and faster pounding against me. “Oh god. I’m going to cum,” I whispered. 
 
      
 
    He groaned in response. Then I felt the tiny pulse move from my center through my entire body. It was a reprieve to be able to relieve myself of the pent up sexual tension I had been storing while not able to touch him. But he did not stop. He continued to move in and out, sliding with ease in my wetness. His mouth hungrily moved over mine when I tilted my neck back to see him. His cock was so long and thick, and I was enjoying every inch of it. Trent moved like this for twenty minutes or so before he finally tensed up and released. He restrained his groans as well. It was not an easy thing to do, but it was necessary. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    I didn’t ever think that a human could make me this happy. I never thought of it all because it was forbidden. These rules were still in the back of my mind, and I was careless to pretend they did not exist for me. But they did, and we could not get away with our secret forever. I knew that it would have to be addressed one day, but it had to be far into the future. The most important thing was to set up this pact with Earth. 
 
      
 
    We arrived back on Anvin, and the leaders were already aware that the pact was successful because we had sent them countless communications while in space. So when we arrived, the leaders and Samantha… well, Ambassador Gaines, I mean, went straight into working on the project. I was surprised that the leaders even saw fit to her being the first human to live among us because it was a requirement of Earth. 
 
      
 
    I had to find a way to be closer to her after being back on Anvin for a week. I would go crazy if I was not allowed to touch her. So I came up with a plan, and it was why I stood in a private chamber in front of Leader Nizok and Leader Marca. 
 
      
 
    “I am worried that news of this human will eventually get to our enemies,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Tell us what you are thinking, Commander,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “I want to offer this human protection. She is the key to this agreement. If anything should happen to her, the humans would think we have betrayed them. They will think we are the ones that hurt her,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That is a good point,” Leader Marca said. 
 
      
 
    “I would like to move her into a dwelling next to my own where I can keep an eye on her. I believe her safety is my responsibility. I am the one that found her and brought her to you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, that is a good idea. You watch over the human, Commander Qoln. The guest dwellings that she resides in is too low to the ground and there is no one to watch her. I think you should arrange this,” Leader Marca said. 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, leaders. I am also going on my first patrol with my team since I have returned. Ambassador Gaines is with your communication team now, so she is in good hands,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Good, Commander Qoln. Report back if you find anything of importance on your patrol. The Waysaw have been unusually quiet lately, and that puts us on edge,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “The War Games are coming up in a few months; perhaps they are just focused on that training, or planning an Earth raid,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely. These are the things we need to know. Go on your patrol and see to the human’s dwellings when you return,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    I saluted him and left. I went out to the speeder. “How are you? Did you miss me?” I said as I patted it on the nose. I jumped in and took off fast and hard. I was craving a good reckless speed over the land, my land.  
 
      
 
    I roamed with my team over the same areas that we had patrolled over before.  
 
      
 
    “Looks clean and clear,” my squad teammate said. 
 
      
 
    “I agree with that. Wait, what is that on the horizon, on a rock ledge. Do you see it? It is at 38 degrees by 72 degrees,” I said zooming my scope in. 
 
      
 
    “I see it. It’s a Waysaw speeder,” he responded. 
 
      
 
    “They are on Grantsion lands. They crossed the line. A scout maybe?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. We need to get a closer look and engage to chase them out of here. We have permission to fire if they are across the line. Let’s go get it,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Woo! Let’s get to it. I could use some danger,” I said. I sped my speeder toward the Waysaw speeder along with my teammate. Suddenly it took off back in the direction of Waysaw. 
 
      
 
    “They saw us. Let’s chase all the way to the line,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander,” he said. We chased after the speeder. It was strange that they were not engaging in a fight with us. This meant it was probably a scout as well. They were looking for a weak spot to raid us. 
 
      
 
    “Base, this is Commander Qoln; we are on the tail of a Waysaw speeder that is on our lands. Prepare base for a raid as we think an attack could be coming. Be on high alert,” I said over communication lines. 
 
      
 
    “Copy that, Commander,” the response came over the line. 
 
      
 
    I did not see any heavy masses of Waysaw ships, I only saw the speeder scout, and that was a good thing for now. It meant the attack was not happening at this moment. This gave me time to go back and be with Samantha, to protect her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Ambassador Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    I was glad to be back on Anvin. But now that the details of the pact were underway, I had more time to think about the fact that I was pregnant. It was hitting me hard. I knew that I had to tell Trent, and soon. It was unfair to not tell him, and I hated having this secret from him. I had truly fallen for him. I could not keep it from him any longer. I decided that I would tell him. If he wanted to never speak to me again, it would hurt me, but on the bright side, I would be keeping him out of danger. He would no longer be in danger of getting caught for having relations with a human.  
 
      
 
    I opened the door to the guest dwelling ready to go to a meeting that morning. I knew that Trent was going to be out on patrol later and I would not see him until late into the night, if at all. I would tell him then, I said to myself. But as I opened the door, Malaya stormed in. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you doing back here!” she shouted at me as she barged in. I closed the door before anyone could hear her ranting. 
 
      
 
    “Malaya?” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You are supposed to be on Earth, you filthy human. You were not to return. Why did you come back here?” she narrowed her blue eyes at me. 
 
      
 
    “I had to. It was part of the agreement,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “No. That is a lie. You know the real reason you came back was to be with Trent,” she said. “You should not be together. It is unnatural. He is supposed to be with a Zenkian female!” she yelled. 
 
      
 
    “And by that you mean he is supposed to be with you, right?” I said calmly.  
 
      
 
    She started to shake from her fury. I started to grow scared. I suddenly realized just how much bigger she was. She might be a female, but she was an alien Zenkian female. She was twice my size and strong. 
 
      
 
    “That is none of your concern, and it would not be if you had stayed on Earth where you belong,” she said in anger. 
 
      
 
    “Do you love him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes grew wide. She knew that I knew the truth about her feelings for him. “That is none of your business, human. You have no right to speak to me like this. The Waysaw are right to make you slaves. You are beneath us!” she shouted at me as tears came down her face. She was obviously very angry, and I was frightened of her anger because of all the secrets she knew. She stomped out of the room, slamming the door behind her.  
 
      
 
    I sat down on the bench and put my head in my hands. I needed a minute to recover from this stressful moment before I headed to the meeting. It was intense, and I was now more worried than ever. But I had to take it in and push it aside. I had a meeting that was more important than just hiding my secrets. We were talking details of how to set up Grantsion Zenkian battalions on Earth and where. It was a meeting I needed to be focused for. I went to the wash area of the small dwelling and splashed water on my face. Malaya was now a big threat, and I did not know what she was capable of. 
 
      
 
    “Pull yourself together, Ambassador Gaines,” I said to myself. I dried my face and set out to go to the meeting. Once I was there, I was able to push Malaya aside and focus on the work, though I expected at any moment that one of the leaders would be informed of my pregnancy and I would be hauled off for questioning. I was on edge but focused. 
 
      
 
    But the entire day passed into the early evening, and nothing happened. Maybe Malaya did love Trent that much and no matter how much she hurt she would not put him in any sort of scandal? I did not know what to think. It was more confusing than being caught. 
 
      
 
    I made my way to my small guest dwelling. I knew that Trent was going to try to move me to a dwelling across from his and I hoped that it would happen soon. I hated being so far from him. I walked in ready to get ready to eat dinner and sleep after an exhausting day. 
 
      
 
    The door burst open. Trent walked in slamming the door behind him. Then crossed the room to me with big strides. He looked pissed as he gave me this menacing scowl. I was frightened of how he was looking at me. I had not seen him look this way since he found out that I was the slave of his enemy Jenku Vade. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me it’s not true!” he shouted at me as he got very close to me. 
 
      
 
    “Trent. What is it?” I asked as I began to tremble. I did not know what was happening, but it had to be big. I was so shocked at the moment that I did not know what he was talking about. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    “They’ve disappeared over the line,” my squad teammate said as we chased the Waysaw speeder. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t pursue them over the line. They are back in Waysaw territory. Head back to the base to report and gather a larger patrol, just in case there is a larger attack coming. I am going to check out where they landed to see what was so interesting there,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Copy that, Commander,” he said.
  
 
    I turned my speeder around and drove out toward the rock ledge where I saw the Waysaw speeder parked. But as I got closer, I noticed another speeder emerge from it. “What the hell?” I said.  
 
      
 
    I recognized it immediately as a Grantsion speeder. There were no others out on patrol, and I had just sent the only other speeder on patrol back to the base. So who the hell could be in this speeder and meeting with the Waysaw? 
 
      
 
    I pushed my speeder to top speed going directly after it as it made its way back toward base. This was not good. Did this speeder have a Waysaw as its pilot in disguise in a Grantsion speeder? This could be very dangerous. I had to catch up to it. I noticed it was flying clumsily and maybe even unaware of my presence.  
 
      
 
    “There you are. Now let’s see who you are,” I said as I caught up to it. I came up on the side of it and looked into the glass. I was shocked, as was the pilot at seeing me. 
 
      
 
    “Malaya?” I said as I looked at her piloting the speeder. I gave her an angry look and gestured for her to go back to base. She nodded, and I followed her closely. What the hell was she doing speaking to the Waysaw? 
 
      
 
    She finally landed outside the village. I landed beside her and stomped over to her. I opened the door and yanked her out by the arm. 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on?” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    Tears fell down her cheeks. She was shaken. “I am sorry, Trent. I was just so angry. I wanted you to be with me, not with her. I am sorry for what I have done. I regret it now. Please don’t hate me. I could not bear it if you hated me,” she sobbed. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are you talking about? What have you done?” I said in anger realizing that when she said she wanted me to be with her that she meant she did not want me to be with Samantha and that meant she had done something to harm Samantha. My blood boiled at her words. “Tell me now!” 
 
      
 
    “Samantha, she is pregnant,” she said. 
 
      
 
    I was in shock. Then a smile came across my face. “Pregnant? So I am going to be…” 
 
      
 
    “No!” Malaya said as she stopped crying. She was angry, and I saw the vengeance on her face. She wanted revenge and seeing me become excited about Samantha being pregnant snapped her out of her sobbing mess, and she became an angry Zenkian, full of hate. 
 
      
 
    “It is not yours, you fool,” she spat the words at me. I let go of her arm as her words sank in. 
 
      
 
    “What? How do you know this? If you don’t tell me everything now—” 
 
      
 
    “She was already pregnant when you found her. She is pregnant with Jenku Vade’s child,” she said angrily. 
 
      
 
    My heart skipped a beat. I felt everything fall away from me as her words echoed in my ears. Could it be true? She was his slave, and I knew what the Waysaw did with their human slaves. This was probably why she fled. I looked at Malaya. She had a smug look on her tear-strewn face as she watched my heart break. She was satisfied. Then I remembered that she had been talking to a Waysaw speeder. I grabbed her arm again. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do?” I said in restrained anger. 
 
      
 
    “I merely informed Jenku’s soldiers where he can find his future child,” she said with a tone that made my blood crawl. 
 
      
 
    “You have betrayed me, Malaya,” I said to her in hate. 
 
      
 
    “No, you betrayed me first. We were supposed to be together. That time under the waterfalls, when you kissed me. That was supposed to happen again. I know that you only needed time,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “This kiss? One kiss six years ago? That is what you are basing the murder of a female human on?” I asked in shock that she had held onto feelings for so long over a fleeting kiss when we were younger that I had not thought of since that day. “Did you think of that?” I said. 
 
      
 
    Her eyes widened as she looked at me in shock making her realize that she had not thought this through.  
 
      
 
    “I… I didn’t… I was so angry I just went straight to find a Waysaw, and…” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you let your anger dictate your mind. Now this is on you. You have killed many Zenkian, your own kind, for your ego and bruised heart over a dream you have been holding onto for six years that was never real,” I said as I pushed her away from me letting go of her arm.  
 
      
 
    I grabbed a soldier walking by. “This is urgent. Inform the leaders that a raid is imminent by the Waysaw. Go now!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander!” he said as he ran off. 
 
      
 
    I began to walk off in the direction of the dwellings to find Samantha. 
 
      
 
    “Trent! Wait!” Malaya shouted at me. 
 
      
 
    “No. I have nothing more to say to you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But…” 
 
      
 
    “If you know what is good for you, you will remain out of my sight. Say nothing of this news, and I will keep your secret too, that you are responsible for this oncoming raid,” I said. 
 
    She was quiet, and I did not stay to speak with her any longer. I was raging. I had to find Samantha, and I had to find her now.  
 
      
 
    I barged into her dwellings. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me it’s not true!” I shouted at her as I got inches from her. I was shaking with rage. I could not stand the fact that the human I loved was carrying the child of my enemy. 
 
      
 
    “Trent. What is it?” she said as she began to shake in fear of me. 
 
      
 
    “It is true? You are with child?” I asked her as my chest moved up in down in my ragged breathing. 
 
      
 
    She gasped. “How did you know?” 
 
      
 
    “Malaya,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I wanted to tell you. I couldn’t at first because I thought you would send me back to Waysaw. Then everything happened between us at the same time that this Earth agreement came up and I did not want to jeopardize the agreement. But I planned to tell you tonight, even if it meant losing your love,” she said frantically. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I shouted in rage. This could not be happening. The human I was in love with and would die for carried the child of my enemy. 
 
      
 
    “I am sorry, Trent. I hope that you can forgive me. If you cannot, I understand; just give me some time before you tell the others. I don’t know how to deal with this. It has been weighing on me,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Time might not be something that you have,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Malaya told Waysaw scouts that you are here and that you arrived pregnant. Jenku will come for you. He will raid this place until he finds you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my god,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, your god. Now stay here. I have to prepare the battalions. I hope that we can meet the oncoming Waysaw in the outlands and spare the raid on the village,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “But, Trent, what about us?” she asked. 
 
      
 
    “There is no us,” I said as I walked out, slamming the door. I had never been so pissed off in my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Ambassador Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    I stood there in shock. I did not know what to do. I was paralyzed with fear and heartbreak. Trent had just broken my heart by saying there was no us. He was done with me. He had discovered my secret, and the fact that I did not get a chance to tell him myself only made it worse. That treacherous bitch Malaya told him, and she told the Waysaw scouts. Now Jenku Vade knew the truth. He would not let this go. I was pregnant with his child, and he considered it his property; he considered me his property. If he were not a monster, of course, I would want him in his child's life, but that was not the case. He was an evil monster, and I would not have my child near him. It was all so complicated and crazy, and now he was coming for me. Now I was alone in this. I did not want any Grantsion Zenkian to die because of me.  
 
      
 
    As the hours passed and the night gave way to morning, there was so much anxiety as we all prepared for a raid that would come either today or the next day, or further into the future. But I knew Jenku Vade. He would not wait around in order to perfect some plan; he would be angry as hell. When he was angry, he would react without thinking things through. This was a bad thing, but maybe a good thing as far as military strategy went. He wouldn't be as prepared and would just be doing an all-out raid instead of some sneaky, well-thought-out plan.  
 
      
 
    Suddenly, I knew what I had to do.  I left my dwelling and made my way to Trent's home. I knocked on the door; to my surprise, he answered. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing back here? I thought you were meeting the Waysaw in the outlands?” 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here? I don't want to see you. I never want to speak with you again,” he said as he began to close the door. My heart ached. 
 
      
 
    “I am going back to Waysaw!” I shouted. He opened the door again and looked at me. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “I am going to hand myself over to Jenku Vade. I will not let any Grantsion Zenkian die because of me. I could not deal with that. So I am going to turn myself over to him. Once he has me, then he will stop this raid to look for me. It is the only way,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “You would do that for us? You would give up yourself, your freedom, and your child for us?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is what I am going to do. I indured Jenku Vade's hateful ways and what he did to me before; I am strong. I know that his punishment will be great, and I will be locked up as to never escape again, but at least lives will not be lost,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He stood there in silence and seemed visibly shaken by my words. I did not know why. He had already said that he wanted nothing to do with me and I'm sure that my secret had forced him to fall out of any deep feelings he might have been having for me. Perhaps it was just the fact that there would not be a battle that had him so emotionally stirred. 
 
      
 
    “No, you are not,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “You are not going to hand yourself over. I will have no more talk of this.” 
 
      
 
    “It is not your decision anyway. I will go to the leaders now and tell them. They will take me to the crossing line, and I will go the rest of the way myself,” I said angry that he was trying to control me. 
 
      
 
    “No, you will not do that. Our battalions are already set up in the outlands ready to meet the Waysaw. We have battalions set up all around the village ready to fight. We can defeat this raid, just as we have before. There is no need for you to go through such anguish,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You are not making sense. The leaders and everyone else will eventually find out that I am pregnant. It is best to deal with it now and to stop Jenku Vade,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “And give you to him. Over my dead body,” he said. 
 
    His words filled me with hope again. He still wanted me. 
 
      
 
    “What?” I said as tears began to form in my eyes. 
 
      
 
    “I won’t give you up that easily. You are too important to the agreement with Earth. We need you here, or it will unravel,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh,” I said realizing it was not because he wanted me that would not want me to hand myself over. 
 
      
 
    “I suppose you are right. I didn’t think of that,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “How will it look to Earth for you to suddenly go back and live with the Waysaw? Earth will think you were a Waysaw spy and tricked them. All would be lost, and they would never trust us again. No, we have to do all that we can to keep you with us. That means a battle must and will happen,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You are right. This is bigger than just me leaving to please Jenku and to stop him. Earth would think I was a spy,” I said sadly. 
 
      
 
    “And there is another reason I won’t hand you over to that piece of shit Jenku Vade,” he growled. 
 
      
 
    I looked at him confused. He pulled me against him and placed his mouth on mine. He kissed me with hunger and longing. I melted against him. I felt safe once more and desired. He finally stopped kissing me. 
 
      
 
    “Because you are mine,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I am?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Even though I carry a child from another?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “I will claim it as my own,” he said. I sighed in relief.  
 
      
 
    “But you will be punished for breaking the rules,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Fuck the rules. You are all that matters,” he said. 
 
      
 
    Suddenly a loud piercing sound vibrated in the air. 
 
      
 
    “What is that?” I shouted. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the raid siren. They are coming,” he said. He pulled me to him and kissed me again. It was a hard and quick kiss then he grabbed my hand and ran into the hallway. 
 
      
 
    “Commander! The Waysaw battalions have been spotted. They are headed right for our front lines in the outlands!” a soldier ran up to him and said. 
 
      
 
    “I will jump in my speeder now and head there. Soldier, take Ambassador Gaines into the mountain shelter with the leaders. I want fifty soldiers guarding her; is that clear?” Trent shouted at him. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, commander! This way, Ambassador!” the soldier shouted. I gave Trent one last look; I hoped that it would not be the last time that I saw him. Then he turned and ran in the other direction. I followed the soldier deep into the mountain. It was a long dark hallway. Finally, we came to a very large door with soldiers barricading it. 
 
      
 
    “Ambassador Gaines, let her into the shelter!”  the soldier shouted. They moved and opened the door. I ran in. The leaders were already gathered.  
 
      
 
    I had no choice but to wait out this battle. It would be the longest hours of my life.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Commander Trent Qoln 
 
      
 
    When I heard Samantha's words of self-sacrifice, I knew that she was the one for me. I could not deny that I loved her any longer. No matter how angry I was about her secret pregnancy, at that moment, I was tested. Could I live without her? Could I live out my days knowing that she was in the brutal arms of Jenku Vade? No, I could not. Just the thought of it made me the angriest I had ever been. So I quickly reasoned with her, using Earth as an excuse. My words were true; she could not go to Waysaw and not be considered a spy by Earth. They would feel betrayed. But I spoke this reason to her first because I was afraid that telling her I simply did not want her to go would not be good enough reason for her. She would go anyway. If she was willing to sacrifice her own happiness to stop this battle, then me telling her that I simply did not want her to go because I wanted her for myself would not be good enough. So I was happy when she agreed to the reason involving Earth. It was only then that I told her the truth: I wanted her. She was mine. 
 
      
 
    Now she was safely inside the belly of the mountain with the leaders. I raced toward the front lines ready to take on the Waysaw maniac that was trying to come for her. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trent Qoln; I'm coming in. Tell me what you know,” I said as I approached our battalion spread out over the outlands. We had the vantage point because we were already perched on the cliffs. Looking down over the Flatlands that led to the Waysaw City, you could see the Waysaw soldiers in battle speeders racing towards us. 
 
    “This battalion is led by Commander Jenku Vade. His ship is on the right about four lines in,” the soldier reported over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Copy that. I am going to take out the commander. The rest of you hold the line. We can’t let them get to the village. Squads four, seven, and forty, I want you on the outside of the battle watching and chasing any stragglers that stray from formation to head to the village in lone battle style. You know the drill,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander,” I heard in responses. 
 
      
 
    “Fire at will!” I shouted. We were the ones to fire first. We fired upon the Waysaw. They fired back. The battle had begun. I flew past flying laser blasts with my focus on Jenku Vade. No way in hell was he going to get away. As I flew toward him, his ship suddenly went high and shot over the battle. It was leaving the battle behind and heading for the mountains. I knew what he wanted. I knew that he was after Samantha. He was using this battle as a distraction and taking off to the mountains himself. He must have thought all our forces were out here, but they were not. We had many battalions at the village ready to greet him.  
 
      
 
    “Where do you think you are going? You are not getting anywhere near her,” I said as I turned my speeder and raced after his ship. When I was in range, I fired shots directly at the engine. I wanted to bring that ship down. The ship went into evasive maneuvering. 
 
      
 
    “I'm going to get you no matter what. He will not have her! She is mine,” I said as I maneuvered with the ship and continued to fire. Finally, I made a fatal blow to the ship. It went down, crashing into the outlands and skidding across the rocky terrain. 
 
      
 
    I circled over the ship, waiting for the soldiers to come out. But I could not wait any longer. I had to get rid of him once and for all. I landed the speeder right next to the ship. 
 
      
 
    “Jenku Vade!” I shouted as I got out of my speeder. 
 
      
 
    I shouted his name again. After a few seconds, he crawled out of the rubble. He stood and faced me. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Qoln, I thought you were dead,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “You wish,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “There is no need for this battle. I only come for the human female that you rebels have. She is my property. She carries my child,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, the human female that I have been bedding. I see why you want her back,” I said. 
 
      
 
    He growled. He did not like hearing this. It was precisely why I had said it. 
 
      
 
    “She is mine. You will never touch her again. Hand her over, and this battle will be over. You do not want more to die just for one human,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “No, only one more needs to die,” I said as I shot my blaster gun toward him. He ducked and jumped across, landing on the ground and rolling. He pulled his gun and shot at me, and I ducked out of the way. We shot at each other, and I used the speeder for cover, and he used the wreckage of the ship. He was a good shot, nearly hitting me. So was I. We were equal in our gun skills. We weren't going to get anywhere like this. I had to get closer. 
 
      
 
    As soon as he reached to recharge his gun, I charged at him. I jumped on him. We wrestled across the ground. I pulled my knife and held it above his neck, but he stopped me with his arm. I applied pressure as he pushed back. We rolled again across the ground wrestling, punching, and fighting.  
 
      
 
    “You will not have her. She is mine. I will make your child my own,” I said. 
 
      
 
    Jenku had a burst of rage. He pushed me off of him with a growl. He jumped on top of me and took my knife. He slashed at me, getting me in the arm, but it was just a slice, not too deep. I quickly grabbed the knife from him and shoved it into his side. He stopped fighting. He rolled onto his back. 
 
      
 
    “As I said, only one death needs to happen.” I pulled the knife from his side and then slit his throat. He died with a gurgle and a menacing growl. Finally, my enemy was dead. Finally, Samantha was safe. 
 
      
 
    I picked up the heavy Waysaw and pushed him into my speeder. It was grotesque, but it was the only way to stop this battle. I flew back to the middle of the battle and hovered low on the ground. I kicked him out of my speeder and flew away. It was obvious that the Waysaw were able to identify their commander. Within minutes, they retreated from the battle. We had victory. I had Samantha, and Earth still had its ambassador.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Ambassador Samantha Gaines 
 
      
 
    Waiting in the emergency bunker was hard. I paced back and forth while the leaders told me about the details of how they conducted battle, but I could barely listen. The only thing I could think about was Trent. I just wanted him to return to me. 
 
      
 
    Hours had gone by, then finally we heard the news. 
 
      
 
    “We have victory! The Waysaw have retreated!” a soldier announced when he opened the door. Everyone cheered. We piled out of the emergency bunk, and I could not run down the hall fast enough. I ran all the way out into the blinding sunlight. The battalions were returning. I was looking for Trent, but all the speeders look the same to me. Injured were being brought in on gurneys. I ran up to every soldier wondering if it were him. 
 
      
 
    “Looking for me?” I heard the familiar voice. 
 
      
 
    I turned around to see Trent standing there. There was a bandage around his arm, but nothing else except dirt and grime on him.  
 
      
 
    I ran to him, but he stopped me and stepped back with wide eyes right before I was ready to jump on him and plant kisses on him. 
 
      
 
    “Remember where we are,” he whispered to me. 
 
      
 
    I stopped right in front of him. He was right. This was still our secret, that we were together, and it was still forbidden. 
 
      
 
    “I am so happy to see you, Commander. What happened? Are you alright?” I asked with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “I am all right. I have a knife wound to my arm, but that is all,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Come inside and I will see to your injury,” I said with a wink. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Ambassador. I could use your help,” he said. I led him to my dwelling. It was hard to restrain the happiness I felt until we walked in. All I wanted to do was kiss him and hug him. I opened the door to my dwelling and then closed it and locked it behind us once we were inside. I turned to him, and our bodies crashed together as he put his arms around me. His lips pressed against mine. I kissed him with such longing and appreciation that he had returned.  
 
      
 
    “What happened? Tell me everything,” I said pulling my mouth from his but not my body. 
 
      
 
    “He is dead. I killed him myself,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “What?” 
 
      
 
    “Jenku Vade: he will never bother you again. You are free; you are truly free,” he said. 
 
      
 
    I broke out into tears. “Really? He's not going to come for me ever again?” 
 
      
 
    “No. I killed him. I watched him die. He will never harm you again. You’re free to raise your child without that monster hunting you,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, thank you, Trent. Thank you. I don’t know what to say. You have saved my life more than once now,” I said crying. 
 
      
 
    “I would do anything for you, Samantha. I love you. I am in love with you. There's so much that I want to tell you. I don't know how we can make this work, but we will make it work. No matter what, it is going to be you and I,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Us?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, us,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Trent, I love you too,” I said. 
 
      
 
    We kissed again. We kissed over and over until I felt like I was going to pass out.  
 
      
 
    “Let me see to that arm now,” I said pulling away. 
 
      
 
    He groaned. “Do we have to now? I have other needs, you know,” he said looking down at his crotch. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, now. We don't want it to get infected. Follow me to the washroom,” I said. 
 
      
 
    I cleaned his wound and bandaged it and prepared a bath for him. I washed the dirt and blood of war off of him. I realize that some of this blood was not only his own, but it was also the blood of the father of my child. I felt some guilt in depriving Jenku Vade of his child, but I knew it was the best for the child. Being raised by a monster, he would only turn my child into a monster as well. That would be something that would break my heart and that I could not be strong enough for. I knew that this was for the best.  
 
      
 
    The next day after the aftermath of the battle was in control, and the wounded were being treated, I was called in front of the leaders with Trent. I was worried. Something told me they knew. 
 
      
 
    “Ambassador Gaines, it has come to our attention that you were the slave of Jenku Vade. That his raid yesterday was in order to get you back,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    I took a deep breath. I had to come clean and tell them everything. 
 
      
 
    “It is true. I was the slave of Jenku Vade, but I did not know that he would launch such a raid in order to get me back. I apologize, and I am ready to receive whatever punishment you see fit to give me.” 
 
      
 
    “Leaders, if I may. This is not the ambassador's fault. It is an act of treason by one of our own.” 
 
      
 
    There was a commotion over the audience as well as the leaders. I looked at Trent in shock. What was he doing? 
 
      
 
    “This is an act of treason from a female Zenkian that has been scorned, and because of that she betrayed us,” Trent went on. 
 
      
 
    “This female was the one that informed the Waysaw scouts that the human was among us. She told the scouts that the human had become an ambassador and was the reason that we had a new agreement with Earth. That was why they came for her. They thought that if they could take her back that it would break our agreement with Earth. The ambassador would be seen as a traitor and a Waysaw spy to the humans on Earth. That was why they launched such a raid.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand, Commander, and who is this female Zenkian that you speak of?” Leader Nizok said. I suddenly felt very sorry for Malaya, but what she had done was treachery, and it cost lives.”  
 
      
 
    “Malaya. I caught her myself after we chased that patrol the other day back over to the Waysaw lines. I went to the place where that patrol was parked and found her leaving the area. She then informed me that she had told the Waysaw about the human.” 
 
      
 
    There was commotion and shock once again. 
 
      
 
    “And why would she do such a thing? Malaya has always been a loyal Grantsion. She is a true rebel. She has treated many wounded before.” 
 
      
 
    “There was a reason that made her turn,” Trent said as he looked at me. I realized what he was about to do, and I braced myself. 
 
      
 
    “It was out of jealousy. Malaya had her heart set on me, to my surprise. I did not feel the same way about her. When she found out that my heart was set on this human, she turned on me. This was an act of vengeance against this human because I am in love with her.” 
 
      
 
    There was commotion again. 
 
      
 
    “And where is Malaya now?” 
 
      
 
    “I have searched the village for her. I have not been able to locate her. My guess is that she vacated the village after I discovered what she had done.”  
 
      
 
    “Send out an alert for all those on the lookout for Malaya. She is a wanted criminal now. Her acts were selfish and cost many lives. She must be brought before us,” leader Nizok said to the advisors near him. They nodded in agreement and began to type some things into a tablet. 
 
      
 
    “As for you, Commander, you have also broken the rules,” leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “I am aware of my actions. I am ready to take the consequences. But this is no fault of the ambassador's. It was all my doing. She was not the reason for this raid, other than the betrayal of Malaya letting them know that she had become an ambassador negotiating this pact between Earth and us. She is free of any guilt. She is very important here. She is the bond that holds this agreement with Earth together. It is important that she continue in her position. As far as my punishment, let it be known that I am aware that I broke the rules and the punishment you give me, whatever it may be, is just,” Trent said. 
 
      
 
    The leaders looked at themselves. Then Nizok said, “You know that the punishment for interactions of intimacy with humans is banishment. We have no choice but to also offer you this punishment.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand,” Trent said. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I shouted. I did not plan on it, but I could not help myself. I would not watch them banish him. 
 
      
 
    “Let it be known that I am with child. Trent is the father of this child. If you are going to banish him, then I will go with him. Your agreement with Earth will be void.”  
 
      
 
    “You are putting us in an unusual circumstance, Ambassador,” Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “Changes must happen when change is happening,” I said. 
 
      
 
    The leaders looked at each other and then Marca said, “You must excuse us while we convene on this. This session will resume tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    Trent and I look at each other as the leaders left the chamber. Then we turned and walked out. All eyes were on us. We were like circus freaks because we were suddenly seen differently. We were romantically connected, and it was forbidden among the Zenkians. 
 
      
 
    We finally made it to his dwelling and did not leave again. 
 
      
 
    “Why did you say those things?” I asked him. 
 
      
 
    “The same reason you declared the child inside of you was mine. It is us against everything else now. We have to do whatever we can to stay together, and I did not want them to punish you, even if it meant that I would be punished,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but your punishment was them taking you away from me,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I know, and that is something I was not prepared to endure, but the most important thing was your safety and the agreement with Earth,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I understand, but I don’t want to be here without you,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Which is why you said what you said to the leaders. That was a ballsy thing to say,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I meant every word. If they banish you, I will go with you, and they would have to deal with the Earth agreement on their own and their sudden loss of the human ambassador,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “Which we both know they are not going to let happen,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Precisely,” I said with a grin. 
 
      
 
    “You are very clever, aren’t you?” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I try to be,” I said. “Now, no more talk of this. If this is our last night in the village before we are banished like outlaws, then let us make the most of this time with your bed,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “That sounds like a good plan to me. Though I am injured,” he said, grabbing his arm. “So you are going to have to be on top, I am afraid.” 
 
      
 
    I laughed. “I think I can manage that,” I said as I untied the dress from around my neck and let it slip off of me to the floor. 
 
      
 
    He sighed. “I think I am going to need help with this uniform, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Commander; is that an order?” I asked playfully. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is,” he said. 
 
    I smiled and then got on my tiptoes to reach the zipper on this chest. I pulled it down and helped him out of the top, and then I took off his boots and trousers. I led him over to the bed.  
 
      
 
    We made love that night, with me on top, as he wished. But it was different this time. This time there were no secrets between us. This time the whole village knew that we were together.  
 
      
 
    The next morning we stood in front of the leaders again. We would now know our fate. 
 
      
 
    “Commander Trent Qoln, you have put us in a position that does not allow us to give you the standard punishment for the rules that you have broken. In fact, this is new territory for us Grantsions. We have never had a human living among us and we have never had one that was pregnant by a Grantsion Zenkian either. Therefore, in light of this news and the unique position that the human Samantha Gaines has as Earth ambassador, we are going to allow you to stay here in the Grantsion village,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    I was so relieved and a big smile came upon my face. 
 
      
 
    “You have proven yourself an excellent commander and you took down the Commander Jenku Vade, who has led many raids on us. You found out the treachery of Malaya on your own, and therefore you are a valuable soldier to this military. You shall stay on as Commander,” Leader Marca added. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Leaders. I will not fail you. I will protect Grantsion and I will protect the ambassador. As you said, she is important to this pact with Earth. I would give my life to protect her,” Trent said. 
 
      
 
    His words warmed my heart. I wanted to kiss him right then and there. 
 
      
 
    “And as to protecting Ambassador Gaines, and that she is with child, we see fit that you should claim her, if she will have you. We do not deal in human slavery the ways the Waysaw do. If she will have you then you two have permission to be joined in a marital union,” Leader Nizok said. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I do accept,” I blurted out. Everyone seemed to restrain a chuckle at my eagerness but I could not help it. 
 
      
 
    “You heard the Ambassador. We accept your blessing and wished to be joined as soon as possible,” Trent said, clearing his throat. 
 
      
 
    “That is understood. Now everyone is dismissed and let us salute the commander for his bravery on the battlefield,” Leader Marca said. 
 
      
 
    Trent stood proudly as all around him saluted him. I was so impressed with him. He was truly a hero; my alien hero. 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, we were married in the Grantsion marital ceremony. A week after that, the first Grantsion Zenkian battalion left for Earth where they would begin the fight against the invading Waysaw.  
 
      
 
    It was more than I could have imagined. Not only did I have a child on the way that would be the first Zenkian hybrid the Grantsions had ever seen, but I also had a loving husband that would accept this child as his own and raise him in goodness, kindness, and honor. Then I also had my important position as Ambassador for Earth and was getting Earth the help it needed to begin an even fight against the Waysaw. It was a long road ahead but I would be walking down that road with my alien lover, Commander Trent Qoln. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Commander Jaize Lorna 
 
      
 
    “It would have been a beautiful baby girl,” Doctor Trelas said, shaking his head sadly. “I’m very sorry for your loss.” 
 
    I could feel my heart constrict tightly, and I almost didn’t dare to look at my wife. This was the third child we’d lost in four years, and yet Malnia insisted on continuing to try. 
 
    It was not an uncommon thing these days, to lose a child, and many speculated that it was something in the air that made the Verian babies susceptible to premature death. But Malnia was convinced that it had everything to do with me and blamed me mercilessly for the loss of our children. 
 
    “Thank you, doctor,” Malnia said, her voice cool and composed. It was a tone that scared me. She was furious, not distraught, about the loss of her child. And I knew exactly where she was going to turn that vengeance when the doors were closed and the doctor was out of sight. 
 
    “My condolences,” Doctor Trelas said with a deep bow. “I will have to take the child with me to prepare it for ceremony. Would you like a few moments?” 
 
    I opened my mouth – I would have very much liked to hold my child close for the first and last time – but before I could speak, Malnia’s cold voice pierced through the room.  
 
    “Please, just take her,” she said, casting an icy look upon me. “I’m tired of losing children.” 
 
    I cringed, feeling somehow solely to blame for this tragedy. I couldn’t blame my wife for being upset, of course, but if it truly was my seed that prevented any of our children from being born with breath in their bodies, then why would the same thing be happening to so many other Verians on our planet? It seemed unfair of her to blame me, but with the tragedies she had been forced to endure because of my physical interest in her, it was hardly my place to defend myself. 
 
    “Of course, Yula Lorna.” 
 
    The doctor carried the child away, and I watched helplessly as he disappeared from my home with the youngest of my stillborn children bundled in his arms. 
 
    “I would have liked to have seen her,” I said to Malnia. 
 
    “What is the point anymore? Another tragedy? Another child we will never watch grow into an adult?” Malnia’s voice was quaking with rage. “I should never have let you touch me again!” 
 
    “You wanted to try for another child,” I reminded my wife bitterly. “All of this was your own idea. You cannot possibly find blame in me.” 
 
    Malnia’s dark eyes fixed upon me, and a chill went down my spine. “It is our duty as Verians to provide children. Our population crisis demands it. And you know how we dreamed of starting a family when we were married.” 
 
    “That was six years ago,” I sighed. “We should know by now that it is nothing but heartache to continue trying.” 
 
    Malnia’s face was stony, and I felt my soul shrivel beneath her gaze. “I will serve my people. You answer to my father as much as I do, so you should know very well that failure is not an option. Not even in what used to be private family affairs. We need an heir.” 
 
    Malnia struggled to her feet, too proud to tell me to leave her be, and walked slowly, painfully, out the door. I watched her go, knowing better by now not to try to help her or tell her to lie back down in case she hurt herself. She was a stubborn Yula, raised by a man with a will of iron into a Yula who could bring any man to his knees. Sometimes I worried I might have forgotten what it was that I had seen in her. Time certainly had changed Malnia just as surely as it had changed the nature of our relationship. Perhaps we had only wanted to be together because, at the time, it was so forbidden.   
 
    I sighed heavily and glanced down at my watch. Malnia’s father would be expecting a report from me soon. As the Yul of the house, I was supposed to be the one less affected by the tragic state of our stillborn children, but lately it had seemed more and more to me that Malnia was more bothered by what she perceived to be my lack of fertility than the lives of the children that we lost together.  
 
    This thought left me feeling disturbed as I headed to the door and dressed myself for the gloomy trek. I wore the coat of my regimen – gold and silver – and the hood that covered my face as a sign of mourning.  
 
    Was Malnia mourning our children? Or was she simply angry that she had married a Yul who could not bear her children? What was it, exactly, that she expected of me? Perhaps I would never know. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    “Jaize! It’s about time!” 
 
    The second in command stood upright at his desk as I entered his office. As usual, it smelled like the relics of the planet Earth that were displayed upon his walls. Like dirt.  
 
    “Greetings, Commander Karhal.” 
 
    Malnia’s father frowned and studied me closely. “I judge by your tone that it is not good news.” 
 
    “I would have guessed that you would judge by my hood.” 
 
    “Well, you’re meant to wear that out of grief for a good while after the loss of any child,” the commander said, shifting uncomfortably on his feet. “It could have been on account of the last that was lost. Anyway, how is my Yula doing?” 
 
    “The same as she was the last time.” 
 
    The commander nodded. “She’s a fighter.” 
 
    “That’s the truth.” 
 
    I hoped that my bitterness wouldn’t show in my voice, and whether it did or not, the commander mercifully ignored it.  
 
    “Well, I have some news that might cheer you up. I have a mission for you. It should be enough to take your mind off of the events of today.” 
 
    “A mission, sir?” I asked. 
 
    “We’ve heard rumors of a nuclear weapon on Earth that may be powerful enough to wipe out an entire fleet of our men. They’ve been searching, and we can’t stop sending troops in at this point. The battle has reached a critical stage. We need you to go down in stealth mode and locate the weapon. Disable it before it takes down more good men.” 
 
    “Of course, Yul Karhal. When will I be deployed?” 
 
    “Right now, if you wish. I can send the news to Malnia so you two can say a proper good bye.” 
 
    I frowned. “I don’t think she’s in the mood to talk right now, but please send her my best. I can leave right away.” 
 
    Commander Karhal nodded, and I sensed an unkind mirth in his eyes. “Trouble with the Yula?” 
 
    I knew the man had been angry that I’d bedded and wed his daughter. Being my boss, it had been quite the scandal at the time, but he liked to pretend that he was over his resentment toward me. Clearly, though, he wasn’t, and it seemed funny that the two of us could try to get along. He was my superior, and my father in law, and that was the end of it.  
 
    “Things are as good as they can be, considering the circumstances. I know you and your wife were fortunate enough never to lose a child, so I don’t expect for you to understand.” 
 
    Karhal grinned. “It takes a lesser man than I to spawn children that cannot thrive outside their mother’s womb. That is true.” 
 
    Hot rage flooded me, but as much as I wanted to lash out at him, it would do no good. He was just as stubborn as his daughter, if not more so, and would never admit to his mistakes. It’s part of what had gotten him to the position of second in command.  
 
    I was well on my way to succeeding him; at some point it would become an inevitability, but because of the demand for his mechanical expertise, I hoped the day was far in the future. He was great at putting himself first, and although I had been noted as a great leader, there were some elements of heartlessness that were required in positions of power that I just didn’t personally have. 
 
    “I’d like to leave now, Commander,” I said, ignoring the statement. It was just that kind of thinking that had caused my wife to despise the very ground I walked upon. She believed I wasn’t masculine enough to produce her a viable heir.  
 
    I knew, however, that there were rumors spread by some of the top scientists of Helna that our bodies were being compromised by diseases somehow spread by human means as a purposeful way to prevent our reproduction and ultimately win the war. It was a dirty trick, one that, if successful, would mean the end of our species once and for all. But if the humans were capable of such forward thinking and ingenuity, I had to admit, I found it impressive. 
 
    Still, as impressive as it might be, there was another aspect to this disease that few were speaking about. Perhaps because it was still so new, most men were ashamed to admit they had it. Mostly because there was a significant loss of strength associated with it. Not only did our children die in the wombs of Verian mothers, but our bodies were compromised as well. We became weak in every sense of the word. And it was terrible. 
 
    Malnia didn’t know it, but I had been volunteering myself for study at the laboratory near the prison where captive humans were kept. They were researching the trajectory of the disease after one of the prison wardens had nearly died from its effects. Since then, they’d been looking for other men to speak out about their condition so a cure might be found once and for all. 
 
    Unfortunately, in the case of the warden, few knew his fate, as he took a captive and sped off toward Earth, clearly delirious, but the scientists were sure they would come up with a cure soon enough.  
 
    If Malnia knew that I had the frightening disease, and that my occasional dizziness was also associated with other things, such as profound loss of coordination and musculature, I was convinced that she would want to leave me right then and there. Only the laws of our people would keep us united. It was bad enough as it was without giving her any more ammunition to use against me.  
 
    Our marriage had only gotten insufferable after the loss of our first couple of children, and now, it seemed that every time she looked at me, all she could see were the opportunities she’d wasted by marrying me. I could practically hear her thinking, “I should have listened to my father.” 
 
    And maybe she should have. It could have done both of us a lot of good. 
 
    I tried to push the thoughts away and headed to my ship. Since it was a stealth mission, I would go alone, and only myself and the Commander would know about it until I got back. Of course, my wife would also have a clue as to my whereabouts, but the specifics of the mission would be lost on her. To be completely successful, the fewer who knew of my whereabouts, the better. 
 
    But in truth, I was nervous about being on Earth alone. Most of the time, stealth pilots were given a partner to keep in touch with to prevent disaster from befalling the mission, but unfortunately, the combination of the disease and the war meant that fewer and fewer able-bodied Verians were able to make it out onto the field. Most of the men were needed on the front lines. I would just have to go on my own. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    As usual, the trip to Earth was uneventful, if even a little bit boring. I had made the trek dozens of times before, and always with the same impression. Space was vast and unpleasant, and I would just as soon stay at home than endanger my ever-weaker body to the elements of an unknown terrain.  
 
    Maybe if I had some backup, it wouldn’t have felt quite so menacing, but since I was alone, every little thing that jumped out at me had me spooked. I was used to being the strongest among my peers, and knowing there was anything that could slow me down was highly vexing. Getting rid of this disease once and for all was my primary concern. But before I could get back to the lab, where research would continue, I would have to face my limitations once more; and I would do it right in the heat of battle.  
 
    I steered the ship carefully through the turbulence of Earth’s atmosphere. Thankfully, it was much kinder than the turbulence of my own planet. Yet another reason the Verians hoped to colonize the planet once and for all.  
 
    When I finally landed, near Zone 36 of Earth, I took a deep breath. Regardless of where my people ended up settling down, I had to admit that Earth had a comforting feeling to it. Helna had become so barren over the centuries that it seemed impossible that such a lush, beautiful forest of life could exist anywhere else in the universe. It had been fortunate that we’d stumbled upon Earth. But when we weren’t met with friendly beings, and instead with immense hostility, the war for ownership over these resources began to rage. 
 
    I crept from my ship, walking as slowly as I could toward the barriers of Zone 36. It was deep in the labyrinths of this settlement that the brilliant scientists of Earth were said to reside, constantly searching for the next weapon that might end my people. It was deep underground that the weapon was thought to be hiding, but our intel had uncovered that it would be unearthed soon in order to take down the next round of Verian bombers. 
 
    “Halt!” 
 
    I cringed at the shrill, tweedy sounding human voice that reached my ears from across the field. I was sure I had been spotted but sighed in relief when I saw a human female in a black bundle of clothing running toward the trees. 
 
    “I’ve got to find him, Thomas! Don’t even try to stop me!” 
 
    Who could she possibly be looking for? Most humans refused to venture outside the walls of their zones. It would take a female of great bravery and determination to step foot outside the safety of her home and right onto the battlefield. My wife certainly never would have considered it.  
 
    The guard shook his head, his weapon raised and pointed at the woman, but when it was clear that she wasn’t going to turn back, he lowered it and watched her, his face drawn.  
 
    So, they hadn’t seen me. That was a stroke of luck. Though I should hardly have been surprised – I was the best at what I did. 
 
    I quickly forgot the human and continued on my quest around the perimeters of Zone 36, until I reached the coordinates where the bomb was set to launch. If I stayed put, I would be able to intercept the weapon as it was prepared for launch. That way, the platoon of troops coming in to attack Earth would arrive safely and improve our chances of victory in the war. There was nothing more important than ensuring the continuation of the Verian people. 
 
    I waited until nightfall, shifting uncomfortably as I waited in the brush with my weapon poised. Finally, I heard a whirring, mechanical sound and saw a red beam of light, about as small as the head of a pin, shine into the night sky. 
 
    Without thinking twice, I rushed into the area, my diffuser raised high above my head. I aimed the diffuser at the weapon and fired, and soon the sky was lit up with the brilliant purple energy as superior Verian technology began to counteract the nuclear power that could mean an end to our troops. 
 
    “What the hell is going on?!” one of the commanders exclaimed. I dodged out of sight before anybody could see me and left the men to their own puzzled guesses. 
 
    Suddenly, the loudspeakers erupted in a booming voice, and an Earth male shouted, “We have an intruder! Code 13 Blue! You know what to look for!” 
 
    I grunted in pain when a fist unexpectedly hit my stomach, and I fell backward against a tree. All of the air was knocked out of me, and I struggled to my feet, my hand immediately reaching for my weapon. 
 
    But it was gone. 
 
    “Got him!” 
 
    I struggled against several pairs of arms that grabbed me, but it was futile. The disease I was suffering from made it impossible to fight. Even just two months ago I would have been able to hold my own against all five of these Earthlings, but now, I was helpless, and I had nobody to blame but myself. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    “It’s okay. Don’t move.” 
 
    I winced as I tried to flutter my eyes open, and gasped in a combination of fear and astonishment. A human was standing above me, her dazzling brown eyes studying me closely.  
 
    “It looks like you’re going to need a splint. But don’t worry. I can help you.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. Why would she be willing to help me? My people were coming to Earth right at that moment to harvest resources and clear the way for our ultimate usurpation. In just a matter of a few generations, humans would forget that they were ever the natives of this lucrative land and would feel content simply serving their Verian overlords.  
 
    “What are you – argh!” 
 
    I tried sitting up, but I felt as if I were going to burst into flames. The men at the base had done a good job with me. In fact, I was fairly certain that they’d believed me to be dead, considering the fact that the Verians breathe more shallowly than humans and thus it probably appeared that I had met my untimely demise. Apparently, they’d considered their job finished from there and left me to rot in the battlefield.  
 
    Still, I had done my duty and disrupted their mission. The boys from Helna would land safely on Earth’s soil and get to work with their own missions, and hopefully most of them would be able to return safely back to their homes before the new surge of super-soldiers made their first appearance on Earth. That would be a sight to see. 
 
    “I told you not to move!” the female said, her voice exasperated. “Don’t you listen?” 
 
    She stood up, and I felt a sudden vast sense of loneliness without her by my side. However, she soon returned and lifted my leg callously, causing me to grunt in pain. Maybe I hadn’t missed her so much after all.  
 
    “This will help you stay on your feet,” she said, refusing to turn her brilliant gaze back to me, even for a second. “After that, we’re going to have to part ways. I have a job to do.” 
 
    She bandaged me up, both of us silent as she worked, and then finally stood. Suddenly, I saw her black robes and recognized her as the woman who had escaped from Zone 36. 
 
    “What’s your job?” I asked, wincing as she tied the splint tightly around my leg and offered me her hand. I took it reluctantly, and she lifted me to my feet. She was surprisingly strong for a human female. That, or I was exceptionally weak. Considering my health, it seemed more likely for the latter to be the case.  
 
    “My brother is missing, and I have to find him. He’s just a kid,” she said, her dark eyes clouding over. They lit up suddenly, and she pulled a photo out of her pocket and offered it to me. “Have you seen him anywhere?” 
 
    I studied the picture. She looked a lot like the boy – each of them had dark eyes, light brown hair, and a nose that was dusted with light freckles. The biggest difference was that her face was feminine and wise, while his was young and reckless. Still, both seemed to have a mischievous glint in their eyes, and I wouldn’t put it past the girl to get herself into situations she would ultimately regret.  
 
    “No, I haven’t,” I said. I furrowed my brow as a nagging memory invaded my mind.  
 
    One of the Verian fleets had sent a message through the emergency line, speaking of an ambush. A boy was involved, uncharacteristically young for the human’s military, and he had been hauled away for questioning. Right now, he was probably being detained in one of the massive prison cells on Helna. But there was no way of telling whether it was the same boy as this human’s brother, and I kept the information to myself. It wouldn’t do her much good to hear of it. Most men didn’t survive the prison conditions, let alone a young male. 
 
    “Well…all right,” she said, standing up to leave.  
 
    I put my hand on her arm, and she looked at me, her beautiful brown eyes wrought with confusion. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    I hated myself for what I was about to do, but I was under very strict orders from Doyan Vera herself to bring any human females I came into contact with back to the planet Helna with me. And not only that, but now that I had laid eyes upon this female, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be without her. The thought of the two of us parting made my chest hurt inexplicably. If I returned back to Helna without her, would I be able to live the rest of my life knowing that I had let her go? I already knew the answer, and a deep, still voice suddenly spoke up. She had to be mine. 
 
    Besides, Zone 36 was going to be targeted for a massive strike. The Verians didn’t take the threat of nuclear attack lying down. If I left her, she would surely die. Especially if she was wandering recklessly in the battlefield. I simply couldn’t allow it. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, unable to mean the phrase anymore if I tried. “But you’re going to have to come with me.” 
 
    I reached into the inside pocket of my vest and pulled out my back-up  weapon, sighing inwardly as I turned it upon the intoxicating human.  
 
    “You are hereby ordered to evacuate Earth, under penalty of death.” 
 
    I refused to look into her eyes, but I could practically feel the sense of betrayal the human must have been feeling. Still, I had no choice. I was at the mercy of the Doyan, and my own selfish desire. Which meant the female had to come with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Dr. Christina Evans (MD) 
 
      
 
    I clutched the picture of Luke tightly as the Verian man, who could scarcely move, forced me along with the butt of his laser. What the hell had I been thinking, helping the enemy like that? But I had taken an oath long ago to help anybody who needed it, and to me, that meant far more than letting a helpless man suffer and die right in front of me.  
 
    Besides, he had looked almost beautiful at the time when I’d found him, with his long silver hair glittering in the moonlight. His pale skin was flawless, and I knew that beneath his fluttering eyelids lurked a pair of otherworldly eyes that might just be able to see right through me. It was an odd sensation to have, just seeing someone for the first time, but it was overwhelming nonetheless, and I found myself drawn to the man, certain that if he needed me in any way, I would gladly serve him. 
 
    At first, I had been afraid he was dead. His handsome face had a type of stillness rarely found in the living, but it was lacking something else telling of death – a sense of peace. I could almost hear his mind working, even through his lack of consciousness, and when I had placed my hand over his heart, I was shocked to feel it faintly beating. 
 
    I didn’t know how different Verian anatomy was, but I knew that it couldn’t be much. There were rumors that Verians and humans could mate and breed, and evidence of those rumors supposedly existed in secret encampments in the outskirts, far away from the Zones authorized by the military for protection. According to those rumors, some Verians and humans had even mated and considered each other soul mates, living in happy families in homes with children who thrived. 
 
    My scientific mind was fascinated by the possibility, and I had secretly been hoping that, somewhere along my journey to find Luke, I would eventually find myself in one of these camps for myself, to find out just how it was possible for Verians and humans to coexist. 
 
    Apparently, I had romanticized Verian men a little bit too much, because I had made a lethal mistake in showing my pity to this one. 
 
    I don’t know what made me stop when I saw his ethereal body lying limp in the grass. He looked dead already. The only sign of life was his faint heartbeat. I took his pulse immediately after, which, I had learned in medical school, was actually found in the crown of the head, above the elaborate ridge of bone that gave the Verians their regal, almost beautiful poise. 
 
    “This way,” the Verian man said, hissing in pain as he stepped on his leg wrong. 
 
    “Serves you right,” I grumbled. “Don’t bend your knee so much.”  
 
    He glanced back at me, a pale eyebrow raised, but said nothing as he turned away and continued to lead me toward his ship. He had no fear that I would flee, as if he knew that his condition was no match for the weapon he liked to keep close to my flesh. I allowed him to lead without making any attempt to escape. All he had to do was aim that thing and I wouldn’t even have a body left behind to bury. My parents had both been killed by Verian weapons technology. It was horrifically efficient, the way their weapons worked. I guessed they didn’t want the planet to be cluttered with bodies when they won the war and eventually moved in. 
 
    “In here,” the Verian man said, his obnoxiously handsome face stern as he lifted one of his arms. I was confused for a moment until I realized that he was pointing into a clearing. There was nothing in it, and I raised an eyebrow at him silently. This appeared to fluster him, but he said nothing and gestured to the open field again. 
 
    “All right,” I said with a sigh, walking forward. My foot struck something hard, and I cursed under my breath. The Verian let out a chuckle: one that made my blood boil.  
 
    “What?” he asked innocently, his handsome face impish and provocative when I glared fiercely at him. I could have slapped him. 
 
    “You know, you don’t actually have to act like an ass just because you don’t like humans,” I grumbled, leaning down to check my foot. If I was hurt now, it could be very problematic in the future, especially if I ever hoped to escape from this ridiculous situation. There was no telling what I would encounter. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, clearing his throat and taking a small dial out of his pocket. He fiddled with it for a few moments, and a humungous ship appeared suddenly in front of us. “Get inside. And mind your manners. I’m a high-ranking officer, you know.” 
 
    “I bet,” I snorted, walking toward the entrance of the ship as it opened slowly before me.  
 
    He waited patiently, almost courteously, for me to step onto the long ramp before joining me. We rode up into the huge vessel together, and I glanced down at his foot. It seemed to have gotten worse over the journey. If he wasn’t careful with it, he might ruin his chances for recovery. But that wasn’t any of my business. My willingness to help this man had gotten me into this situation. There was no way it was going to do me any favors now. 
 
    “You’re going to have to stay in the cell until we arrive on Helna,” the Verian man said, his deep voice much closer behind me than I thought it would be. It sent unwanted thrills throughout my body, and I shuddered despite myself. I hadn’t expected my first one-on-one experience with a Verian to be with a man quite so handsome. Too bad his personality didn’t match his looks.  
 
    “Would it offend you if that didn’t surprise me?” I retorted. My hand found its way into my pocket again and brushed up against the picture of Luke. My heart felt like it was being ripped in half as I suddenly realized that being abducted meant my search for my little brother was over. 
 
    “Not in the least. I doubt anything a human could say would ever offend me,” the man said, fixing a charming smile on me. I was dazzled despite myself but turned away quickly. If he realized how stupidly attracted to him I happened to be, who knew what kind of stupidity that might stir up? The last thing I needed was to have a captor with an ego trip. 
 
    He led me deep into the ship and deposited me into a tiny room with a long cot and a small bathroom. It looked as if it had never been used before, and I gazed at him as he carefully pulled the barred door closed and locked it, staring hard at the control panel as if to ensure that he was doing it properly.  
 
    “Let me guess,” I said, wishing, not for the first time in my life, that I would just shut up. Apparently, I had a death wish, because every time I got nervous, I would babble. “I’m your first human!” 
 
    The Verian’s crystal-like lavender eyes caught mine and the hint of a smile creased his lips. “You are correct. My job doesn’t give me a lot of time on the field. I have a lot of other responsibilities.” 
 
    “You do realize what a jerk it makes you to abduct someone who was only trying to help you, right?” I went on, kicking myself for the words that just seemed to want to spill out of my mouth without any consideration for my safety. “I really don’t think you should be walking around like that.” 
 
    The Verian just pursed his lips and limped away quietly, reaching into his belt for a square device. He held it to his lips and cleared his throat before speaking. 
 
    “Mission successfully accomplished. Operation Super-Soldier underway, times one.” 
 
    “Understood,” a growling voice said from the device. I winced – it was a much more unpleasant voice than that of my captor. I had a feeling that he would have been much crueler if I had encountered him than the simple Verian man who I had happened to stumble upon. Would I have wanted to help him the same way I had helped this man? It didn’t matter. Either way, I was stuck now. 
 
    “There isn’t any room left in the cells for any more females. We will have to keep her with the males.” 
 
    “Is that really necessary?” my captor exclaimed, a deep frown on his face. “You know how dangerous that is.” 
 
    “Well unless you have any other options, then yes, I’m completely serious, Jaize.” 
 
    Jaize. So that was my captor’s name. It seemed to suit him. It was strong, as he clearly was, but also mysterious and enigmatic. I realized suddenly that I had hundreds of questions for the man, not least of which, why were women from Earth so highly coveted on the planet Helna, and would I ever be allowed to return back to my planet? 
 
    When Jaize was done speaking with his superior, I couldn’t stop myself from calling to him. 
 
    “Don’t you find it wrong to kidnap me when I was only trying to help you?” 
 
    The man didn’t answer, and anger was stirred in my breast. “I need to find my brother, you son of a bitch!” 
 
    Again, no answer. He simply nodded slightly at me and left the room, leaving me with more questions than I’d had to begin with. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    The trip to the planet Helna was eerily quiet, and I found myself singing songs from my childhood, both to pass the time and to keep myself sane, until we finally arrived.  
 
    When Jaize opened the doors of my small cell and led me to the door, we were again quiet. I had lost all my will to talk to him. No matter how attractive and interesting he might have been, he had done the unforgivable. He had interrupted my search for my little brother. The only family I had left might as well have been dead for all I knew, and there was nothing I would ever be able to do about it. It was beyond agonizing.  
 
    “Look, a human!” 
 
    “She looks like your mom.” 
 
    “Shut up!” 
 
    I grimaced as I was pulled forward by the tight chain locked around both of my wrists, and looked around for the source of the small voices. I gasped, realizing that they were the voices of children who clearly had been products of inter-species breeding. Their smiles were wide, and their eyes a brilliant rainbow of colors. Unlike the Verians, their skin tones were not quite so milky white but had a ruddy undertone of copper that made them look very vibrant in comparison to both human and Verian alike.  
 
    “Look ahead of you at all times, human. This is not your world anymore. Doing the wrong thing could mean execution.” 
 
    I sighed deeply, wondering if the execution would be at his hands or if he was simply reciting laws passed down to him from the evil sounding man in charge. I didn’t have a lot of time to speculate about this though. Jaize soon led me into a huge, ominous building with a shadowed doorway, and a chill crawled up my spine. The place was a lot like a monstrous cathedral, only without the sense of peace or hope. Only despair. 
 
    We walked through a series of winding hallways until we finally reached a tall doorway that opened narrowly, and again I was reminded of how much taller the Verians were from humans. All of them, even the women, were at least a head taller than the tallest man I had ever seen. 
 
    “Commander,” Jaize said into an intercom outside the door. 
 
    “Jaize, come in. Doyan Vera, this is Commander Jaize Lorna.” 
 
    Jaize knelt abruptly, and suddenly his strong hand was on my shoulder, urging me to the ground with him. 
 
    “Doyan! Please excuse my intrusion.” 
 
    “It’s no harm at all, Jaize. I see you’ve brought somebody with you.” 
 
    “I have,” Jaize said, scrambling to his feet and pulling me along with him. “A human.” 
 
    He said this with pride and presented me to a rather stern-looking woman, whose eyes flickered over me and then back to Jaize as if she were unimpressed.  
 
    “You’re aware of the overpopulation issue in the prison?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaize said, shifting uncomfortably. “But I’ve got a solution to propose.” 
 
    The doyan nodded her head and Jaize, heartened, continued.  
 
    “I’m sure you are aware of the unfortunate fertility issues plaguing so many of our yula.” 
 
    “Of course,” the doyan said, glaring at Jaize as if he had insulted her. Or maybe she had dealt with the same infertility issues herself. Both were equally possible.  
 
    “I was wondering if I might be permitted to bring this human home with me,” Jaize said, glancing back at me as if to gauge my reaction.  
 
    His home? Who knew if that would be better or worse than a prison cell? At least in prison there would be other humans, and I would be guaranteed a predictable level of treatment. Going into this man’s home as a prisoner seemed much riskier somehow. 
 
    “What do you want with a human in your home?” The doyan asked, arching a suspicious eyebrow. 
 
    “My wife has been overwhelmed with every loss of life that has come from her womb. I would like to take the household responsibilities off of her shoulders. Our staff mostly left to assist in the war effort. Perhaps with some extra help, then she might be able to focus her healing powers inward as opposed to on tasks that are menial enough for a human to do.” 
 
    “I see,” the Doyan said. “But why just this human? You could trade her for any other. I’m sure those who are experienced in the prison system have a greater sense of propriety than one you just randomly plucked off of Earth. We teach them etiquette in there, you know. The rules.” 
 
    Jaize nodded. 
 
    “Of course. Well, as you can see, I was injured. The human treated me with aid and set the bone to heal. I would like to have her on hand. It would spare the army the resources of looking after my wounds so that they can focus on the men who have been injured in the line of duty.” 
 
    “I don’t see an issue with this,” the doyan said with a lazy shrug. “But you do know what it would mean to keep a human in your home. You have a sense of duty.” 
 
    “Duty?” Jaize asked, clearly puzzled. 
 
    The commander’s gravelly voice cut into the conversation, and as soon as I laid eyes on him, I knew it was the man I had heard speaking to Jaize. He looked just as unpleasant in person as he had in my mind’s eye, and I did my best to look away before he could catch my gaze. The last thing I needed was to have him acknowledge me in any way. Who knew what might happen? Ever since I had been abducted, only two things seemed to ring true: I couldn’t count on anything as a certainty, and I had to keep myself more well-guarded. If I was caught unawares again, it could mean the end of the line. Not only for myself, but for Luke. The search had to continue, no matter what. 
 
    “The same duty you have to your wife, you have to your people now, son!” the older Verian man exclaimed, slapping Jaize on the back. Jaize furrowed his brow and glanced back at me as if he didn’t want me to hear what the commander was about to say. But of course, it made me want to hear it even more. The more I knew about the situation I had landed myself in, the better. If nothing else, I could mentally prepare myself. 
 
    “It is our job to create the super soldiers, son. As many as we possibly can. With our genetic code, they grow fast and strong. Within the year, we’ll be able to send the first batch of boys in.” 
 
    “But they’re just children!” Jaize exclaimed, looking from the commander to the doyan in shock. “What do you mean you’re sending the boys in?” 
 
    “You haven’t seen them fight, Jaize. It’s miraculous. It’s really going to turn the tides of this war around.” 
 
    “Still, I hardly think it’s fair…they’ve hardly had the chance to just be kids.” 
 
    “I don’t think you understand, son. You have to see them in action. They’re not going to just be kids when we send them in. They mature quickly, and the scientists are saying they’re going to have longer life spans as well. We have a twenty-year-old hybrid who says he reached maturity at age ten, and has a sharp mind and a warrior’s body.” 
 
    Jaize looked incredulous, and Doyan Vera turned to him, her voice a condescendingly gentle tone. 
 
    “Hybrids have been around for years, Jaize. Even before the war started. You’re just going to have to trust us. Those boys are going to turn this war on its head, and the humans won’t know what hit them. It’s your job to help that happen.” 
 
    The doyan looked meaningfully at me, and my stomach churned. If they were suggesting what I thought they were suggesting, they wanted Jaize to impregnate me with a hybrid child so that it could aid in the takeover of my planet. Did everybody on the planet think I was some kind of an idiot or something? There was no way I would be a traitor to my people. Especially if it meant my offspring would quickly be sent to war. It was unfathomable. 
 
    “If you think I’m going to let you anywhere near me, you are mistaken,” I said, shaking my head and backing up toward the door. 
 
    The doyan laughed lightly. 
 
    “She’s spunky. We need that in a soldier. Good luck, Jaize.” 
 
    Doyan Vera knelt briefly, nodding at each man before she stood up and headed for the door, leaving me alone with Jaize and the commander. The commander cleared his throat and grinned at Jaize. 
 
    “What I wouldn’t give to see my daughter’s reaction when you drag that thing in through the door like you found a stray,” the commander chuckled, his hard, beady eyes boring into Jaize unkindly.  
 
    Jaize pursed his lips, and suddenly I realized that the two of them didn’t have a great relationship. In fact, it sounded like Jaize was married to the commander’s child, and I felt a sudden, involuntary pang of jealousy jab at me. But what did I care if the man was married? I was going to get off this planet as soon as I could and go find my brother. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    “Malnia,” Jaize called timidly. I almost laughed. It sounded as if he were terrified of his wife, not in love. 
 
    “It’s about time you got home.”  
 
    The woman’s voice that greeted him sounded irate, as if everything Jaize did caused her great distress. I couldn’t blame her. Everything he’d done to me so far had certainly done the same.  
 
    “I had a meeting with the doyan and your father.” 
 
    “The doyan?!” 
 
    Suddenly, a tall, beautiful Verian woman appeared, her eyes thin slits when she realized that Jaize wasn’t alone. I couldn’t help but wonder how this was going to play out. 
 
    “What is this doing here?” 
 
    I looked expectantly at Jaize, curious to see whether or not he would admit that my being there had been all his own doing. But he simply smiled charmingly at his wife. 
 
    “Malnia, this human has been granted to us so that you can rest easy and recover from the recent loss of our child. You can ask her to do anything, and she will do it. Won’t you?” 
 
    Jaize looked meaningfully at me, and I sighed, nodding begrudgingly.  
 
    “She hasn’t been trained in our ways so it may take a while, but there isn’t any room left in the prison right now, and we need her here.” 
 
    “What happened to your leg?” Malnia said, not acknowledging Jaize’s words. “I swear, you’re the most bumbling—” 
 
    “It wasn’t my fault,” Jaize said as evenly as he possibly could. “I was outnumbered. The human is also experienced in medicine. She will be tending to my wounds so that Verian resources can be utilized out in the field. Perhaps when we are done with her, she can be sent to the field as well.” 
 
    My heart lurched at the thought. What kind of life would it be to run around a battlefield all day, right on my own soil, tending only to Verian soldiers? I would be a traitor to my people. And worse than that, I would never find Lucas. Still, it could afford me a good opportunity to escape. If I did my job well, perhaps I would be able to join the ranks on Earth and find my way back home. It was worth a shot.  
 
    Malnia wrinkled her nose. “She looks dirty. Make sure she is cleansed before she touches any of my things.” 
 
    Jaize nodded, but I could tell from his jaw that he was clenching his teeth. Was it possible that he was offended on my behalf? If so, it was somewhat sweet, in a way. But I could hardly allow myself to grow a soft spot for this man. He had been the bane of my existence. And now he wanted me to be his housekeeper? He had a lot of nerve. 
 
    “Come,” Jaize said as his wife turned away and disappeared into one of the rooms deep in the hallway. “We must get you settled in.” 
 
    My heart fluttered when I felt Jaize’s long fingers pressed against the small of my back, and he led me the opposite direction of his wife, down another dark hallway. I had no idea what the Verian meant by “cleansing,” but I had a feeling that I wasn’t going to like it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Commander Jaize Lorna 
 
      
 
    When we reached the altar room, the female ahead of me stopped abruptly. 
 
    “I’m not going in there,” she said firmly. Her whole body quaked in fear, and I frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I asked.  
 
    “The smell.” 
 
    I frowned and sniffed the air. 
 
    “I don’t know what you mean,” I said, perplexed.  
 
    “It smells like the battlefield after…” 
 
    Suddenly, it dawned on me. She didn’t want to go inside because it smelled like the death of her people. Many succumbed to the power Verian technology, and the fumes wafting from the room were causing the human great distress. I laughed nervously.  
 
    “It’s just the smell of the vapors. It is a deep disinfectant. High doses of it are known to do more than purge, however, and were utilized in the weapons that we take to Earth. It limits environmental destruction that way.” 
 
    The female was quiet for a moment before she turned to me, her deep brown eyes shining with tears.  
 
    “My parents were killed that way,” she whispered. “And I’m afraid that my brother was as well.” 
 
    The human’s brother. If I was right about the communication I had received, I would be able to find her brother right there on Helna, but it would be cruel to tell her so in case I was wrong. It would be best to find out for sure before I told her.  
 
    It suddenly dawned on me that it might even be a horrible idea to let her know. She could ultimately end up doing something dangerous and reckless that would get her killed or dishonor my family name. Both were unacceptable. I wanted this human safe. She was mine now.  
 
    “It’s possible that he wasn’t killed at all,” I said lightly, choosing not to let her in on the fact that he may have been captured. There was no good that would come of revealing that knowledge. At least not yet. Perhaps I would be able to use it to my benefit later. 
 
    “I can’t go in there,” she whispered again. “I will throw up if I do.” 
 
    I felt torn. I didn’t want to force the human to face what was clearly one of the worst moments of her life, but I also couldn’t stand to be reprimanded by my wife for yet another thing she would believe I had done wrong. I had to make sure the human was cleansed. No matter what. Otherwise, my father in law would see to it that my human was taken away.  
 
    Malnia used him frequently in our relationship, tattling on me to him about this and that so that when we were having marital strife, I was also given strife at work as well. It made my life miserable, frankly, and I would do just about anything to avoid that. Especially if there was the risk that I would have to surrender this human to him, of all Verians on the planet. I wouldn’t trust her with him to save my own life. 
 
    “You are to do as I tell you,” I said firmly. “It’s for your own good.” 
 
    I knew she would hate me for this. In fact, I hated myself a little bit for it as well. But it wasn’t my own safety I was looking out for anymore. It was hers. 
 
    The human yelped as I pushed her inside the altar room, and I grimaced when I heard her begin to dry-heave.  
 
    “Not near the statue,” I barked, guiding the girl’s frail body to the corner of the room and handing her a basket that would normally have held the ceremonial fruits in it. Unfortunately, the planet hadn’t produced such fruit for going on twelve years now. All the more reason to head to earth.  
 
    The girl stood straight up and eyed me sternly. It was a look similar to the look Malnia gave me when she was angry that I had attempted to thwart her in any way. Truly, my wife had been spoiled beyond repair by her father, and I had bitten off more than I could chew by marrying into her dysfunctional, power-hungry family. Malnia would have made a great doyan. 
 
    “Are you done?” I asked, wishing I could show the girl more kindness than this. I was worried about the harm I was causing her, physically and mentally, but there was nothing I could do about it. My hands were tied. And sure, I could have left her on Earth, but there was just something about her. Something that felt fated.  
 
    She nodded, and I sighed in relief. I had never been so affected by the suffering of another. I was grateful to think that she would be able to endure the cleansing quickly. 
 
    “Remove your clothes,” I said, turning away to fill the basin with sacred water. 
 
    “What?” the female asked, clearly indignant. “I will do no such thing.” 
 
    “You have no choice in the matter,” I reminded her sternly. I had to remind myself not to raise my voice. It was considered a most uncivil thing to do, and if my wife heard me, surely she would report it back to her father.  
 
    “I won’t be shamed by exposing my body to you willingly,” she said, her amber colored eyes firmly set upon me.  
 
    “My Freg, Yula! You won’t stay naked for long! You’ve got to submerge yourself into the bath and then dress in the ceremonial robes for the initiation into our home.” 
 
    The female jutted her chin out at me and anger boiled in my breast.  
 
    “Come!” I growled, gripping her wrist and pulling her to the basin. It was nearly full at this point, and I twisted her around so that she was facing it. “In you go.” 
 
    “There’s a special place in hell for men like you!” she spat. But I couldn’t let her anger phase me. If she fell into the hands of Malnia’s father, it would only get worse for her from there. 
 
    “Take off your clothes and get in the water,” I said. “I shall avert my eyes.” 
 
    The female sighed heavily, and I turned away, just enough that she wouldn’t feel as exposed. Still, I had to keep her in my peripheral sight, just to make sure she didn’t try to attack me from behind. It was especially dangerous considering my physical health. Not only was I weakened from my secret disease, but I was also injured. Even a female from Earth could gain the upper hand against me far more quickly than I would have liked. 
 
    “How can you justify this to yourself?” she asked, her voice low with quiet fury as she began to disrobe. 
 
    The blood rushed to my loins as her soft, radiant skin was exposed, and I averted my eyes sincerely this time. I couldn’t let my lust take over. Especially not now. There was no way of knowing how it would be received, but I could certainly tell that it wasn’t going to be favorable if I tried. I was in no condition to attempt to mate regardless. Especially before the human was cleansed of the evils on her planet.  
 
    “I’m not doing this for myself, Yula,” I said, in a way, reminding myself as well that there was far more at stake than the human could possibly know. It was difficult to be perceived as a bad man, and in a house full of Yulas, I was outnumbered by the energies of females who would just as soon kill me as look at me. 
 
    “My name isn’t Yula,” the human spat. I glanced back at her in my peripherals again, just in time to see her climb the golden staircase leading up to the basin and dipping her toe in the warm water.  
 
    “What is your name then?” I asked, shocked that I hadn’t thought to ask it before now.  
 
    “Christina. Dr. Christina Evans. I’m a medical doctor. Not just some human house servant.” 
 
    “Well, Christina,” I said, trying my best to ignore the hot flames of longing that were ignited deep in my abdomen as her lithe body slipped into the basin and became submerged within the water. “That is the other reason that you are here with me, is it not?” 
 
    I finally turned to face her now that she was mostly hidden by the deep water, and cleared my throat as I fetched the ceremonial cloths. She was to run them over every inch of her body, sending blessings and purification over every inch of her skin so that the ancient Verian gods would treat her as a guest in our home rather than a threat.  
 
    It was a sensual tradition, often performed by a husband to his wife, and vice versa, to ensure that not an inch of skin was missed. With this human, however, it seemed improper to go too near her, and I dropped the cloth into the basin so that she could hold it herself. 
 
    “Wash with this. Take care not to miss any part of your skin. And do not be alarmed. The cloth will leave a golden residue on your skin so that we can be sure you have received the full blessing. You are not to move from the basin until your skin glows golden.” 
 
    Christina scowled at me and grabbed the cloth, and again I attempted to avert my gaze as she brought the cloth down one long arm, and then the other. Her hand disappeared into the water, and again I felt a pulse of desire electrify me. If only I could join her in the basin. I wanted nothing more in all of Helna than to feel the human’s skin, soft and wet beneath my own. 
 
    A frustrated sigh snapped me out of my fantasy, and I frowned, turning to the female. 
 
    “What is it, Yula?” I asked, stepping toward the basin. 
 
    “My back…” 
 
    My face felt hot as I realized that her arms, although long, lacked the flexibility to touch every inch of her body with the cloth. I swallowed hard and then took a deep breath.  
 
    “No matter,” I said. “I will do it.” 
 
    I climbed the steps to the basin, one at a time, and then perched on the rim. Christina slapped the cloth into my hand and immediately covered her breasts with her arms, flinching away from my touch as I smoothed the cloth over her velvety skin.  
 
    I could have taken her right then and there. There were no laws in Helna, not even laws within my marriage, preventing me from doing so. But somehow, it felt completely wrong. The female in front of me was guarded and angry. And whether I had a claim on her or not, she didn’t feel mine as I felt hers. It would be a type of robbery to simply take her by force. One I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself for. 
 
    “There,” I said, standing quickly and turning my back on her again. “That part is finished. You may dress in the ceremonial robes now.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes closed, willing my breath to slow and my chest to become less tight as I listened to the female step out of the bath and walk across the room. After a few moments, I turned just in time to catch the last glimpse of her radiant body as it became concealed by the beautiful silken fabrics of the ceremonial robes. 
 
    “And now, we shall ask the blessings of the ancient gods to remain with you during your stay on the planet Helna,” I said, picking up the diffusor and spritzing it in the air above her head. The smell of the vapors made the human’s skin turn an ashen-gray once again, and I felt a pang of guilt in my chest. It was the scent of death to the humans, while the scent of life to the Verians. How could I force her to endure this? 
 
    For the human’s sake, I only did one of the five spritzes required, and begged the divinity in charge of the ceremony to understand. I discarded the diffusor and dipped my hand in the sacred oil, speaking the secret words of blessing and pressing the palm of my hand through the opening of the robe and against the top of the human’s chest, near the clavicle. She gasped at the sudden sensation of my touch, but just as soon as I pressed my hand against her, I took it away and concluded the ceremony. 
 
    “You are going to have to wear this until your clothes are laundered. Unless you would like one of my wife’s outfits,” I said, taking the human by the wrist and leading her out the door. I was eager to get her away from the vapors so that the rosiness would return to her cheeks.  
 
    When I closed the door of the altar room and turned to her for her answer, I was surprised by just how quickly she bounced back to hating me.  
 
    “I would rather die,” she said firmly. 
 
    For some reason, this heartened me, and I walked with a bounce in my step to the doorway of the guest room and showed the human inside. Whether she could stand to be there or not, it was the safest place for her right now. On either planet, considering the vicious launch of attacks that were destined for Zone 36 in retaliation of the nuclear warhead.  
 
    Maybe someday she would understand. For now, though, I would just let her hate me, and hope the day would come when I could lay my claim upon her body and take her for my own. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    Once we were in the guest bedroom, it didn’t take long before the female turned to me and sighed. 
 
    “These clothes smell terrible. I guess I do want to wear something different.” 
 
    “That’s all right,” I assured her. “I will bring you a selection.” 
 
    The human frowned and stood awkwardly in the large guest room, looking about at the decorations on the wall. I decided to trust that I could leave her alone for a few moments and headed to my bedroom chambers where Malnia was standing, ready to bite my head off the moment I walked through the doors. 
 
    “What the freg were you thinking, bringing a human female here? Into our home during my time of mourning?” 
 
    “I was thinking it would be the proper thing to do for you and for our people,” I snapped, standing tall in front of her despite my leg injury. She had no idea that I was feeling weak. She still assumed I was the same man who could decapitate six men with one well-timed swipe. If only that were still true. 
 
    “Why didn’t you ask me whether or not I wanted a live-in human? You know they are filthy creatures! How can you expect me to live with one?” Malnia’s gaze burned through me but I had to stand my ground. The human was going to stay. Period.  
 
    “Because there is no other option. We have to bring as many human females to our planet as possible so that we can finally put an end to this awful war!” I growled, towering over my wife. Hopefully, if I appeared serious enough, she would stop trying to intimidate and control me and get out of my way so I could fetch the poor human some clothes that didn’t reek of the death of her parents.  
 
    “So, what, you’re going to bed the human? Give her the seeds that keep dying in my belly?” 
 
    “It would be a nice break for you, wouldn’t it?” I said darkly. “You told me you didn’t want me to touch you again, didn’t you?” 
 
    Malnia’s mouth grew tight, and she stared at me, clearly lost as to how to proceed with this conversation.  
 
    “It is my duty, Malnia. I already spoke with the doyan about this. If you have any issues, you can bring them up to her directly. As for the sleeping arrangements, the human will stick to her room and not wander out of the east wing. I will see to it that she doesn’t bother you. If you don’t want her doing housework, then just consider her a nursemaid. When I am healed, she can be sent back to Earth with the troops.” 
 
    “Do as you wish,” Malnia said, though her eyes were telling a completely different story. I would be lucky to survive the night with her in a mood like this. It would be better just to get out of the house. But if I did, that would leave the human vulnerable to my temperamental wife. Perhaps I would just have to sleep in the hallway now that the human had stolen the one place of sanctuary I’d had for these marital bumps. 
 
    “I am doing as the leader of our people wishes,” I said. “I will be an honorable man, whether it suits you or not.” 
 
    Malnia scoffed, and I left the room, my heart thudding hard. It was getting more and more difficult to hold my tongue in the presence of my wife. And yes, she had been through quite an ordeal because of the loss of our children, but did that really make it necessary to put all of the blame on me? Hadn’t her father told her anything at all about the research into the dangerous diseases that the humans had crafted to bring about an end to our people? 
 
    Suddenly, it dawned on me. Christina was a doctor from Earth. Perhaps she could take a look at me and help me figure out just what it was that I needed in order to become healthy again. If I took her to the lab with me, would it be possible that she would have the knowledge we needed to cure this hellish disease once and for all? It would be nice for the men who were suffering in silence to be able to get back to their old selves again. More and more men were falling victim every day, but the reported incidents were shockingly low. Far too many, myself included, were ashamed of the implications of the disease. For us to get our strength back, it seemed like it would take a miracle. 
 
    Perhaps I had abducted just the miracle my people needed. 
 
    I suddenly felt lighter, and rummaged quickly through the closets opposite my bedroom, selecting several outfits that were still in boxes from the stores I had bought them from. Malnia wanted nothing to do with my expensive gifts, but I was sure the human would be grateful to have something to wear. It would just have to do. 
 
    If I could convince her to open up to me about the disease, maybe even do an examination of the men who were suffering, I would be a hero. Maybe then my wife would be able to look me in the eye again without thinking about what a useless failure I was.  
 
    It was worth a try.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Dr. Christina Evans (MD) 
 
      
 
    The room was quiet after Jaize left, and I poked through the pile of boxes he had dropped on the floor beside the long bed. He’d had a handsome smile on his face that made me a little bit nervous. What was it that he was planning? 
 
    But he said nothing to me except, “I hope these are to your liking, Yula. Leave your robes outside the door, and I will take care of them.” And then he left, as simply as that.  
 
    I finally came across an outfit that I actually liked: a lacy top made with a beautiful deep blue color, accented with black as dark as the night sky. I tried it on and caught a look at myself in the mirror, almost laughing out loud. It was far too big on me, and certainly would fit the gorgeous Verian woman much better. But there were still tags on it, written in a Verian hand that I could barely translate. It was funny how different it was to learn a language in school compared to having to apply it in the land of the people who spoke and wrote it.  
 
    “Female?” 
 
    My heart panged at the sound of the woman’s voice, and I opened the door nervously to see the Jaize’s wife, ethereally beautiful, standing outside the doorway.  
 
    “Welcome,” I said, kneeling as I had been taught in the class. All humans had been forced to learn as much about the Verian’s ways as possible, just in case we were caught unawares one day and had to fend for ourselves. I’d had no idea at the time that I would ever find myself face to face with a Verian, let alone living in one’s home.  
 
    “Enough,” she said, pushing into the room. She glanced down at the outfit that hung loosely over my shoulders and let out a bright laugh. “My freg, you look funny!” 
 
    My cheeks burned with embarrassment, but I nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    The tall woman strode easily toward me and lifted the top, tightening it toward my back and doing a quick, awe-inspiring mend that made it fit a little better on my body.  
 
    “It will do for now,” she said thoughtfully. “Though the skirt is on backward.” 
 
    I sighed heavily and began twisting the skirt until it was on properly. “Is there something I can do for you? I am to offer my services to you night and day. Although I’m afraid it’s the first time I’ve ever been somewhere like this.” 
 
    “Yes,” she said, her silver eyes cold as they bore into mine. “There is something very important that I would like for you to do, in fact. I’d like you to stay away from my husband.” 
 
    “Excuse me?”  
 
    The idea that I was even remotely interested in Jaize brought a bubble of laughter to my lips. Sure, he was handsome, but I had never known anyone more infuriating in all of my life. Soon, I was laughing hard enough that tears were streaming down my face and I had to double over to keep from falling over. 
 
    “Thank you. I needed that,” I said, standing up finally and wiping my eyes. “I wouldn’t touch your husband if he were the last man on Earth.” 
 
    “Good,” his wife said. And then, under her breath, “Neither would I.” 
 
    This perplexed me, but I knew better than to ask what she meant by it. If she was going to make claims on a man she couldn’t stand, then it was clearly more of a control issue. It was becoming obvious to me that they didn’t have a very healthy relationship, but considering the state of their planet and the war between us, it was rare for anybody to have a healthy relationship these days. Even my parents had struggled before they had been killed. 
 
    “That being said,” Jaize’s wife continued on, turning her back on me and heading to the door. “I also don’t want you touching any of my things. It’s nothing personal, but humans are known to carry diseases. You’re little vectors, really, and I’m not sure just one simple ceremony would disinfect you enough to be traipsing around my house with the possibility of a baby on the way.” She patted her stomach and continued walking. “Do not venture far outside of your rooms. My husband will designate you the east wing, but if I catch you anywhere else, you will live to regret it. Do you understand?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, insulted to be considered a vector of disease, especially as a medical doctor. For the most part, my knowledge of hygiene and ability to prevent disease was why I was even in her home. But perhaps this was just another power play against her husband. He’d thought to bring me to serve his wife, and if she turned down my help and refused him the gift, it would be another way to make him feel terrible about himself and useless in his marriage. It was almost sad, in a way. If I could have tolerated the man, then I would have felt sorry for him.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said, sinking down onto the bed and watching as the beautiful, cold Verian woman stepped out of the room. “I won’t touch anything in this house that I don’t absolutely have to.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at me, but nodded firmly and shut the door behind her. 
 
    I shook my head. What kind of a desperate man would marry a woman like that? Sure, she was gorgeous, but she was clearly incapable of warmth. Jaize had clearly been more focused on the first thing than the second when he took her to be his wife. That showed what kind of judgment he had. You would think a man like Jaize would be able to attract a better woman to spend his life with. Apparently, though, he liked a challenge. 
 
    I suddenly realized that I was exhausted. A lot had happened in the past twenty-four hours, and I fell back onto the soft, cushiony pillows and closed my eyes. I didn’t want to let my guard down in this place, but it was important that I stay alert as well. There was no telling what else might happen to me here. I was on a completely foreign planet, after all. I would have to stay on guard no matter what. 
 
    Sleep overtook me quickly, and I reluctantly surrendered to it. With any luck, tomorrow would be a better day, and I would find a way to escape back to Earth and find my little brother. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    “Rise now, Yula!” 
 
    Jaize’s cheery voice stirred me from slumber, and I groaned as he pushed open the curtains over the tall, thin windows in the bedroom. The light glared in my eyes, and I scrambled away from it, standing up with my fists clenched, ready to fight. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” I exclaimed, squinting through the light. 
 
    Jaize’s long white hair was braided intricately, and a smile made his pale, handsome face look radiant. I gazed a little too long into his lilac-colored eyes, and his smile widened. 
 
    “It is time for your first meal in our home. Of course, Malnia would not allow you to enjoy the meal at our table, but you are allowed to eat in the servants’ quarters.” 
 
    “Servants? If you have servants then why do you want me to be a frickin’ housekeeper?” I grumbled, straightening the over-sized Verian clothes over my body and rubbing my eyes.  
 
    “Oh, all of the servants were called to the line of duty years ago. We haven’t had any outside help in a very long time, except for one Pelin cook. But it’s not much trouble. Malnia does a decent job of keeping house. She enjoys the control.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said, finding that I was barely interested in his answer. All I really wanted to do was go back to sleep. But if I was going to be forced to wake up and eat, it would be even more helpful to brush my teeth. 
 
    “I am aware of human hygiene customs,” Jaize said, walking briskly to the door and opening it for me. I stepped through it begrudgingly, knowing that I had no other choice. “I have set up the washing basins for your pleasure.” 
 
    I followed Jaize glumly down the hallway, and we turned to a room that was brightly lit. He stepped inside and gestured to a huge room, with a deep tub similar to the basin I had been “cleansed” in and a tall mirror that seemed to reflect the bright light in all directions at once. There was a smaller basin with a crudely made toothbrush and other instruments that vaguely resembled human tools, like a hair brush and a razor, and I gazed at them all, not knowing quite what to say. 
 
    “Thanks,” finally popped out of my mouth. “Could I please have some privacy?” 
 
    Jaize knelt courteously before walking briskly out the door. He was clearly feeling much more cheerful than he had been the night before, and I wondered what might possibly have caused that change.  
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked once I finally emerged from the room, feeling about as refreshed as I could expect to be on this planet. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. The truth was that my stomach was rumbling. I hadn’t had a proper meal since I’d begun my search for Luke. Jaize nodded and led me through his house until we were standing in a small kitchen with a table set up in the back. An elaborate meal was set out, and Jaize smiled at me. 
 
    “Please eat. You do not have to eat the things that you don’t like. I will come to collect you soon. We are going to go for a little ride.” 
 
    I didn’t like the sound of that, but Jaize smiled at me pleasantly before leaving the room. I sighed. I would just have to deal with that situation when I came to it.  
 
    The food before me was colorful compared to the rest of the Verian’s world, where it seemed that everything was dead and barren. Even the people were a beautiful pale color that almost made it seem like color in a place like this would be impossible. Still, their clothing was extraordinarily beautiful, and so was the food. I would just have to hope that it tasted as good as it looked. It was also highly possible that it would make me sick, considering I was only used to the rations distributed in the Zone where I lived on Earth.  
 
    When I finally talked myself into taking the first bite, I was shocked. The meal was unbelievably delicious. I had never experienced such an explosion of flavors in my mouth, and I ate bite after bite of foreign substances until the entire plate was gone. 
 
    The most remarkable part was that the food, although filling, left a light, airy feeling in my stomach, and I stood up feeling more energized and alert than I had been since I was a child.  
 
    I became suddenly confident that no matter what this man tried to throw at me, I would be able to make it through. I pushed through the doors of the kitchen feeling like a new person, and immediately caught Jaize’s eye. He smiled and started walking, and I followed him through the house, knowing that wherever we ended up, things were going to turn out fine. 
 
    ***

“Have you ever ridden in a thuse before?” Jaize asked me once we were out the door. I looked fearfully at the contraption he was pointing to. It looked like a cross between something like a motorcycle and a high-tech hovercraft, and I shook my head. 
 
    “It looks like a death trap,” I said. “I’m not getting on that thing.” 
 
    Jaize laughed heartily. 
 
    “I assure you, nothing bad has ever happened to me on a thuse. I know how to navigate.” 
 
    I frowned, but since it didn’t appear that I had much choice, I mounted the bike reluctantly.  
 
    “You’re going to be fine,” Jaize assured me, seating himself in front of me.  
 
    I was shocked by the sensation of his muscular body pressed so suddenly against mine, and I had to take a deep breath to try to maintain my composure. There was no reason to be acting so ridiculously around this man. Whether he was attractive or not, it wasn’t enough of a motivation to betray my people – even worse, myself – for this stupid man.  
 
    I gasped when a loud whirring sound erupted from the motor, startling me and causing me to grip onto Jaize’s waist tightly. I could feel his abdomen rippling with laughter, and wasn’t sure whether to be angry or join him. 
 
    Before I had a chance to make up my mind, the thuse spread a pair of impressive wings and began to roll forward, picking up speed until we launched into the air, nothing between my body and the ground except air. 
 
    At first, I was terrified. I cursed Jaize with every horrible word and name I knew, but his broad chest just quaked even harder with laughter. Finally, I began to relax. We hadn’t crashed and burned yet, and somehow it seemed that I was safely planted in the seat and the wind wasn’t going to make me fly off the contraption. It wasn’t exactly a vote of confidence, but it was better than nothing.  
 
    “You’re doing great, Yula!” Jaize shouted over his shoulder. As much as I didn’t want it to, the compliment felt good to me. I was feeling proud of myself for managing not to shriek in terror every time we rounded a corner and it felt like I was going to slip off of my seat. It helped that Jaize was a good driver. He clearly had experience with the death trap.  
 
    “We’re almost there!” he yelled to me. I caught his eye in the mirror, and I felt suddenly trapped in his gaze. He was unbelievably attractive, and no matter how much I hated myself for it, I couldn’t look away. 
 
    We eventually slowed to a stop, and Jaize hopped off the thuse, offering his hand to me. I took it, knowing that with my legs shaking so badly, it would be stupid not to. The feeling of his warm hand closing around me sent a thrill down my spine, and I gritted my teeth, swatting away the unwanted desire Jaize stirred up in me.  
 
    “So, this is where we keep Verian doctors busy,” Jaize said, leading me across a barren desert wasteland and toward a tall building. It was white, but it looked old, and flecks of the stone structure were coming off, giving it a worn and aged look.  
 
    “What are we doing here?” I asked, nervously stepping toward the imposing building. “Am I applying for a job?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jaize said, his charming smile still lighting his face. He was up to something, that much was obvious, but what was it? 
 
    “You might as well tell me what I’m doing here before we go in,” I said. “I’m not a big fan of surprises.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Jaize said, his purple eyes sparkling. “All will be revealed.” 
 
    He led me through the huge doors and into a clinical looking room. He briefly flashed a card and was allowed clearance into a long, pure-white hallway. We walked through together for what seemed like an eternity, until we came upon a door. He tapped the same card against a panel mounted on the wall, and metallic doors whirred open. We walked through, and a sudden burst of light illuminated us both. 
 
    “Jaize Lorna! What an unexpected pleasure.” 
 
    “Karan. It’s always nice to see you.” 
 
    I felt suddenly nauseated at the sight of the Verian man speaking to us from across the room. He seemed hardened somehow, in a way I had never seen a man before. It was chilling, to be honest, and I was immediately uncomfortable. 
 
    “What have you brought me today?” he asked, lifting the round goggles that were perched over his eyes so that they sat on top of his head. “She’s quite a beauty.” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaize said matter-of-factly, and I felt a rush of heat involuntarily flood my cheeks. I had never taken compliments well, and frankly rarely received them. I was a woman with a mission, focused on taking over my parents’ work and learning all I could about health and healing. That left little time for love-interests, whether they were few and far between or lining up around the block for me.  
 
    “So, what brings the two of you here today?” Karan asked, coming uncomfortably close to me. I shirked away, and thankfully Jaize intercepted us. 
 
    “I need to give her room in one of the labs. We will need to talk to her about the…disease.” 
 
    I froze. The disease? There had been rumors about a disease to be launched that would put the war in the favor of the humans, but as far as I knew, it was only a rumor. It had never gotten distributed. However, as Jaize and the unnerving scientist led me deeper through the labyrinths and into a vast, white laboratory, I realized that it had, indeed, begun to work its way into the Verian population. 
 
    Row after row of Verian man was hooked up to machines and tubes, many of them standing, others moving on exercise machines, and some incapacitated and lying down on hospital-style beds. All of them were being closely monitored by a small team of Verian scientists, the room silent but for the beeping of the machines that the men were hooked up to. 
 
    Jaize went to an empty bed and sat down upon it, hooking himself up to one of the monitors and looking at me, his smile still bright on his face. 
 
    “You’re going to help me get better.” 
 
    The blood drained from my face. “But I don’t know anything about it.” 
 
    For the first time that morning, the good nature of Jaize’s face disappeared, and it was quickly replaced by a dark fury. 
 
    “Of course you do. You’re from Zone 36. That’s where all of this started. And you’re going to help us get rid of it.” 
 
    Jaize stared at me expectantly, and I opened and closed my mouth. There was nothing I could do to get out of this. He was convinced I was the one to help him. I hadn’t even been able to tell that there was anything wrong with him.  
 
    Whether I could cure him or not, only time could tell. For now, all I could do was my best. I took a deep breath and nodded. If I didn’t comply, I could be killed, which might mean never escaping to find my brother. I was at this man’s mercy. 
 
    “All right,” I said, swallowing hard. “Let’s take your vitals.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Commander Jaize Lorna 
 
      
 
    Taking Christina to the lab didn’t wield the immediate results I had hoped for, and we returned to the house soon after, with Christina quiet and my spirits significantly dampened. Still, there was a possibility that she would hold the answers in her hands. I could tell she was telling the truth about not knowing anything about the disease, but she understood human thinking better than I did. She might offer some use in treating my problem. 
 
    “Are you ready for another meal?” I asked tiredly once we arrived back at the house. Christina nodded, and I took her to the small kitchen, where the tiny Pelin cook, whom Malnia and I had hired just a few months after we’d lost our kitchen staff, was busy preparing the evening meal. Humans ate a significant amount of food compared to the Verians, and I left her to the meal, contemplating my next move. 
 
    I was going to visit the men’s section of the prison the next day to find out whatever I could about the young man who had been captured during the last raid on Earth. It could possibly be enough incentive to truly motivate Christina to find a cure to the disease. Whether she wanted to cure me or not, she would gladly do so if I could promise the safe release of her brother. 
 
    Unfortunately, the safe release of her brother was something I couldn’t actually guarantee. Although I was a high-ranking officer, there was no way I could corrupt the course of justice on Helna, and without a fair trial, it would be nearly impossible to be able to grant the boy freedom and refuge back on Earth. 
 
    To put it simply, that was the kind of thing that rarely, if ever, happened. If the boy was already in the prison system, he was more likely to be executed. Especially if he refused the offer to join the fight against humans.  
 
    “Where have you two been?” Malnia barked when I trudged into the bedroom, ready to shed my clothing and cleanse myself. I could tell by the tone of her voice that she was already prepared to fight, but I couldn’t tell her the truth. She didn’t know about my disease yet, and if she did, she would most certainly blame me even more adamantly for everything that she perceived to be wrong in her life. Sometimes I really regretted marrying her.  
 
    “I took her down to the lab,” I said, trying to come up with a good lie on the spot. It was hard to think on my feet like this though. Lying wasn’t my strong suit. I much preferred the truth, no matter how bitter it might be. 
 
    “And why did you take her to the lab?” Malnia asked, her eyes flashing angrily at me. She probably thought I had taken her off somewhere to secretly mate. But what she didn’t realize was that when the time came, I would mate with the female wherever it was appropriate. In my home or elsewhere wouldn’t matter. She was meant to be mine, not only as my duty to my people, but for my own sake. Somehow, it was just the way it was. 
 
    “I wanted to make sure that it was safe to keep her here. You were worried that she was a disease vector, so I had her checked out.” 
 
    Malnia raised her eyebrow. “And?” 
 
    “Clean bill of health,” I lied. Now I was going to have to get her checked out for real, in case Malnia had her father do a little bit of digging.  
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “But,” I said, realizing that now would be a good opportunity to cover for the times I would take her back to the lab to work on an antidote to my mysterious disease. “I’m supposed to take her back regularly for routine checkups. Just to make sure that everything stays as it should be. You understand.” 
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    Malnia studied me for a moment and then turned away. “And where is the human now?” she asked, dropping her clothes to the floor. I gaped at my wife’s naked body, a small twinge of nausea gathering in my stomach. She was jealous of the human and hoping to make herself appeal to me. But I’d heard rumors that while I was gone that she had done the same thing to Kerai Baltross, an eligible bachelor and a man who just so happened to be one of her father’s favorite mooks.  
 
    “She is having her evening meal,” I said quietly. The coyer Malnia attempted to be with me, the more resentful I started to feel. She hadn’t said a kind word to me in almost an entire year. She took advantage of my needs every so often to satisfy herself and attempt another chance of having a child and considering herself a successful Verian wife and mother, but again and again, our efforts in that department failed. It left her with a serious vengeance, and I knew that if I gave in again, it would be no different this time than it had been any of the others. 
 
    “And would you lay with me before it is time for ours?” Malnia asked. 
 
    My body responded despite my brain’s best effort to avoid my wife’s manipulative insecurities, but for the first time in the history of our marriage, I backed away from the promise of her body. If the only thing keeping us together was sex, then what was the point in being married? 
 
    “I have some matters to attend to right now,” I said, standing rigidly in the doorway. “Perhaps some other time.” 
 
    “Perhaps?!” 
 
    But before I could feel Malnia’s scornful gaze upon me, I was gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What does it matter to you, Jaize? You’ve never shown an interest in such matters before.” 
 
    I sighed. Perhaps it had been a mistake to try and confront the guards so late in the evening. Everybody was eager for their late-night meal and anxious to go home. The prisons were highly under-staffed since the last waves of war had ravaged the planet, and every able-bodied soldier possible was recruited, leaving only the most competent guards with the huge responsibility of managing the entire prison system themselves.  
 
    In fact, I was called in regularly to cover shifts when I was on Helna and had some spare time, though as the situations on the front lines became direr with more and more men succumbing to the disease, I was increasingly busy attending to matters of war. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, does it, Narei?” I asked. “I’m just asking about a boy being brought through here. It’s my business why I need to know.” 
 
    “Well, there is one,” Narei said reluctantly. “He’s kind of a pain, actually. I doubt he’ll end up lasting long in this place.” 
 
    A trouble maker? That sounded familiar. Must have been a shared genetic trait.  
 
    “Can you take me to his cell? Don’t tell them I’m looking for anybody specific. I would just like to see for myself. There’s a possibility he might do well on the battlefield. If he’s from the Zone I am thinking he’s from, he might also do as a medic. That’s a lot less dangerous than arming a human and hoping they stay on our side during a fight.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Narei agreed. “He’s kind of a runt, so I don’t know how he would do out in the field anyway.” 
 
    I chuckled. “Most humans are small anyway, particularly the young ones,” I said, slapping the young man on the back and heading down the passage with him. He shone his light into each cell and allowed it to linger on the seventh cell. In the back, I saw a young boy, shivering against the wall, with the same unmistakable features as my human.  
 
    For some reason, the sight made me feel sick to my stomach, and I turned away quickly. I hated to see the boy suffering. Perhaps I had too much invested in the human. Whatever the case, Narei followed my lead, and we walked to the end of the cell block and back out to the receiving area. 
 
    “Did you find the kid you’re looking for?” Narei asked eagerly. 
 
    “No,” I lied, shaking my head with a sigh. “But the one in there might do sometime. Who knows.” 
 
    Narei nodded. “Sorry to disappoint you, Yul Lorna. Maybe next time we pick up a straggler, it will be the right one.” 
 
    “It’s no problem,” I said quickly, walking to the doorway. “It will be all right. We are managing without humans on our ranks. It is more important to create the hybrids anyway.” 
 
    “Little chance of that happening with such a small male,” Narei said with a snort. “Most Verians won’t let their women near human men, even if their seed was strong enough to stick.” 
 
    “Since it isn’t, we just have to keep on trying to create our army with human females to incubate the hybrids. It’s not an issue,” I said. 
 
    “It’s really not,” Narei agreed. “I heard you have a human living with you now. Do you think that, in time, that will be a standard arrangement on Helna?” 
 
    “If all goes well, Narei, then living on Helna will be the temporary arrangement. We will be colonizing Earth before you know it. Nothing right now is standard. It’s all a state of transition. It’s best to stay open-minded and prepared for change at this point. It’s for the best.” 
 
    Narei nodded, and I knelt to him. 
 
    “Enjoy your meal,” I said, eager to shirk off any talk about the human that was making herself comfortable in my home. I had enough issues dealing with her on my own without other people prying for information.  
 
    As much as I dreaded going back to the place where two women were likely to be very angry at me, I had no choice. I was the Yul of the house, after all. And whether they liked it or not, I would do what was best for all of us.  
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    When I arrived home, Malnia was lying in bed, still half naked, and I cleansed myself before joining her. She lay rigidly across from me, her body cold, distant, and pale white, like a distant glacier.  
 
    Eventually, she turned to me, as I knew she would, and her eyes settled upon me. 
 
    “I don’t know what has happened between us,” she said quietly. “But I am not happy. And I haven’t been for a long time.” 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I wish I could be the man to make you happy, but it is not so. My rank in the squad is not enough to make us compatible.” 
 
    Malnia nodded and turned away from me again, and I lay in silence until my chest was close to bursting. I got up from the bed quietly and left the room, contemplating what this meant. Neither of us was happy. It seemed a painful declaration to make out loud, but it was an honest one. And honesty was something I valued highly, even though I seemed to be finding myself lying more and more over the course of time.  
 
    “Oh! I’m sorry!” 
 
    My heart thudded hard in my chest at the sound of Christina’s voice, and I halted my voyage down the hallway to find her standing in front of the little servant’s kitchen. I laughed despite myself. 
 
    “I think human appetites are something that will take me a while to get used to. Do you want me to fetch the Pelin for you? He can cook another meal.” 
 
    “No, that’s all right,” Christina said, laughing sheepishly. “I don’t want a whole meal. I just want something I can snack on right now.” 
 
    I nodded, and we stood awkwardly in the hallway. I could feel Christina studying me and felt suddenly self-conscious. It wasn’t a feeling I was used to having. Frankly, I had always been a man who was confident and athletic, both qualities that had helped get me so far in my career. But ever since the disease had caused such grief in my personal life, I wasn’t particularly feeling my best.  
 
    “Are you all right, Jaize?” 
 
    It was strange to hear the human say my name. She hadn’t quite mastered the Verian flick of the tongue, and the name sounded almost burdensome in her mouth. But at the same time, the accent with which she spoke was sexy somehow.  
 
    “I’m all right,” I said. 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    I was caught, and shrugged helplessly. “We can talk more in the kitchen. I would rather not wake Malnia.” 
 
    Christina nodded, and I followed her inside and sat at the small table, watching with quiet amusement as Christina rummaged through the storage box and heaped little piles of her choice foods onto a plate.  
 
    “So, what are you lying about?” Christina finally asked me, sitting down at the table and taking a generous bite of my personal favorite – jeya. It was a dish passed down from the royal family about a century beforehand, and it always tasted fresh and comforting. 
 
    “I’m afraid my marriage is over,” I said. It was strange to say such a thing out loud. I had felt it happening for many, many months now, but acknowledging it was another thing entirely. I had rejected my wife’s body because I was more tempted by the allure of this human. But my fixation with Christina went so far beyond her body that it baffled me. I would almost rather have the simple pleasures of my impossible-to-please wife. Everything having to do with the human was complicated and frustrating. At least Malnia was predictable. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” Christina said. “And a little bit surprised. She seemed so eager to keep me away from you.” 
 
    I laughed quietly. “She is eager to control my every move. It has always been like this, to some degree. But it only got worse after our first few children died in the womb.” 
 
    Christina gasped and covered her mouth. “I’m so sorry. How?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but glare at her – a human with medical knowledge who could so easily help to cure whatever it was that ailed me and the rest of my people. “Most speculate it to be germ warfare cultivated by the humans. The disease I suffer from. The unbearable bouts of weakness. Children that die before they are even born. There is nothing good about this.” 
 
    “Project V,” Christina breathed, squeezing her eyes closed and shaking her head. “I had no idea. I wish there was something more I could do—” 
 
    “There is,” I said, looking deeply into her amber colored eyes and taking her hand in mine. “I found your brother in the prison. He’s fine, but won’t be for long. If you cure me, I will do everything in my power to release him.” 
 
    “What?” Christina said, dropping her food onto her plate and staring urgently into my eyes. “You had better not be lying.” 
 
    “I’m not lying. Please, keep looking for a cure. This is torture. It is no way to win a fight.” 
 
    Christina pulled her hand away and sighed. “I’m doing everything I can! I just don’t know what to do. Can’t you help Lucas? He’s innocent in all of this.” 
 
    “I want to help you both, but there are certain limitations to my power and conduct. I am a Verian. It comes with rules. Just promise me that you won’t give up trying.” 
 
    Christina sighed. Her eyes were filled with an emotion that I couldn’t pinpoint, and I suddenly felt foolish. I stood abruptly from the table and looked down at her fragile looking form. What was I doing, pleading with a human for a cure to a disease her people created in the first place? There was no reason I should feel so comfortable baring my soul to a human. But there I was, doing exactly that. Shouldn’t I feel emasculated? 
 
    But Christina stood and took my hand into hers. The forbidden heat that her touch sent through my body made me suddenly alert to the deep longing that I had been trying to repress all day long, even before Malnia had attempted to lay with me. The desire I was feeling was for Christina, and Christina only. I wanted her body against me, close to mine, and the whisper of my name on her lips. Just as I had from the moment I’d laid eyes on her, I wanted to claim her, right then and there. 
 
    She seemed to understand exactly what it meant for her to take my hand, and as we stared into each other’s eyes, I finally found what had been holding me back for so long; reciprocation. 
 
    My lips found Christina’s suddenly and fervently, and we kissed with a deep passion, unlike anything I had experienced before, even with my wife. When we pulled apart, both of us were panting, and the dark heat of my desire was finally bubbling to the surface, too explosive to hold back any longer.  
 
    “Come, Yula,” I whispered into Christina’s ear, my lips brushing against the soft skin of her ear. “You are mine now.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Dr. Christina Evans (MD) 
 
      
 
    The rush of longing that was ignited in me was electrifying as Jaize pulled his sensual lips away from my ear. My whole body shuddered beneath his touch, and I swallowed hard. I didn’t have much experience with humans, let alone Verians, and the deep heat within my body was frankly intimidating. I had never reacted so physically to someone before. The fact that it had happened with a Verian man was terrifying. 
 
    Jaize lifted me, and I gasped in surprise. Despite the illness he continuously claimed to have, it seemed impossible to me that he was feeling weak. Even on his injured leg, he carried me seamlessly through the hallways, until we reached the guest room where I had been staying.  
 
    He laid me down gingerly on the bed and dropped hot kisses down the nape of my neck to my clavicle, sending hot bursts of pleasure exploding through my body. I had been resisting my desire for him for so long that now that as he was finally touching me, I felt like every new touch could bring me to bursting. 
 
    But he was patient and gentle with me, his purple eyes shimmering as he explored the dips and crevices of my body, his long fingers sending trails of fire in their wake. I had never felt so desired in all of my life, and panted, helpless to his sensual thrall, as Jaize brought his lips against my flesh once more to sweetly devour me. 
 
    I arched my back as his lips found the firm mound of my nipple beneath the satiny gown I had been given to sleep in, and Jaize growled in pleasure from my reaction. Suddenly he was on top of me, and I could feel the thrilling presence of his erection against my middle. Every slight movement from either of our hips introduced maddening bursts of pleasure throughout my body. 
 
    When he finally moved his face away from the sensitive nape of my neck to gaze down at me, I studied his strong, chiseled features. While his facial structure seemed graceful and elegant, there was an unmistakable manliness there, just waiting for its chance to present itself. I gasped in pleasure as he lifted the gown above my head and suddenly my bare chest was exposed.  
 
    Jaize took his time exploring the mounds of my breasts, trailing his fingers over them gently as he lowered his lips around them, sampling each as if tasting a new flavor of candy. He seemed to enjoy them both, as evidenced by the massive swelling of his impressive member against my thigh, and I sighed blissfully. Everything he did brought me untold pleasure.    
 
    He seemed to know it too, and my pleasure was reciprocated. He shrugged off his own flowing night clothes, and my breath caught in my throat as I took him in. Jaize had a body that most men on Earth would do anything to acquire, and I ran my hands down the milky, muscular flesh of his abdomen, shocked by how smooth it was despite his obvious strength. 
 
    Jaize grinned down at me as my fingers found the base of his eager member, and a jolt of pleasure shot down my spine. It was intensified as Jaize moved his hips expertly until I could feel the pressure of his sex against my own. With a gentle, thrilling push, I felt him begin to enter me, and cried out in surprise and pleasure.  
 
    I had never felt anything so powerful before, and I gripped Jaize’s shoulders as he pried my body blissfully in two. I moaned deeply as he pushed himself further inside, until his whole member was enveloped in the heat of my body. He hissed in pleasure as I writhed beneath him, and slowly, gently, began to thrust inside of me. 
 
    Every long stroke of his member brought me closer and closer to the height of my pleasure, but I wanted to hold back and see if there was any more that I could take. My heart was racing as Jaize’s handsome face gazed down at me tenderly, as if I were the most precious thing in the universe to him. 
 
    But that couldn’t be possible. I was just his housekeeper, after all. And a human one at that. 
 
    Still, it was difficult to deny the tender way he held me, and the deep, gratifying ecstasy that his body was driving me toward, again and again, with each thrust becoming more rapid and urgent. 
 
    I cried out in rapture as I felt Jaize shudder against me, and I knew that he was as close to his climax as I was. Soon, he was releasing the full power of his hips against me, and I yelped in shock as I began to drown in an earth-shattering orgasm unlike anything I had ever experienced.  
 
    Jaize grunted in pleasure, his face contorted in rapture as his body began to release a hot torrent of his liquid desire inside of me. I received it greedily as my own body was catapulted even deeper into my orgasm, and I cried out softly despite myself as Jaize emptied himself into me and finally, carefully, removed himself from the heat of my body. 
 
    He rolled off of me and laid on his back, staring at the ceiling with his chest heaving. It was only then that I realized just how taxing the deed must have been for him. The disease he was suffering from was just as real as he said it was, and I suddenly felt an immense compassion for the man. He, and the other Verian men, deserved relief from this horrible condition. Jaize was right. There were certain kinds of warfare that you just shouldn’t touch. 
 
    And if there was anything at all I could do to relieve that suffering, I would do it. If not for Jaize, then for the release of Lucas from the Verian prison. I would do anything to free my brother. Even if that meant being a slave to Jaize for the rest of my natural life.  
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    I woke up to find that at some point throughout the night, Jaize had left the bedroom. I felt the rapid onset of a deep shame as my memory began to unravel the events of the night before in my sleepy mind. What had I been thinking? I had been so overwhelmed with relief at the thought of Lucas being safe and sound, and not only that, but on the same planet as myself, that I had given in to the deep attraction I had been harnessing for Jaize since the moment I’d laid eyes on his graceful, otherworldly body lying on the ground of Earth.  
 
    It had been a moment of weakness on my part. I had been so excited to believe that if I just helped this man, he would be able to rescue my brother and bring him back to me. My life was a desolate and lonely place without Lucas. He was all I had left. The rest of my family had been killed in the war, and when Lucas had disappeared, I thought I had lost everything. But knowing he was alive made it possible for me to smile again. To feel joy and excitement. To feel passion… 
 
    I shook my head, driving away the shameful thoughts of the night before and setting my mind to think only of Luke from now on. It had surely been a mistake to trust a man like Jaize in the first place, but if I did my part to heal his body from the terrible effects of Project V, then he would do his part to reunite me with the family I’d lost so I could live the rest of my life in peace. 
 
    I wandered out of the room and prepared myself for the day, taking care to try my best to wash all the scent of the night before off of my body. It was hard enough to remember it happened without worrying that the Verians might have some kind of heightened senses that would make it impossible to retreat from my horrible secret. 
 
    “Your meal is ready.” 
 
    I jumped in shock when a small being covered from head to foot in shaggy auburn hair rounded the corner of the hallway and looked up at me. This must be the Pelin man that Jaize had spoken of before. 
 
    “Th-thank you,” I stammered, turning away quickly so as not to stare at the strange little creature. He went on his way, and I tried to compose myself for a moment before continuing into the kitchen. No wonder it was so small. It had to accommodate the Pelin, who, I had just found out, were only about as tall as the top of my kneecap. 
 
    The meal was laid out before me on the table when I arrived, with no sign of Jaize anywhere. I had to wonder what he was doing, and couldn’t help but feel agitated by the lack of his presence. As much as I wanted to avoid him, it stung to think that he might want to do the same. Couldn’t I just take it for the lucky break that it was and move on with my life? 
 
    But apparently, I couldn’t because I spent the rest of my meal glowering over my food and wondering what I was going to do to avoid Jaize’s wife. We certainly hadn’t been quiet the night before, and although their relationship was basically over, wasn’t there some sense of propriety to be had? A sense of propriety we had most certainly broken. 
 
    A sudden wave of nausea hit me, more powerful than anything I had experienced before, and I ran back to the bathroom, my hand over my mouth. I barely made it in safely when I expelled all of the contents of my breakfast and gasped for breath. What was going on? Had Malnia had my breakfast poisoned because I had slept with her husband? 
 
    No, if she was going to do that, I had a feeling she would have made her plan known, both to myself and to Jaize. I was a human after all, and as far as I knew, that made me dispensable. If her father was the second in command of the planet, then it was likely she would be able to get away with getting rid of one human who apparently threatened her marriage.  
 
    It was possible that whatever I ate wasn’t agreeing with me. But with neither Jaize nor Malnia anywhere near me, there was nobody to consult about this. I would just have to retreat back to my room and hope that whatever it was, it would pass quickly. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    I didn’t see much of Jaize for the next few days and simply went about my day as I had the day after we’d slept together. I would wake up ravenous, eat my fill, and then vomit up most of my stomach’s contents not long after. It was starting to get old.  
 
    Finally, I heard the sound of Jaize’s deep voice down the hallway one morning, speaking cheerfully with the Pelin cook, and my heart thudded despite itself. I wanted to strangle him for shunning me so long after we’d been intimate together, regardless of the fact that I wanted nothing to do with him after the fact.  
 
    “Human!”  
 
    The deep rumble of his call immediately made me furious, and I pushed through the doorway of my chambers and glared at him. His already milky white skin seemed to pale instantly, and he gazed down at my body as if in shock. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I exclaimed. “Did you forget what I looked like? You were gone long enough.” 
 
    I was confused, and mildly uncomfortable when he stepped toward me, his hand outstretched. His face broke out into a shockingly handsome smile, and I backed away from him.  
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” I asked, my voice wavering. 
 
    “The human,” Jaize said down to the Pelin man beside him. “She looks different, does she not?” 
 
    The Pelin man tilted his head. “I’ve only seen her the first time just a few days ago.” 
 
    “How has she been eating?” 
 
    “Fine, but I am concerned about some digestive issues.” 
 
    I stomped my foot at Jaize, furious that he could carry on a whole conversation about me without consulting me directly. 
 
    “Stop speaking about me as if I weren’t here!” I demanded. “What is going on with you?” 
 
    “Are you feeling unwell, Yula?” Jaize asked, finally acknowledging me and meeting my eye.  
 
    “Actually, I’ve been sick. For days now. And if you had been here to see me at all, you would know that!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Yula, but I have to attend to my duties. That means I can’t be home all the time. I am at the mercy of the Doyan Vera.” 
 
    “I remember her,” I muttered. “She’s pleasant.” 
 
    Jaize scoffed. “Hardly. There are rumors of her overthrow. I believe that Malnia’s father is hoping to be next in line to lead the planet to glory. But for that to happen, we need to have people to lead.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “The population crisis. I know.” 
 
    Jaize’s eyes sparkled at me, and he flicked his wrist at the Pelin, who scurried away as if he had been abruptly dismissed. Apparently, he had. 
 
    “What if I told you that you are going to help us to make up for that disparity?” Jaize asked, taking a cautious step toward me as if I were some kind of feral animal. I didn’t like the way he was looking at me and backed away from him a little bit more. 
 
    “I would ask you what makes you think such a ridiculous notion.” 
 
    “Well, I think you had better get ready to accept that notion, Yula. In case you haven’t noticed, you’re pregnant.” 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    The news had hit me like a ton of bricks, and everything that happened after that commenced in a blur. I don’t know if I fainted or nearly lost the strength in my legs, but Jaize ended up rushing toward me and carrying me to the bedroom. I cried the whole time he was standing over my bed with the doctor from the laboratory, the unsettling man I could scarcely stand, and we were told that yes, there was no mistaking the fact that I was carrying a Verian hybrid inside of me. 
 
    “She must come to the lab for observations,” Karan insisted. “It is for the good of the scientific community. It could be a marvelous opportunity to study the human form as they go through pregnancy.” 
 
    But Jaize was firm. “No. I want her to stay here. You have plenty of females you can observe from the prison. What more could you learn from my human?”  
 
    I knew I should speak up and object to the way Jaize was speaking as if he owned me or something, but the claim actually warmed my heart. He wasn’t trying to be a possessive asshole. He was just making it clear that he was going to take care of me. I was his to care for. For the first time since he’d come back to the house, I almost felt happy that he was there.  
 
    “But, Jaize!” 
 
    Jaize shook his head firmly, and Karan stalked out of the room, clearly unhappy not to have gotten his way in the matter. Something about that man really made me nervous, and I was sure Jaize could sense it. It was bad enough having to share the lab with him on the occasion when Jaize had hoped I would be able to cure his disease, but having him right in my bedroom had been nearly unbearable. If Jaize hadn’t been there, I don’t know what I would have done.  
 
    “Please don’t ever leave me alone with him,” I whispered once Karan had left the house. Jaize chuckled deeply. 
 
    “Of course not,” he said. “There are many rumors about his sadistic streak. He treats everything with scientific curiosity. You would be more like a toy to him than a living thing.” 
 
    I had forgotten how nice it could feel to be so near to Jaize, his strong, protective body capable and willing to fight for me even though he was fighting through one of the direst diseases that humanity had ever concocted. He was incredibly brave, although it could be difficult to remember that sometimes.  
 
    “Where were you?” I finally asked, allowing my pain to leak into my voice for the first time. It had really made me feel unwanted for him to just leave without warning like that. It hadn’t done much for my self-esteem. Especially being so sick. It felt like I had nobody to care for me at all.  
 
    “I had to go halfway across Helna to visit with diseased troops and train them for combat despite their limitations. We don’t get a break from war just because we are struggling. In fact, most men don’t want to admit their pain is real until it is too late. That can be dangerous, not only for them, but for their whole squad.” 
 
    “You could have told me that you were leaving, though,” I said, my hand automatically touching the soft flesh of my abdomen where, apparently, our child together was just beginning to grow. “I thought…” 
 
    Jaize’s handsome face out into a broad smile and he laughed. “Did you think I was just done with you?” 
 
    I blushed and looked down at my hands. It wouldn’t be the first time a man had simply used me for what he wanted and left. Still, the way Jaize said it made it sound like the silliest notion in the world.  
 
    “Yula, I’ve wanted you from the moment we met. Although, frankly, Malnia does make it somewhat difficult.” 
 
    “Does she know about this?” I asked, suddenly horrified. If a woman like Malnia had suffered multiple miscarriages, what would she think of me for carrying her husband’s child? 
 
    “Yes,” Jaize said quietly. “As you can imagine, she is not pleased. No matter how often I tell her it is simply my duty as a Verian male to provide hybrids for the army, she still refuses to even look at me. I fear when I do…” 
 
    “Wait,” I interrupted, anger curdling in my breast. “Are you trying to tell me that the only reason you’re with me is because you want our child to fight in a war that seems will last until every last person standing, whether on Earth or on Helna, is dead?” 
 
    “No! I simply—” 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen! I’m not going to let you just use me for breeding! I’m not some kind of farm animal!” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Yula. This is strictly—” 
 
    “No, I don’t think you understand, Jaize. You may have abducted me from my planet, but don’t you dare think that puts you in charge of any aspect of my body. And that includes our child!” 
 
    “Christina, wait!” 
 
    But I was already standing up from the bed. No matter how wobbly my legs might have been, I couldn’t stand to be near Jaize. Not for one more second. How could he have been so insensitive? And what hurt just as deeply as his willingness to sacrifice a child to a disaster of a war was his view that simply because I was under his roof, I was his for the taking. Did he only view me as an object? That made him no better than Karan! 
 
    But what had I expected? It wasn’t like he was the most sensitive of men on the planet. It was stupid to think that he and I might have shared something special, even if just for a brief moment. Nothing that we had experienced together would mean the same thing to him as it did to me. We were a different species after all. What did he know about love? 
 
    And wasn’t I getting ahead of myself there? It wasn’t love. Not when the two of us were simply getting to know one another. It had been a moment of weakness on my end, and a moment of victory, of pure animal lust on his end. Pure and simple. There was nothing keeping him attached to me, and it would be stupid of me to hope for that to be a possibility. As soon as I had Lucas, I was going to take my brother and my child off of this planet, no matter what it would take. They were what mattered now, and I would raise them both and make sure they were safe, no matter what Jaize had to say about it. 
 
      
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Commander Jaize Lorna 
 
      
 
    “I hope you’re happy,” Malnia said, her eyes shooting daggers into mine. “One of us is going to be a parent.” 
 
    I was happy, of course. Ecstatic, really. Out of the two of us, I had always been the one who wanted children the most. But now that I was going to have one, with a human no less, my wife was clearly furious at me.  
 
    “You know I wanted you to be the yula to bear my children,” I said as gently as I could. It was a sensitive subject to both of us, and Malnia was prone to bouts of temper. It had been a peaceful few days for me to escape the house for a while and train without having to worry about the feelings of the females I was bound to, but now that I was back, I remembered why it had felt so good to let go of all my marital strife and bed Christina.  
 
    What I hadn’t counted on was not being able to get the human out of my head. Everywhere I went, all I could think about was her. It had never been like this with Malnia. Of course, I enjoyed the pleasures of the flesh with her quite thoroughly, but as for keeping my mind occupied, the only thing that had ever done that had been the promise of advancing my career. 
 
    “It didn’t work out that way though, did it?” Malnia spat. “If I would have married Volnos, this wouldn’t have happened. His wife already bore him three children! Why did I ever settle for you?”  
 
    Her words not only stung, but they made me angry. It had been for her sake that I’d taken on the extra shift with Squad 22, where I had been stricken down with the disease in the first place. Most of the Verians I was working with at the time couldn’t even speak at this point. They were weak and bedridden, their wives not even considering the tragedy of being unable to bear children because they were so terrified that their husbands were going to perish right before their eyes.  
 
    “You think you understand everything that is happening, but in reality, you’ve always resented me. Even before.” 
 
    “Before what?” Malnia asked, throwing her hands in the air. “Before I realized just how weak you were?” 
 
    I wanted so badly to throw it in her face that what she considered a weakness was actually a testament to my strength. The fact that I wasn’t bedridden with this disease, what the human referred to as Project V, was proof that I was made of stronger stuff than most of the men on my entire planet. That I had earned my position of leadership through the merit of my hardiness and the incredible amount of work I put into leading my squad. 
 
    But I couldn’t tell her any of this. If she didn’t already see it and understand it enough for herself, then it was clear she would never be happy with me. Still, it would make Malnia and her family look bad if the marriage was dissolved entirely. It was against the law to divorce your mate on Helna. Now only would it dishonor our names, but it would make Malnia ineligible to seek out a new husband. The only way around these laws was for me to either die or go missing, in which case it would be the honorable thing for a man to step up to take care of her. 
 
    “I am sorry that you feel that way. I still believe we can make this marriage work,” I said.  
 
    It was what I was supposed to say. There was a lot to lose for both of us if we couldn’t stand to live with one another. It would show that we were stubborn, foolish Verians who were not suited to having a life mate. If we couldn’t compromise and find constructive solutions to problems at home, then how were we supposed to be expected to be able to do the same thing but with another Verian? It was a sort of cultural safeguard against toxic relationships. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what happens anymore,” Malnia said. “The males are all off to war or dying in an effort to liberate our people. I have half a mind to go to Earth to start over.” 
 
    “Perhaps the laws governing the Verians on Earth will change and we can both benefit from an agreeable separation,” I said with a sigh. “But for now, perhaps it is best if we try to avoid one another.” 
 
    “Agreed,” Malnia said, though judging by the look on her face, I had a feeling that she was far from a state of leaving well enough alone. She wanted vengeance, and I could only shudder to guess what she might do to seek it. Her father wouldn’t find it a punishable offense for me to breed with a human; after all, it had been a direct order from the doyan, but what else might Malnia accuse me of so that I lost favor with her father? 
 
    I left the room with these concerns on my mind and almost turned to the refuge of the guest bedroom. However, another female was in there. This time, an impregnated, moody human who was furious at the simple fact that I even existed.  
 
    The worst part about it was that I truly cared for her. I just had no idea what to do. If I wanted to prove it to her, I could try to rescue her young brother from the prison, but then I would no longer have the leverage I needed for her to cure me of the horrific disease that had been plaguing me for far too long. Not only that, but it would make me appear weak to Malnia and her father, and I would likely lose rank among my people. 
 
    I sighed. It seemed there was no winning when it came to developing feelings for this human. It felt worse having her angry at me than it ever had feeling the wrath of Malnia’s temper. At least with Malnia, I knew that most of her reasons for anger were self-centered and unwarranted. But with the human, all I could do was feel terrible for my misdeeds and wish in vain for some way to make it up to her.  
 
    Somehow, she had the real power over me. Malnia was right to feel threatened. Christina was the one who occupied my thoughts and motivated my actions. I would just have to choose those actions more carefully from now on. Especially if I was ever going to find a way to regain her trust.  
 
    ***

“Jaize, you are needed at the training grounds,” Commander Karhal said. I sighed. It was the third time this week that he had sent me to deal with the most problematic, self-righteous men on the entire force. He knew just how much I loathed going there. None of the Verians there had any respect for authority of any type. 
 
    “Right away,” I said, sighing heavily. I walked to the doorway and began pulling on my uniform when a dark form in the hallway caused me to pause. 
 
    “Going out again, I see,” Malnia said, a self-satisfied grin on her face. Of course, I knew who was to blame for this. Whenever we had a fight of any kind, she told her father everything from her own perspective. The man took joy in giving me the horrible jobs that nobody else in their right mind would ever want to do. Seeing me struggle to keep my composure with the men in this particular squad seemed to give him great pleasure. He was waiting for the day when my patience would be fully tried, and I would lose my temper in full. Then he would be free to reprimand me in any way that he saw fit.  
 
    I was determined not to let it happen, and if I showed even the slightest bit of displeasure to Malnia, it would give my boss a sick satisfaction that made my blood boil. And so I smiled as brightly as I possibly could. 
 
    “You know how troublesome many of the troops can be. Particularly those who have been out on the field for a long time, only to be brought home with nothing to do. We will keep their hands busy for a while until it is their turn to be deployed again; don’t you worry about that.” 
 
    Malnia’s smile faltered slightly, and I left, an unmistakable sense of satisfaction coursing through me. Still, it didn’t last long. I mounted my thuse, taking a look at the window of the guest room where Christina was laying, her abdomen swollen slightly with child. She was being left alone with my malicious wife, and I had no way of making sure that she was safe. All I could really do was ask the Pelin chef to keep an eye on her, and since we were on friendly terms, or so I liked to believe, I could trust that he would do his best. But the small, hairy man was no match for the power of a Verian’s temper, especially Malnia’s, and it seemed reckless to put them both in harm’s way by leaving. 
 
    Regardless, fulfilling my duty was of the utmost importance, and my leg was starting to feel better on its own, well enough that I could walk again, if only with a slight limp. It made it difficult to keep up with some of the soldiers, but for the most part, I knew how to keep up appearances. If any of them knew that I had been stricken with the disease, they would avoid me like the plague. Nobody knew whether or not it was contagious, and nobody wanted to find out. 
 
    I couldn’t let them though, as it would give them something to hold over my head. I could only hope that if I was able to get Christina’s brother out of prison, she would still uphold her end of the bargain, despite the fact that she was now with child and would likely never forgive me. She thought the only reason I had lain with her the night our child was conceived was because it was my duty to create a hybrid with her, when in fact I had been burning for her from the moment I had laid eyes upon her. It seemed the cruelty of this life knew no ends. 
 
    “Yul Lorna!”  
 
    I grimaced at the sound of the most outspoken soldier on the squad, a boy named Jareal. 
 
    “Good afternoon, soldier,” I said, standing in expectation of a salute. He gave me nothing and continued on his way, and I sighed, wondering whether or not to let it go. It seemed unwise to pick a fight with a young man who was eager to shed blood as opposed to sitting on his hands and waiting for orders, so I decided to choose my battle. It would do no harm to let the boy continue walking. I hadn’t been feeling well at all throughout the week. It would be a while before I could stand up for myself again. I wasn’t stupid enough to pick fights that I couldn’t win. 
 
    “Commander! Come here and check this out! It’s hilarious!” 
 
    Nothing any of these men had ever claimed to be funny ever struck me that way, and I braced myself for something crude as I turned to walk toward the man who had summoned me.  
 
    My stomach dropped when I saw the young human boy standing in the middle of a circle of men. His face was flushed a deep red color, and his eyes were watering with strain as he attempted to maintain a squatted position while every Verian man in the area took turns filling his arms with heavy things.  
 
    The boy was just tiny, around ten Earth years, and I recognized him immediately. It was Christina’s brother Lucas. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” I asked, stomping through the circle of laughing men and swatting all of the garbage off of the boy’s arms. I gripped him by the neck and pulled him upright until he was standing tall beside me as he attempted to catch his breath. 
 
    “The prison shipped him out here to see if he could be of any use to us. So far, the answer is a big no,” Heane Vagios said, unable to keep the laughter out of his voice. “I mean, they could at least send us a hybrid! What the hell is this kid doing here anyway?” 
 
    “That is a good question,” I said. “I’m going to find that out.” 
 
    I shoved the boy in front of me and led him to the commander’s tent for privacy. The rest of the men hollered with laughter as they collected their rubbish from the ground, and I did my best to contain my anger. 
 
    The boy was clearly terrified, and I sat him down at the round table in the middle of the room and poured him a glass of refreshing iean from the cooler. It was on hand for anybody who hurt or strained themselves minorly, but it was also one of the most satisfying and delicious drinks on the planet Helna that was still available.  
 
    The boy drank it greedily, and I smiled sadly at him. 
 
    “Have they been picking on you for long?” I asked, sitting down across from him. The boy regarded me with suspicion in his dark brown eyes before he finally nodded. 
 
    “Since I got here.” 
 
    “When was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Yesterday.” 
 
    I sighed. It didn’t surprise me. 
 
    “What are you supposed to be doing here?” 
 
    “They said they were going to test out whether or not I was ready to train for war.” 
 
    “For war, huh? Do you know anything about war?” I asked.  
 
    The boy nodded grimly, and I thought of his parents, how they had been killed by the horrifically efficient weapons of my people. There wouldn’t even have been a body left for the boy and his sister to say good bye to. 
 
    “And what do you think? Would you say you’re ready for war?” 
 
    “I don’t want to,” he said, with sudden fire in his eyes. He looked at me seriously, as if ready to do whatever bargaining he had to do in order to maintain his life away from the battlefield. “I can fix things sometimes! Maybe I can just work on, like, machines and stuff like that. But I don’t want to go to war or be a soldier. Especially not if it means being around assholes like them all the time.” 
 
    I almost expected the boy to cry, as his sister had been prone to do since the beginning of her pregnancy, but he looked at me evenly, waiting for my response with a kind of grim determination. He would accept his fate, no matter what that happened to be. And as far as he knew, I was the enemy. And frankly, I wasn’t so sure that I wasn’t. 
 
    “Well, I’m not really in charge of what happens to you,” I told him evenly. His face fell, but his lips stayed set in a grim line of determination. “But I will put a word in to my friend in the prison that you would do better elsewhere. Between you and me, the guys here, they’re awful. I wouldn’t be working here if I didn’t have to be.” 
 
    “Why do you have to be?” Luke asked.  
 
    “My boss doesn’t like me very much, so he gives me bad jobs sometimes.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You ask a lot of questions, Luke.” 
 
    The boy flinched. “How do you know my name?”  
 
    I stammered for a moment, unsure of how to answer him.  
 
    “I know things,” I said, deciding to keep it mysterious. Kids were always more accepting of mystery than adults; at least I had always thought so. I had never encountered one who asked so many questions though. Especially to their captors. He and his sister were both fearless, it seemed. I couldn’t help but admire it. 
 
    “All right. Well, don’t tell any of them what my real name is. My parents always told me that if I got caught, to give them the name Max. So just call me Max, all right?” 
 
    “All right,” I agreed. Though I couldn’t help but think that Verians wouldn’t give a single care about what the boy’s name was. all that mattered was whether or not he had a function. Otherwise, he would be deemed unworthy of the resources that were being allocated to him. Helna was already lacking. Having another person on the planet to care for who wasn’t serving the express purpose of winning the war was just a waste of space and resources.  
 
    “Why don’t you spend the rest of the day working on laundry duty, Max?” I said.  
 
    If he was out of the way, then he was less likely to get picked on. It was the very least that I could do for his situation. At the end of the day, he was going to be shipped back to the prison, and probably sentenced to spend the rest of his days there until an execution was scheduled. These men were clearly not going to allow him to join their ranks, unless they wanted somebody to mess with. But even then they weren’t stupid enough to put someone who couldn’t do the job on their squad. It would put every single one of them in immense danger.  
 
    “The laundry?” Lucas whined. “That’s girl stuff!” 
 
    I grinned. “Actually, the laundry can be done by anybody. I guess you would prefer to be out there with the rest of the men then? If that’s the case, then there is nothing more that I can do for you.” 
 
    Lucas sighed and shook his head. “I’ll just do the laundry.” 
 
    “Good boy,” I said, standing from my chair. I led Luke to the laundry tent and showed him the basics. I watched him until I was satisfied and then went out to deal with the rest of the soldiers, hoping that the day would bring no more unexpected surprises. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Dr. Christina Evans (MD) 
 
      
 
    “Meal time, Dr. Evans.” 
 
    I smiled at the kind voice of the Pelin chef, who had agreed to call me by my preferred title, unlike everybody else in the house. It was comforting to know that someone was capable of respect. 
 
    Jaize had been gone for several hours, and the house had seemed quiet without him. I had heard and Malnia exchange words before he left. Although their tones always seemed subdued, I could tell that they were at the end of their ropes with each other. 
 
    “Please enjoy,” the Pelin said, bowing deeply for me. I couldn’t see his face, but he had been very kind over the past few days, waiting on me if I needed anything and always there if I was feeling ill from the pregnancy. 
 
    I had been shocked to find that he didn’t have a name; none of the Pelin did. It was part of their culture, and they had been colonized by the Verians and had pledged loyalty to them. They were underappreciated slaves, from what I could tell, and waited on the Verians hand and foot for anything they could possibly ask for.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said. I had learned to slow down on my eating, as eating too rapidly could make the sickness even more powerful. I had begun displaying some fairly typical signs of pregnancy for a human, such as swollen breasts and a sensitivity to smells, and some rather uncommon signs that I assumed came from the Verian side of things. For example, my skin had taken on an ashy sheen, so that my skin looked somewhat more the color of Jaize or Malnia, and my stomach was swelling rapidly, unlike in a human pregnancy.  
 
    The Pelin had informed me that I was going to be due within five months of pregnancy—at least that was the average for the human women who had been impregnated in the prison. He seemed highly interested in such matters, and we held long conversations over my meals, as neither of us had anybody else to talk to. He was a sweet little man, if a little odd at times, and I quickly grew fond of him. 
 
    “How was your sleep, Dr. Evans?” the Pelin asked as I slowly worked my way through my meal. 
 
    “It was…challenging,” I answered honestly. It had been bothering me that Jaize saw no future for our child other than in aiding the war effort. He had called my abduction ‘Operation Super Soldier’ when he’d spoken to his superiors once he had me in his custody, and now I knew why. The Verian-human hybrid children were strong and capable, and he had been wanting one of his own. It had been so stupid of me to let him have his way. I couldn’t think of any way I would possibly be able to forgive him. 
 
    “Sorry to hear that. If you’d like, I could make you—” 
 
    “Leave us.” 
 
    The food in my stomach suddenly felt heavy when Malnia’s voice sounded in the doorway. The Pelin nodded graciously to her and left the room, leaving me alone in the tiny kitchen area with Jaize’s wife. This was never good. 
 
    “Hello, Malnia,” I said, standing up from the table. She was significantly taller than me, and I didn’t like the way that she was towering over me, with that distinct look of malice in her eyes. 
 
    “I have a task for you,” she said, not bothering with niceties. “If you do not do it, you will be in direct violation of your terms for staying here.” 
 
    I stood, doing my best to smile pleasantly at her. I had learned that people like this were even more infuriated by other people’s pleasure, and from the dark glint in Malnia’s eye, I knew that this was true of her.  
 
    “Of course,” I said cheerfully. “I would be happy to help with whatever it is you ask.” 
 
    A cheerful slave was not a fun slave, we had learned in class, and so it was the first tactic I employed. Malnia scoffed and led the way through the house until we came upon a large room. She pushed the door open, and I immediately started coughing. It was absolutely covered in dust. 
 
    Malnia turned the light on, and we walked inside. I gaped at all of the huge furniture inside, covered with white cloths as if somebody inside had once died. 
 
    “This is the nursery where I was born and spent the formative years of my life,” Malnia informed me, a look in her cold eyes that I couldn’t pinpoint. “I want you to get rid of all of the furniture in here. We were going to use it for our own children as a nursery, but I wanted to be sure I would successfully conceive before we prepared a room for a child.” 
 
    “You want me to move the furniture?” I asked incredulously. “But I’m—” 
 
    “And don’t just leave it scattered about, either. There’s a code for picking up old things like this. If it’s not neat and tidy, they will leave it in front of the house for ages. We wouldn’t want you to have to haul it all to the dump yourself, now would we?” 
 
    “Malnia, this is dangerous,” I said, furrowing my brow. “It could hurt the—” 
 
    “And don’t forget to clean all of the dust out of the room when you’re finished. I want this place spotless. I’ve decided to take up a new hobby, upon my father’s urging. It will be nice to spend some time in a familiar space.” 
 
    “I can’t just—” 
 
    Malnia turned to me, her gaze sending a chill down my spine. “If you aren’t up to it, then there are other consequences.” 
 
    She was trying to get rid of me, I realized. That, or she legitimately did not want this baby to be born without complications. But since she couldn’t outright harm me or the child, she was going to try to do it with indirect means. I felt sick suddenly, and swallowed hard. 
 
    “Of course I’m up to it. Is there anything else you would like me to do for you?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she said, the tone of her voice one of disgust. “The last thing I asked you to do, you couldn’t be bothered with. But you will regret not staying away from my husband. He belongs with me, not with you, and there is nothing in this universe that will keep us apart.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you? I can’t stand him!” I exclaimed.  
 
    Malnia narrowed her eyes. “If you shout at me like that again, you will be executed on the spot, and nobody will be able to save you.” 
 
    I opened and closed my mouth in exasperation, finally nodding. “I understand. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Malnia tilted her chin up at me, and I suddenly realized that she expected me to kneel. I did, and a cloud of dust swarmed around my face. I coughed and sputtered, tears welling in my eyes. I glanced up at Malnia just in time to catch her grinning at me maliciously before closing the heavy door of the room behind her. 
 
      
 
    ***

I slowly dragged the heavy frame of the bed through the long, winding hallways and out in front of the house and fell back against the big collection of dusty old furniture, coughing and panting. I held my hand over the tiny mound of my child, silently apologizing for all that I was putting it through. It deserved better than this, better than this horrific world, but there wasn’t much that I could do about it. At least not yet. I was trapped. 
 
    “What the freg is this?!” 
 
    I winced at the sound of Jaize’s voice. I had been too exhausted to even register the sound of his thuse when he parked in the driveway, and now that he was standing in front of me, his purple eyes flashing with anger and concern, all I wanted to do was collapse into his arms. No matter how much I hated him, I had worn myself out. It had been stupid of me to try so hard to please Malnia. If she wanted to execute me, then what was the harm in letting her? 
 
    “Yula!” 
 
    I didn’t have enough time to tell Jaize to call me by my proper name before the world around me began to double, and I blacked out. 
 
    ***

“How could you be so selfish! This isn’t about you! The human could have been seriously hurt! Or worse, the child!” 
 
    “What do you care about the human? Or the child for that matter?” Malnia said, her voice quaking with rage. “They are both just marks to you to show everybody that you’re a good patriot!” 
 
    “That’s not true!” Jaize growled. “I care about her! And the child that we bore together. And whether she knows it as the truth or not, I would rather have her as my wife than you!” 
 
    “Well, that’s just great, Jaize. Thank you for being honest about that. But you know what? We are stuck together! For the rest of our natural lives, there is nothing we can do about it! You literally ruined my life!” 
 
    “Oh no, Yula,” Jaize said darkly. “You have by far ruined mine. Every time I try to please you, it backfires. I get seriously harmed along the way. All you have ever done is cause harm! To me, and to anybody you feel threatened by. But tell me, what exactly is it that you don’t like about the human? She is sweet, kind, compassionate. Everything you never have been for a second in your life!” 
 
    “I am done talking to you about this,” Malnia said. “I’m going to tell my father, and you are going to regret every single word you have just spoken.” 
 
    “I will never regret speaking the truth, Malnia! That is why you and I have never worked well together!” 
 
    I sat up weakly in my bed when I heard a door slam shut, and then the heavy sound of Jaize’s boots as he paced outside the bedroom door. They finally stopped, and for a moment I thought he was going to enter. Instead, he began to speak in hushed tones, a prayer I recognized from my cleansing. He was invoking the power of the ancient Verian gods. He wanted them to protect me and his child from all harm. 
 
    I fell back against my pillow, my eyes filled with tears. Nothing had happened to the child as far as I could tell, but it had been a close call. Living with a malicious woman like Jaize’s wife meant that neither I nor my baby would be safe. I couldn’t stand to be in the house a moment longer. I knew exactly what I had to do, and I was going to have to act fast, while Jaize, and everybody else, thought that I was incapacitated. 
 
    I crept to the window of the guest room and opened it as quietly as I could, stepping out carefully onto the sandy ground. A wave of dizzy nausea overwhelmed me, but I wouldn’t let it stop me. Jaize had left the thuse parked outside, and if I tried hard enough, I would be able to remember every turn he had made that led me to the laboratory by the prison. I was going to find Luke, and the two of us were going to get the hell out of there. One way or another. 
 
      
 
    ***
  
 
    The thuse proved to be far simpler to drive than most machines on Earth, although I struggled at first with translating the written Verian language to operate the controls. Once I had the basics figured out, however, I was able to reverse the machine out of the area Jaize had parked it and sped down the road, sending a wish to every deity who could hear me to get me to my brother safely and help us return to Earth. 
 
    Before long, I was zooming at a terrifying speed down the long, deserted roadways, and every once in a while, a Verian would pass on his own thuse and stare at me in shock and wonder. I didn’t have time to worry about their looks though. As long as they weren’t pursuing me, I would focus only on the mission at hand and nothing more.  
 
    My heart began to pound hard in my chest as I started to draw nearer to the prison. Every landmark I recognized left me feeling distinctly optimistic. At least, until I realized that I had absolutely no way into the prison. 
 
    I almost turned back right then, but the thought of being able to see Luke again pushed me forward. Even if I died trying, it would be better than staying stuck in that house with those horrible people. I wanted so badly to be able to trust Jaize and believe that he was telling the truth when he said he had feelings for me, but if he knew anything, he would understand that the thing I wanted most in the world, no, the thing I needed, was my brother back in my life, safe and sound. No matter what the personal cost to me.  
 
    The memory of Luke fueled my determination, and I soon saw the tall buildings on the horizon, first the laboratory, and then the prison itself. I had no idea how to get inside, or where to go once I had, but I had to try something. I had the thuse. We could try to escape civilized Verian life until we were able to find a way to stow away back to Earth. Anything was possible. As long as I didn’t give up, I could make it back home with my brother. I had to believe that.  
 
    I quickly dismounted the thuse, hiding it in a pile of scrap metal and trash that looked like it had been there for centuries. If I found Lucas, I would bring him back here, and we would make our final escape.  
 
    I crept around the back of the laboratory, formulating the closest thing to a plan as I could. My heart raced as I approached the prison. I could go in and claim that I was sent on an errand to retrieve the boy for Commander Jaize Lorna. Maybe they would believe me. And even if they didn’t, it wouldn’t be worse than what was already happening.  
 
    I made my way toward the prison, my legs shaking and my hand pressed gently against the small mound of my belly. The idea of seeing Lucas again was making me feel giddy. That might have been why I didn’t hear the footsteps behind me. 
 
    Icy cold hands gripped my shoulders, and I was whipped around, until I was suddenly face to face with Karan, the scientist from the lab. His mouth was twisted in a sadistic smile, and my blood curdled immediately. I couldn’t run or hide; he had me held firmly in his grasp, and there was nowhere for me to go. 
 
    “Well look what I found,” he said gleefully, putting his face far too close to mine. I flinched back, but it only made him laugh. “And where is your little guard dog, human?” 
 
    I didn’t speak, hoping that maybe if I ignored the question, he would let me go. But he seemed keen on keeping me prisoner a little longer.  
 
    “I always heard humans were shy until you plied them with chemicals. Then they like to show off quite a bit. Do you find that to be true?” 
 
    Hot tears filled my eyes as Karan’s hand found its way to my hair and he tugged it harshly. “It isn’t polite to ignore a man when he is speaking to you. Then again, I have also heard that humans can be very, very rude.” 
 
    “Jaize…” 
 
    “Yes, your guard dog, as I said. I see he let you off the leash today, at any rate. One has to wonder who is the lead and who follows with the two of you. You have quite a sharp tongue, human. It’s a shame you’re holding it back. I do love a challenge.” 
 
    “Let go!” I shouted. A burst of strength emboldened me, and I twisted out of Karan’s grip, kicking at his kneecap and scrambling away.  
 
    “You sly little krocha!” Karan exclaimed. I ignored his words as I ran further and further away, gratitude overwhelming me when Karan stumbled over a piece of debris and nearly toppled over. 
 
    I ran with everything I had until I finally reached the door of the prison and dodged inside for shelter, my chest heaving rapidly as I shut the door loudly behind me.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    My voice echoed down the long corridors, and I had a sudden chill. The place was completely empty, or so it felt, devoid of all life. I had the sudden sinking feeling that I was in the wrong place. I wouldn’t find Luke here. But if he wasn’t at the prison, then where was he? 
 
    “I’ve got you now, krocha!” 
 
    I cried out in fear as Karan reached through the doorway of the prison and his fingertips grazed the collar of my shirt.  
 
    “What is the meaning of this?!” 
 
    A tall, dark-eyed Verian stepped toward us, seemingly from out of nowhere, with a spear-like weapon drawn upon us. 
 
    “Narei! This little human was taunting me! She—” 
 
    “Enough, Karan. Female, what is going on?” 
 
    I gaped at the man whose weapon was pointed right at my chest, and I held my hands protectively over the place where the child was resting. 
 
    “I…the men’s prison…a boy…” I shook my head and slumped against the wall. It had all been too much. I had no idea what I was trying to do here. I should have just stayed in bed where it was safe.  
 
    “A boy?” Narei asked, lowering his weapon in puzzlement. “Is she talking about Max?” 
 
    Karan shrugged. “She’s mine now; I saw her first!” 
 
    “Enough, Karan! We’re lucky to get any of the females back in breeding condition when you get your disgusting hands on them. This one is already with child. I won’t have you ruin the chances of a safe birth.” 
 
    “But, Narei!” 
 
    “That’s enough!” 
 
    A masculine, booming voice suddenly made all three of us jump, and the prison door slammed open. Jaize marched inside, his eyes glowing with fire. 
 
    “I told you not to touch her, Karan,” Jaize said, lifting Karan by the lapels of his shirt and slamming him against the wall. The rattle of the metal and Karan’s body was loud and frightening, and I flinched away from them, squeezing my eyes closed. I just wanted to be back in my bed. But nowhere on this planet seemed welcoming. 
 
    “Jaize, the human came in here babbling about a boy. Is she talking about Max?” 
 
    Jaize looked fiercely at me and then back at Narei with a broad but false smile on his face. “Yes, she is. I told her about how the soldiers were bullying him, and she had this crazy idea about bringing him back to my house to live with us.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Narei said with a snort. “That little krocha is good for nothing. In fact, his execution is scheduled for next week. We can’t waste resources on someone like this, and no doubt if we returned him, he would just grow into another soldier we would have to kill later. Better to think ahead.” 
 
    My stomach sank. Max was the name my parents had told Luke to use if we were ever in a compromised position. If what this man was saying was true, my little brother was scheduled to die at the hands of the Verians. Just like our parents had.  
 
    “Of course,” Jaize said, chuckling. “It was just a silly notion. But you know humans. Once they get an idea in their heads…” 
 
    “Tell me about it,” Narei said, shaking his head. “I work with them day in and day out. And I never get a break since Zaine disappeared. I won’t even get any time off for when Gretchai and I get married!” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Jaize said, taking my elbow and leading me gently past the two men and through the prison doors. “We’re going to head back now. Pregnant humans are always so worried about the young. Maternal instincts; can’t blame her for it. I apologize sincerely for any trouble we may have caused you.” 
 
    “It was no trouble at all,” Narei said cheerfully.  
 
    I glanced at Karan, who was staring at Jaize with a fierce glare on his face. I was suddenly beside myself with relief. Jaize was here. He had kept the situation from going from bad to worse. He was going to take me back so that I could sleep in my own bed.  
 
    When we were finally out of earshot of the other men, Jaize turned to face me. I thought he was going to be angry, but instead, I was shocked when he embraced me tenderly, kissing the top of my head and holding me close to his muscular body. 
 
    “Please, never do anything so reckless again, Yula,” he said. “I thought I had lost you.” 
 
    I lingered in his grip for a few blissful moments before it suddenly struck me. Luke was going to be killed. I pulled away from Jaize and looked him square in the eye. 
 
    “My brother—” 
 
    “I know,” Jaize said, shaking his head. “It’s heartless.” 
 
    “We can’t just let him be killed!” I exclaimed. “If you mean anything you said, you will help me get him out of this. Please!” 
 
    Jaize’s face looked troubled, and he took me by the arm and guided me to the bubble-like hovercraft he had parked haphazardly on the prison’s lawn. He must have heard me take the thuse and gone out to find me. It had been a stupid plan anyway. I hadn’t been thinking clearly. 
 
    “It’s going to be all right, Yula,” he said, carefully avoiding my plea and helping me into the hovercraft. “Let’s just get you home. You need to rest now and save your strength. Everything will look better in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Commander Jaize Lorna 
 
      
 
    Once I knew that Christina was safely sleeping in her room, I sat back against the wall and sighed deeply. It had been a hell of a day, for both of us. Now, knowing that the young man I had met earlier that day was definitely bound for execution, I had a choice to make. 
 
    If I attempted to rescue him, it would not only be a dangerous, probably failed mission, but it would also label me a traitor to my people. It was unlikely that I would succeed, especially considering my disease, but there was something that had been bothering me since we’d come back from the prison. I had lifted Karan easily, as if he were nothing but a tiny child. It almost felt like, at that moment, that I’d gotten a bit of my strength back. 
 
    But that was impossible. Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling. The whole situation had given me a rush, a taste of the impossible. I couldn’t dare to dream of it being a permanent state, but the possibility of being cured left me feeling elated. It would be nice to feel like a real man again. 
 
    “Luke…” 
 
    I tensed up at the sound of Christina’s voice. She had been suffering deeply all night long, tossing and turning in a fitful, fever-like sleep. If I could rescue her brother, it would show her that I truly cared about her. That I would rather raise my family on the run from the powerful Verian government than I serve as Commander any longer. 
 
    Truthfully, living with Christina had been eye-opening. I had never known that humans could be so…charming. The same was true of young Lucas, who had proven to be quite endearing. The idea that I might have a son like that myself, someday soon, filled me with pride and giddy anticipation.  
 
    But the thought of the boy being executed put those feelings to a halt. I couldn’t just let him suffer like that. It was cruel and needless. Surely there was something I could do without compromising everything I had on planet Helna! 
 
    But what was it that I had, really? A wife who would be better off without me, a boss who hated me, and a thankless job for a government that worried more about mining resources from innocent people than promoting a peaceful way of co-existing with them? We had anti-human propaganda that had left me feeling, from a young age, that humans were vermin. I had worked hard to reach the top of the military’s career track so that I would have a chance to protect my people from the human enemy once and for all. 
 
    And now, I had fallen in love with one. But to love her also meant to love her family. A family my people had viciously torn apart and continued to harm, even as I sat protectively outside of Christina’s room.  
 
    I got to my feet, a growl lodged deep in my throat. I couldn’t let them execute Luke. He had done nothing wrong. He was just a child, in the wrong place at the wrong time. A child, not a casualty of war, or some kind of spy with intel on an ambush. And certainly not just a waste of space and resources. That was what was wrong with my planet. Everything was focused on the utilitarian aspect. So rarely were Verians focused on the non-material aspects of life. Aspects like love, or loyalty. The things that Christina needed from me that I wasn’t sure I knew how to give her. 
 
    But I knew one thing: I wasn’t going to make the mistake of letting her go so easily. And I wasn’t going to let any young child of mine be forced into a system of oppressive bondage to the Verian army. I was going to fight for the freedom of my family and win Christina’s heart once and for all. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
     I woke up early, after only an hour’s worth of rest, my plan fresh in my mind. 
 
    “Please, look after the human,” I asked the Pelin.  
 
    “Of course,” he said, with a low nod.  
 
    “I need you to drive her to the bay, later in the day. Make sure she’s there waiting for me by 2:00, Earth time. Use this.” 
 
    I slipped the watch off of my wrist and handed it to the Pelin. It looked huge in his little hands, and he knelt in acknowledgment of the request. 
 
    “You can’t let Malnia know where you have taken the human. She isn’t to do any further damage to her. Understood?”  
 
    “Yes,” the Pelin said seriously, and I knew by the sound of his voice that he took this job seriously. It had been unbelievable for Malnia to risk the life of Christina and the child the way she had, and a sobering event for the Pelin, who had taken quite a liking to the human. 
 
    I knelt to him, unsure of whether or not this would be the last time I would see him, and then stepped inside the cool guest bedroom where Christina was slumbering soundly. 
 
    I gazed at her for a moment, pain wrenching my heart. I lowered my lips gently against her temple. 
 
    “I may die trying,” I whispered, “but I will do everything in my power to bring your brother back.” 
 
    I left quickly, before Christina could stir and ask what I was doing hovering over her in her sleep, and headed for the prison. My heart tremored nervously as I made the trip. It was one I had made a thousand times before, but this time, I was terrified. Whether the place was understaffed or not, the Doyan was very particular about who worked there. It was under the supervision of some of the most experienced fighters on all of Helna, and the idea of confronting any of them, with the mysterious disease that continued to weaken me, was disturbing, to say the least.  
 
    “Jaize, hello!” Narei said, walking toward me when I crossed into the entrance. “I was just—” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Narei,” I said. His face flickered with confusion just before I struck him hard. He fell to the ground fast, and I studied my fist in disbelief. It hadn’t just been my imagination. Ever since Christina had gotten pregnant, it seemed I had been regaining my strength again, little by little.  
 
    And now, when I closed my eyes, I could almost feel the heartbeat of my tiny son or daughter as their strength urged me forward. I opened my eyes again, thrilled and determined to accomplish exactly what I set out to accomplish. With strength on my side once more, there was nothing to stand in my way.  
 
    I knelt beside Narei and dug through his pockets until I found the ring of keys and passcodes. I would find Luke and get him out of this place if it was the last thing I ever did. 
 
      
 
    ***

  
 
    I could hear the heavy snores of human men once I opened the door to the corridor, and knew immediately that I was in the right place. Narei had led me here once before, to his detriment, unfortunately, and I crept through the hallway as quietly as I could, peering in each cell until I found the one where Luke was sleeping.  
 
    “Max!” I hissed. One of the men stirred, but Lucas stayed asleep. Finally, I lost my patience and unlocked the door carefully. If I was too loud, the men would end up charging out of the cell all at once, and I would lose my advantage.  
 
    I crept inside until I was standing just over the sleeping boy. I nudged him. 
 
    “Lucas,” I whispered. “Time to go.” 
 
    His eyes shot open, and he sat bolt upright, staring into my eyes fearfully. 
 
    “Please don’t hurt me!” he whimpered. 
 
    I clamped my hand over his mouth and lifted him up. “I’m here to save you, little Yul!” 
 
    His brow furrowed in confusion but he stayed silent until we were outside the cell. I sat him down on his feet and fumbled with the keys, peering at the lock. 
 
    As I attempted to lock the door behind us, a strong hand gripped my wrist and wrenched the key ring out of my hand. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, Jaize!” 
 
    Narei shouted from behind the line of hulking Verian warriors, retired from battle and content to work the graveyard shift at the prison.  
 
    “Stay down!” I growled to Lucas. He nodded, his brown eyes wide in terror, and I turned to the group of men. They clearly hadn’t seen a good fight in years, and they were ready. I braced myself for the impact, and soon my fists were flying.  
 
    It had been almost four years since I had felt like myself, and with every connection my fists made to another Verian man’s flesh, the more alive I felt. Soon, I was giddy with the adrenaline and had knocked out three out of my seven opponents. Narei was watching from the sidelines with fear etched all over his face, occasionally trying to talk some sense into me. 
 
    “Think of your ranking!” he would shout, running behind the wall to avoid getting splashed with blood from one of the older men’s teeth getting knocked out. Or, “You have a hybrid on the way! What if their career is jeopardized because of your own foolishness?!” 
 
    But I was immune to his words. There was nothing left on Helna for me. Verian society had far more wrong with it than it had right at this point, and until they learned to compromise and appreciate humans, and vice versa, I couldn’t see myself taking either side in the war. There had to be somewhere that we could coexist without having to live in fear. And I was going to find it. 
 
    “Krocha!” the last man shouted in fury as his head hit the ground hard. I grinned. I had never felt so alive in my life. Narei cried out and backed away toward the wall with his hands raised in the air. 
 
    “Don’t hurt me!” he pleaded. “I didn’t want to do this!” 
 
    I shook my head at him and tossed him the keys. 
 
    “Don’t try to stop me next time,” I warned him, pointing my finger at him.  
 
    “I won’t!” he promised.  
 
    “Come on,” I said to Lucas, taking the boy’s hand. “We’re going to get out of here.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” he asked. He was clearly afraid of me, and really, I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    “I know where your sister is.” 
 
    The boy gasped, and I couldn’t help but smile. I was doing the right thing. Finally. And nothing was going to stand in my way. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Dr. Christina Evans (MD) 
 
      
 
    I looked out over the murky green water pensively, the Pelin man standing silently beside me. He refused to tell me what we were doing here, and all I could think about was Jaize. He had promised to help me get Luke out if I helped to heal him, but I hadn’t. I didn’t know anything about the disease. And now, my little brother was doomed because of one man’s selfishness. How was I ever going to live with myself after this? 
 
    A loud whirring noise filled the sky, and I looked up, afraid and confused about what was going on. The Pelin hopped up and down excitedly, and I frowned as the huge craft landed on the sand beside me.  
 
    “Christina!” 
 
    My heart nearly burst, and tears sprang immediately to my eyes as Lucas wrapped his small arms around my neck and clung tightly to me. 
 
    “Your friend is so cool! He got me out of jail! We’re going home!!” 
 
    I looked at Jaize through the tears in my eyes, my entire body electrified by the handsome smile on his face.  
 
    “It’s true,” he reassured me, crossing the sand to help me to my feet. Apparently, I had collapsed as soon as Luke’s voice reached my ears. “But we have to move fast.” 
 
    “Are you coming?” I asked, turning to the kind little Pelin. He seemed surprised and looked at Jaize. 
 
    “Well?” he asked. 
 
    The Pelin ran onto the ship, as if afraid we were going to change our minds, and Jaize laughed. 
 
    “Come on. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    I boarded the ship, the same stealth craft that I had bumped my foot on before, and before I knew it, we were flying through space at the speed of light. 
 
    I held Luke tightly, and suddenly he touched my stomach. 
 
    “I’m going to be an uncle?!” he exclaimed. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes,” I said, kissing his forehead. “And you’re going to be the best uncle there ever was.” 
 
    ***


  
 
    Several hours later, Luke and the Pelin were sound asleep, and we landed safely on Earth, far away from the Zones or settlements. Jaize had packed us enough resources on the ship to last us for years to come, and we camped out in the darkness quietly. 
 
    We were alone in the bunker, Jaize sitting quietly across from me, gripping my hand tightly as if he were afraid I might disappear. 
 
    “I didn’t know if I would ever see you again,” he whispered. “I thought that because of my disease, succeeding at this would be a long shot.” 
 
    I held his hands to my lips and kissed them tenderly. I had heard him, somewhere in my sleeping mind, that morning, and I had woken up wishing dearly for him to be beside me.  
 
    “Please promise me you’ll never do anything so reckless again,” I whispered. “I don’t think the baby and I could take it if anything happened to you.” 
 
    I had been trying so hard to deny my feelings for Jaize that I had completely missed the part where I’d fallen head over heels in love with him. But now that he had risked everything he had ever known, including his own life, to bring my brother and me back to Earth safely, I knew there would never be another man I wanted more in my life than him.  
 
    “I’m really sorry, you know,” he said awkwardly, looking down at the ground. “For everything I put you through.” 
 
    I laughed quietly. “I’m sorry for that too. But it worked out. We should try to forget the bad and focus on creating more of the good.” 
 
    My eyes caught his, and our gazes lingered for a moment. Suddenly, rapid heat surged through my body, and our lips were touching. I kissed him passionately, his lips generating fire all throughout my body. I had never wanted a man so badly in my life. Now that all was said and done, and I knew exactly who he was, nothing had ever felt more right. 
 
    Jaize seemed to feel the same way, and I gasped as the urgent mound of his erection pressed against my thigh. We kissed languidly for a few more moments before he pulled away, his brow arched in concern. 
 
    “Is this safe? For the baby?” 
 
    I laughed and pulled him down to continue the kiss. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, my hands roaming the broad muscle of his chest and the soft skin of his face. “Don’t you dare stop.” 
 
    He grinned and lifted me easily, and I was shocked by his strength. He truly had made a miraculous recovery: one he attributed entirely to our baby.  
 
    Jaize stripped me quickly, his mouth settling over the sensitive ring of my nipple, and my back arched involuntarily as pleasure surged through me. I helped him to strip his clothes off and took in the deeply gratifying sight of his completely naked body. Men on Earth would kill to look the way a Verian man did naturally, and I relished in the firm muscles brushing against my skin and the impressive size of his member as it teased and caressed the hypersensitive nerve endings between my legs. 
 
    I sighed in bliss as Jaize buried his mouth against the nape of my neck and tasted my skin, his muscle swelling against me. I cried out softly as it entered me, suddenly and swiftly, and our bodies soon found the rhythm they needed to become one. 
 
    I closed my eyes, relishing every wave of pleasure that Jaize and his body took me on until I could hardly think anymore. All I could do was feel the distinct satisfaction of my climax building and building; the tension of release as Jaize continued to thrust deeply into my body, carrying me beyond the sweet sensation of pleasure and into the ocean of ecstasy.  
 
    “I love you,” Jaize whispered, his deep voice rumbling in my ear. I closed my eyes, my back arching as the words sent thrills down my spine. The small movement brought his member deeper inside of me and my body ever closer to my climax. 
 
    “I love you too,” I gasped, gripping Jaize’s muscular arms tightly as I braced myself for another powerful round of thrusting. 
 
    I shuddered beneath him as his body took on a power I had never experienced before. It shocked me deeply, and I had to bite my lip to keep from screaming out in rapture. Jaize hissed in pleasure as he submerged himself deeply inside of me, and suddenly I could feel the tension of our bodies give way to orgasm.  
 
    The sweet nectar of his longing filled me in a hot rush of ecstasy, and I quaked beneath him as my world opened up to new heights. A new swell of pleasure overwhelmed me as he emptied the last of himself inside of me in a final, fluid motion, and we collapsed on the bunk together, our chests heaving laboriously.  
 
    “Welcome home,” Jaize said, kissing my forehead. I hugged him tightly and lifted his hand to touch my belly for the first time. 
 
    “You too,” I whispered.  
 
    We fell asleep like that, both exhausted and excited for the new chapter of our lives that was about to unfold. 
 
      
 
    The End 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe it,” I whispered, pulling away from my telescope. “That can’t be right.” 
 
    But when I peered into the dark sky above me, all I saw was what I saw every other night. There were a few glittering stars in the sky, and the moon was waning. Beyond that, I couldn’t see any sign of the planet I’d been watching. No matter how hard I looked, there were no answers. Nothing to account for what I’d seen.  
 
    “What is it, Lain?” 
 
    My research partner, Kara, slid back in her swivel chair to look at me. We were sitting side by side on a large balcony, each of us consumed by our own telescopes. 
 
    “Something’s happening on Planet 139,” I said, looking down at my desk to scribble some notes. I pushed stray strands of wavy blonde hair out of my eyes for the fifth time that day. That’s what I got for forgetting my hair tie at home. 
 
    “What do you mean? They’ve been dormant for years,” Kara said, standing from her chair and moving to my side. 
 
    “See for yourself,” I said, offering her the telescope. 
 
    Kara bent over and peered into the dark tunnel. 
 
    “Oh my god…you’re right,” she breathed.  
 
    What I’d seen didn’t make sense. The alien race I was studying seemed everything but exploratory. And yet I had just been the first woman—no, the first human—to witness the launching of a spacecraft. Of any kind. Even the Vellreq, who were so open about so many things, were secretive about their crafts. Somehow, the alien race managed to cloak them far from where any human eye might see them as they came and went. 
 
    “What are they doing? Are they traveling somewhere?” 
 
    Sure enough, the spacecraft was hurtling beyond the atmosphere of Planet 139, and I watched in awe. The craft was round and robust, with a huge fuel tank resting on the outside of it. I had no idea what the purpose for it might be, but it was groundbreaking to finally see the launch of an alien craft in person. I memorized every detail I could, right down to the rust-colored bolts holding the craft together.  
 
    “I’ve never seen anything like this,” I said. Kara nodded. 
 
    “This is extraordinary,” she agreed. 
 
    Research into alien colonies was a budding science, and I was one of the lucky few chosen to document it in detail. The pioneering research group was known as the Orion Project, and really it was the project of a lifetime, conducting research that would pave the way for exploration in the field of alien lifeforms for generations to come. Our conduct and methods were a turning point for an entirely new scientific field. Every little detail counted. 
 
    And yet, they had Kara and I, the only two women on the team, researching the planets with the least activity. Go figure. 
 
    “You’d better get back in here and take down the records, Lain. You’re going to be famous for this.” 
 
    “Famous? It’s not like I built the ship,” I mumbled, taking Kara’s place at the telescope. Still, my hands were shaking. Kara was right. This would launch my career. 
 
    I had been assigned to this job by my superiors with the intention of researching the peaceful alien race that had been accidentally discovered during a mission to explore the black holes plaguing our galaxy. Lucky for us, they were just close enough to Earth that the new super-powered telescopes and satellites could give us a constant stream of information. 
 
    Still, our access to and understanding of this information was limited. All we really knew was what we had heard and experienced first-hand through dangerous pilgrimages through space.  
 
    What that really meant was we hardly knew anything. And now, it seemed possible that my peaceful alien race might not be so peaceful after all. The rule of thumb seemed to be that if an alien race left their planet, something bad would soon follow. Whether it was a famine they were trying to escape or an attack on or from another alien race, only time could tell.  
 
    We’d just begun to develop communications technologies with the helpful race that frequented Earth. They called themselves the Vellreq, though they never seemed to say the word Vellreq to each other when speaking in their mother tongue. I was certain they had their own name for themselves, but nobody seemed to care about that hypothesis. What mattered most to the Orion project was that the Vellreq entrusted us with bits and pieces of information as they saw fit. I’d never met a Vellreq in person, though most of the team worked closely with them while conducting research. 
 
    I finished scribbling my report and put on my headset, keeping one eye closely on the ship. It was heading west, into a cluster of meteors that had been deemed unsafe for travel. If this was an exploratory mission, my race, nicknamed the Kartugians, were headed for disaster. 
 
    “All eyes on Planet 139!” I exclaimed into my headset. “Unknown vessel traveling west toward meteor field. Launched at approximately 0300 with no known agenda!” 
 
    “Copy that,” a man’s static-filled voice said into my ears. “We’ll take it from here.” 
 
    But I wasn’t about to let them take over on one of the most exciting things I’d ever seen happen on my job. Instead, I took control. 
 
    “Is there any way to get a feed inside the meteor field in sector 16?” I asked. If we weren’t able to keep our eyes on them, we might lose track of them for good. 
 
    “Affirmative. Locking in on sector 16.” 
 
    “Good,” I said, opening my laptop and typing furiously so I could keep track of the feed. 
 
    The little ship was heading through the meteors, spunky as ever, not bothering to stop or even slow down. We had never seen a ship come through here before, and it struck me as bizarre that they would try to navigate it with such intention. They were surprisingly bold. 
 
    “Keep the cameras focused on the ship,” I said. I typed in a command that recorded the activity on the screen. “This is important.” 
 
    “Roger.” 
 
    “Can you believe this?” Kara whispered. She had her computer on the feed and was watching the bizarre events unfold with the same astonishment as I felt. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s a warship,” I murmured. “Look at how bumbling it is. It’s almost like…” 
 
    “What?” Kara prompted when I trailed off. But what I said just sounded so silly. 
 
    “Well…it’s almost like they’re just going out for a joy ride,” I finally said. 
 
    Kara laughed, and we watched the little ship as it navigated the meteor field. I felt a strange sense of pride as they dodged the meteors, again and again. I could almost hear exclamations of excitement, and in my head, I compared them to humans who enjoyed high-adrenaline sports. 
 
    I was really enjoying the show, but suddenly my stomach dropped. I had to blink hard and rewind my footage before I could even begin to believe what I had seen. As suddenly as it had come, the little ship disappeared into thin air. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    “Commander Zerk’k! Look out!” 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled, slamming my fist onto the control panel and jerking the wheel. “When will those cursed Lenely learn to drive?” 
 
    I had barely been able to steer my ship out of the way in time to avoid hitting the obnoxious looking little ship head-on. The Lenley blinked their lights at me, as if I were the offender, and sped away. As furious as I was, I was grateful that the ships hadn’t collided. That would have been a humiliating way to end the mission. 
 
    “Well, Commander,” Jerd said, smiling sardonically at me. “They do only leave their planet once every millennium.” 
 
    “That’s no excuse. They shouldn’t leave at all if they haven’t mastered their aircraft!” 
 
    Jerd shrugged, which only fueled my fury.  
 
    “They’re a liability for anybody traveling through here,” I continued. “Somebody should go to their planet and force them to pass a safety seminar.” 
 
    “Who better than you, sir?” Jerd replied. 
 
    “Oh, please,” I said, tapping my fingers against the sleek control panel. “I have bigger issues to worry about right now than to teach those idiots how to drive.” 
 
    Nothing could be truer. My people, the Thressl’n, were suffering, and we had only ourselves to blame. In the very early years, the Thressl’n had favored male children over female, for our brighter complexions and insurmountable strength. Unfortunately, this preference had lead to an unprecedented imbalance of males over females. Now, males outnumbered females by a ratio of 16:1. And as Second in Command, it was my job to try and find the best solution. 
 
    Currently, the situation had become a crisis, with most of the females married and some of them curiously infertile. If we didn’t resolve the situation soon, the Thressl’n were going to become extinct. 
 
    Certainly, a lot of resentment was directed my way as many of the younger females refused to mate, hoping they could be my first and only lover. But my attentions lay elsewhere. In fact, until I made a public declaration of my celibacy until further notice, I felt the rivers of anger directed toward me by the many noblemen who had been refused on the grounds that they weren’t me. 
 
    “How much longer now?” I asked, tapping my foot impatiently. Nobody knew this, but I despised flying. The long treks through dark space left me irritable and restless. I’d rather have my feet on the ground any day. 
 
    “We are 15 lightyears away from Earth,” Jerd answered after a short beat. 
 
    “I see,” I said, looking darkly at my monitor. That meant there wasn’t much time left. As soon as we made our way out of the meteor field, we would be within sight for the more advanced Earthling technology. “Raise the cloak. We don’t want anybody to detect us coming in. It could spell trouble. How have the other ships fared?” 
 
    “They’ve logged in as successful, and are heading back to Jenal’k with their cargo in tow. Everything is right on schedule.” 
 
    “Right. We’ll have to go clean up the place a bit. Cover their tracks and make sure that everything is going well. Understood?” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Are you prepared to breathe in that devastating Earth air?” 
 
    I scoffed. “As ready as I’ll ever be. Did any of the footmen report any dangers or anything strange we should be aware of before completing the mission?” 
 
    “No, sir, nothing we weren’t already aware of. Heavy smog, and all the females one could ask for. Populations are absurd. I’m sure nobody will even notice the missing females.” 
 
    “Good,” I said thoughtfully. “We want to leave as little trace as possible.” 
 
    “Cloaking devices have been successfully engaged,” Jerd said, reading the rapidly moving numbers appearing on the screen in front of him. “We’re 7 lightyears from Earth now. Are you ready?” 
 
    I nodded, but I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    Earth. A dark planet only rumored throughout the galaxy for the cruelty of its people toward each other, other species, and even the planet itself. But many races were like that, and it shouldn’t be surprising. However, Earth was the first with people of such dire inclinations to escape their planet before their bad habits made their world inhospitable. In fact, humans could be found treading further and further out into the reaches of space, using their primitive machines to gather intelligence on the workings of the universe around them. Human curiosity was one of the most dangerous things in the solar system. Their interest meant danger for the rest of the universe.  
 
    “If you don’t mind my saying so, sir, I’m sure part of your tension is due to nerves,” Jerd volunteered, purposefully avoiding my eyes and studying the blunt nails on his left hand. His four fingers seemed far more interesting than anything he might be suggesting to me. But I knew he was simply hoping to avoid my vengeance if I found his thought to be out of place.  
 
    “Nerves?” I scoffed, wondering if Jerd had somehow figured out my hatred of flying. We had worked side-by-side for several revolutions of the sun, and he had grown very comfortable speaking his mind to me. I would be lying if I said I didn’t appreciate his honesty, though. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “We’ve never been to Earth,” Jerd reminded me. “We have no idea what the females there will be like, or even if they’re compatible for breeding.” 
 
    “You think that would be enough to make me nervous?” I laughed. 
 
    What Jerd said rang true, but I couldn’t let him know it. While it seemed a reasonable plan to supplement our Thressl’n females with human females, meanwhile depleting Earth’s population to hopefully prevent their irresponsible race from further exploration of the universe, the simple fact of the matter was that Earth and its people were unpredictable. And unpredictable could mean dangerous.  
 
    Jerd was silent, but the admiring shine in his eyes said enough.  
 
    “Of course not, Commander.” 
 
    “Anyway, just because we’ve never come to Earth doesn’t mean that I’m intimidated by the humans. The Vellreq have cozied right up to them…sneaky bastards. They see the potential in an ignorant and innovative destructive force. We’re doing the whole universe good with this mission. Not only that, but we will preserve the one beautiful thing about humans for good once the race finally destroys itself – the females. Let’s do everything we can to strive for success.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jerd said.  
 
    I waved my hand to dismiss him, and he left me alone as I contemplated the best way to approach a race I knew little, if nothing, about.               
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    “Congratulations, Dr. Brousseau, on a job well done,” my boss, General Erik Meyers, said. He beamed out at the crowd, his eyes scanning over my head as he pinned a medal onto the lapel of my blazer. His smile remained frozen as he waited for the crowd to respond. 
 
    The small group surrounding me applauded, and I blinked hard as cameras began flashing in my face. It was both very over and underwhelming, and I smiled out at the crowd. There was nowhere to go from here but up. If only I had family or friends to share my accomplishment with, I probably would have felt completely happy. But happiness was something I had given up on a long time ago. 
 
    Kara whooped, driving the thought right out of my mind. Who needed family when you had an amazingly talented research partner? I was truly lucky to work beside someone like Kara. She never even hinted that she might feel any jealousy over the attention my discovery was receiving. In fact, she’d urged me to finish my report as quickly as possible and submit it to General Meyers so we could follow up on the strange anomaly right away. She was just as caught up in the excitement as I was, and seemed genuinely thrilled that I might move from my demeaning position and delve into more serious work.  
 
    I wouldn’t have to worry about getting promoted, either. Kara would take over my role; she was more than capable. Not only that, but she was just as interested as I was in what the Kartugians could be doing out in space, and how it could possibly be that they had disappeared into thin air. It was hard to focus on all the formality with such a deep question probing my brain. All I wanted to do was get back to work. I’m sure Kara felt the same way. 
 
    “We look forward to the many new discoveries you will make as part of the team,” General Meyers said down to me, once the applause died down. “In fact, I’m honored to inform you that you, little lady, have earned a promotion. Dr. Ellis will show you around the lab.” 
 
    Clapping once more filled the room and I caught Kara’s eye in the crowd. She looked thrilled, and mouthed, “The lab!” to me. I don’t think either one of us thought a woman would ever set foot in there without a chauffeur. It was a groundbreaking day in so many ways. “Little lady” comment notwithstanding. 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” I stammered, blinking hard as I tried meeting his eyes. The camera flashes were making it hard to find them though, and I looked away the first chance I got. The last thing I needed was to make a fool of myself in front of one of the most powerful men in the country. 
 
    “My pleasure. Now if everybody will please make their way to the reception hall, where food and drinks will be served, we can get this celebration underway.” 
 
    Cheers were deafening this time, and I had the distinct impression that the rest of my colleagues, mostly men my age or much, much older than I, were far more excited for the alcohol than they were about my discovery. I couldn’t fight the uneasiness in the pit of my stomach, either. Many of the men were glaring at me. Were they jealous? 
 
    I tried to ignore it as I was led to the reception hall, which was blissfully quiet for a few moments as everybody filed in and helped themselves to the free champagne. Soon though, I was bombarded by questions from curious colleagues, avoided by envious ones, and generally overwhelmed by the whole ordeal. 
 
    As the men surrounding me talked at me and to each other, I found myself wondering how a group of brainiacs could be so loud and overbearing. At social events I tended to retreat into a quiet corner, hoping I could escape the scrutiny of men who had deemed me “too smart” for them, and the good-intentioned friends who wanted to set me up with those very men. There never seemed to be a place for me among those I had the most in common with. It was pretty bewildering. 
 
    “A toast!” Kara suddenly exclaimed, silencing the chattering men surrounding me and drawing their attention to her face. I sighed in relief, quietly removing myself from the center of the group. “To one of the most talented up-and-coming researchers on extraterrestrial life!” 
 
    Everybody cheered and drank their champagne, patting me on the back as they dispersed to mingle. I was no longer the center of attention. I was allowed to retreat back into my own inner world. 
 
    But my inner world was consumed by one nagging thought. What had happened to the ship after it headed into the meteor field? I knew it hadn’t exploded or crashed – I’d been watching it carefully the whole time. It had simply vanished. There was something strange about the way it seemingly disappeared into thin air. What had happened? What was I missing? 
 
    “Lain, nice to see you again.” 
 
    A man was suddenly standing in front of me. My chest tightened. It was Brighton. The man who’d broken my heart in grad school. 
 
    “It’s been great,” he had told me after I won an argument about the Markagian galaxy with him in front of a group he had been hoping to impress, “But I think I need to be with someone a little more fun.” 
 
    What he meant was, he wanted to spend all of his time with a girl who made him feel smarter than she was. And I’d seen the signs. The red flags were there all along. The ego. The pretention. The teasing and condescension. But I looked past it because I wanted so badly for him to be the right guy. Maybe there was no right guy for me. That was okay. I had my career. That was enough. I’d given up on the idea of love a long time ago. Love just wasn’t for eggheads like me. Telescopes, on the other hand… 
 
    “Hello, Brighton,” I said coolly. I had nothing to say to him. In fact, I’d spent years rehearsing what I would do if I saw him again, and it was taking every ounce of my self-control not to go off on him. That wouldn’t look great in front of General Meyers. 
 
    “So…big promotion, huh?” he said as if he actually wanted to have a conversation with me. I looked hard into his eyes. He wanted something. It was obvious. 
 
    “Guess so,” I replied begrudgingly. 
 
    “You’re like, captain of the UFO chasers now,” he said, a wide grin creasing his face. “I’m almost jealous.” 
 
    Ah. So that’s what it was. He wanted to make a joke at my expense to make himself feel better for not being chosen to participate in the Orion Project. I should have guessed.  
 
    “Actually,” I said, flaunting my position for the first time since I’d received it a few moments beforehand, “I’m head of research of all of Sub-9. Let me know if you ever need help finding the big dipper.” 
 
    His jaw dropped, and I smiled sweetly up at him. 
 
    “Hey! I was just—” 
 
    “Excuse me,” I said, pushing past him, not waiting to hear another tired defense of his chauvinistic sense of humor. “I’ve got to use the ‘little UFO chaser’s’ room.” 
 
    And with that, I left my own party to stargaze on the roof alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Captain Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    “We’ve arrived, Commander Arkti.” 
 
    I nodded, but said nothing. It was taking all I had to muster up the courage to venture off the ship. The Earthlings were a tricky race, and although most of their methodology was primitive, it didn’t mean we should discount the danger. Still, the others had managed to finish their jobs right on schedule. But they hadn’t been stuck with the assignment of clean up. 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, I think we should get this done as quickly as possible, before our craft is detected,” Jerd said, breaking into my thoughts. I hated that he was right. “Human technology advances at a snail’s pace, but they’re getting there. We should beat them to the punch and get out fast.” 
 
    “Agreed,” I said, standing up. “Take the men, full stealth mode, and abduct the women in peak physical form for breeding. I’ll check the premises to ensure that nothing traceable was left behind.” 
 
    “Understood, sir.” 
 
    “Leave no trace of our presence, Jerd,” I looked him hard in the eye. “I mean it.” 
 
    “Of course, Captain,” Jerd said, looking at me with his silver eyes as if I were stupid. Although most men I knew would have taken it as the beginning of a fight, I laughed despite myself. He was highly competent. One day, he would make a great commander in his own right. 
 
    “We’ll meet here again in 60 rotations,” I said, bowing deeply to him. Whether we were friends or simply men forced to work together, I respected Jerd a lot. He was very capable and had been indispensable to me throughout our time together. It was my own private way of separating from him during dangerous situations, in case something unforeseen happened to either of us. But such dark thoughts never left my mind, and it was going to stay that way. 
 
    “Yes, sir. Take care.” 
 
    I nodded stiffly. I wasn’t sure why, but despite my presentiment, I felt a strong urge to explore this dangerous planet. It was fascinating to be so near to a place so many species were claiming may be the downfall of the entire universe. It was probably important to see what sort of threat the humans were. I could end up as the Supreme Leader of Jenal’k someday, after all. I would kick myself later if I didn’t do it now, right? 
 
    Once Jerd had taken the men, I instructed the flight crew to keep watch and alert us if anything happened while we were away. My curiosity was impossible to keep at bay, and I followed my instincts. 
 
    I cloaked my body and hopped out of the ship, shocked at once by the heavy pull of Earth’s gravitational force. It was only slightly different, but I had been on my own planet so long, the beautiful and lavish Jenal’k, that any slight change was an unpleasant surprise. How surprised my crew would be to know that I was a homebody at heart. 
 
    A sudden roar filled my ears, and I looked around wildly for its source, shocked to find one of the most primitive transportation systems I had ever laid eyes on. Black smoke rolled out in waves, escaping the depths of dirty tubes as little metal boxes, on wheels of all things, sped past me one by one. There was little structure for these bizarre contraptions to follow – just a narrow path dug into the Earth and killing whatever life once lived there, preventing it from ever rising again. Who were these humans? Surely if their technology could send them to space, they could travel their own planet much more sustainably! 
 
    I found myself uncomfortable remaining on the ground and activated my hover gear. It would be a mistake to expend needless energy while exploring such a dangerous planet. The air was already beginning to make my lungs ache, and if I didn’t return to the ship at the same time as the crew, it could be perceived as a good chance for mutiny. Not that I didn’t trust the crew. It was just that my position was highly coveted, and a replacement for me had never been named. It was a secret, only to be uncovered should the worst case scenario befall us. 
 
    Once I had risen above the noise of the traffic, I felt a little bit better. The air was lighter, and I could almost see beauty in the scattered arrangements of buildings, lights, and structures unique to Earth’s surface, such as the trees and the hills. The colors were drab, but there was something comfortable about the way the leaves reached up toward the sky and streams of sparkling blue water threaded the surface.  
 
    The planet seemed doomed to suffer, but I couldn’t help but feel a small hint of warmth toward the oblivious humans. They tried so hard to build, to innovate. Surely there were good intentions there somewhere. There had to be more to humanity than their collective force of destruction. But even they wouldn’t know it if they saw it in each other. It was a bitter thought. 
 
    Suddenly, a human female emerged from a crude doorway (Hinges! They haven’t been used since my people were primitive!) and ventured bravely onto the rooftop of one of the tall, man-made structures. She was dazzling; the first human I had ever laid eyes on. Her shape was somewhat smaller than the typical Thressl’n figure, but her eyes carried a light and a depth that seemed otherwise lacking on my planet. Thressl’n had eyes that shone like heavy metals, while this human woman seemed to see the world through an orb of clear, beautiful water. I had never seen anybody quite so captivating in all my revolutions of life. 
 
    The woman looked toward me, and I froze in a panic, sure that somehow, those beautiful eyes had seen me. But instead of screaming in fear, she let out a soft sigh. The sound of her voice, even in that small little expression, made my hearts pound in a way they never had before. Without knowing how or why, I knew immediately that I wanted her with a ferocity I had never experienced for anybody before; not even females on my own planet. 
 
    But instead of rushing at her to complete my abduction, I lingered back for a few moments. She was fascinating. Her legs were long, and she strode along the edge of the building, her clear, beautiful eyes searching the sky as if for answers to a question I longed to hear her ask out loud. Her long hair was the color of gold, and tied neatly behind her head. She had a strange contraption on her face, over her eyes, held up on the bridge of her nose and secured with wire behind her ears. She soon pushed it up on top of her head, so that nothing was between her gaze and the stars. 
 
    Suddenly, I needed to know everything about this creature. What she was thinking. What she ate. What she was looking for. Who was this female? Whoever she was, one thing was certain: she was going to be mine. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    I pushed my glasses up so that they were resting on top of my head and stared into the sky, my eyes automatically finding the spot where Planet 139 rested. I couldn’t see it in the inky darkness of the night without my telescope, but I had studied it for so long that my eyes could find its place in the sky no matter where I was. I couldn’t rest without finding the answers. How many of its inhabitants were on that ship when it disappeared? Where could they have gone? 
 
    It seemed that no matter how hard I tried, I would never uncover the truth behind the mysterious disappearance of the spacecraft. Our ships as they stood would never have made the long journey out to the reaches of space where Planet 139 was located and survived. The answers I needed were buried in the cosmos. And there was no way I would ever find myself close enough to fully understand. Somehow, I was just going to have to move on. 
 
    “Good evening,” a musical, masculine voice said suddenly from behind me.  
 
    I froze in terror. I knew I hadn’t heard anybody else come out onto the rooftop with me. And there was something strange about the voice that was speaking to me. It didn’t sound like anything I’d ever heard before. And although the words were pronounced perfectly, there was something strange about the way they were pronounced. As if whoever had spoken them had never uttered such harsh syllables with its perfect tongue. Even the Vellreq were harsher sounding – much more like the grinding of a machine’s motor than a harmonious, beautiful voice like this one. 
 
    But the beauty of the voice behind me didn’t take away my fear. I was too frozen to turn around and face it. But whatever he was, he didn’t seem to mind. He continued speaking, and I could feel him coming closer. 
 
    “I hope this doesn’t hurt,” he said, close to my ear. His breath sent a seductive shiver throughout my body, but I tried to fight it. Nothing about this situation was sexy. 
 
    I cried out when I felt a sharp pain in the back of my neck. I could feel every inch of a long, needle-like puncture disappearing deep inside of me. I tried to run or to scream, but before I could make a sound, I collapsed to the ground as a pool of black drowned my vision. 
 
    “Let me out of here!” a woman shrieked. 
 
    The words shook me to the core, and I frowned, trying to sit up to look at whoever was yelling. I barely made it up half an inch before my head fell heavily back on a metallic surface and filled with pain. I was paralyzed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” another woman’s voice said. She was slurring, as if she were drunk. But I realized that if I opened my mouth and tried to speak, it would come out sounding a lot worse than what she was managing. 
 
    “Everybody, please remain calm,” another musical voice, different from the one I heard on the rooftop, filled the room from a loud-speaker. He spoke in the same careful way, and despite his perfect English, I knew it was a foreign tongue to him. I tried to open my eyes and look around, but there were no lights. We were in a pitch black room, darker than the darkness behind my eyelids. I had to steady my breathing as panic began to well in my chest. I had never felt so claustrophobic in my life. 
 
    “Who are you?” the same hysterical woman who had first spoken shouted. “Let me out of here!” 
 
    “I assure you that you are all safe. You will not be damaged. We are the Thressl’n. From the planet Jenal’k. We will do everything in our power to protect you.” 
 
    “Let us go!” the hysterical woman sobbed. 
 
    But from the sound of the feedback, it was clear that the matter was settled. We would not be leaving the dark abyss of our cell. Nor would we be seeing much of anything. 
 
    Through my panic, my scientific mind began to turn. My intrigue was almost enough to combat the chill of fear in my breast. Who were the Thressl’n? The Vellreq had never mentioned them before. They had only spoken of a handful of inhabited planets nearby, one of them being Planet 139: the one I was assigned to. I was stricken by a sickening thought. Did the disappearance of their ship have anything to do with our abduction? 
 
    The Vellreq refused to tell the humans proper names for anybody in the galaxy, not even themselves, delighting in the strange conglomeration of syllables that we came up with to name things from distant lands. I had always found their manner of interacting and commenting on humans very insulting, but I couldn’t blame them for withholding information. With knowledge came power. Without it, we were nearly as clueless as before. With their knowledge came leverage in our societies and governments as well. And it wasn’t as if humans treated each other much better than the Vellreq treated us. I couldn’t blame them for acting the way that they did. 
 
    I was pulled out of my thoughts by another announcement from our Thressl’n captors. 
 
    “This is Commander Zerk’k Arkti,” the voice said.  
 
    My heart pounded hard in my chest. It was the same voice I had heard from behind me. It surprised me to hear it so much that I gasped out loud. Apparently, my paralysis was wearing off little by little. 
 
    “I’m sure you are all very unnerved right now,” Commander Zerk’k Arkti said. I found myself wondering if Zerk’k was a surname or a first name, or if his whole name was Zerk’kArkti. “But I give you my word. We will travel safely, and no harm will come to you once we reach our destination.” 
 
    There was something so tranquil and soothing about his voice. It had a masculine rumble, a dangerous edge to it, but somehow it made me feel safe. Maybe safer than I had ever felt in my life. Though that could be attributed to the fact that, to my knowledge, I had never been in life-threatening danger before. Until now. 
 
    “Please respect each other and our staff throughout the duration of our journey. Those who cooperate will be rewarded upon reaching the Planet Jenal’k. That is all.” 
 
    With a click and a brief moment of feedback, the beautiful voice left the dark room. And although I had the impression of other women around me…at least ten…maybe as many as a hundred…I had never felt more alone than when Commander Zerk’k Arkti’s voice left me in the dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    I released the button for the microphone and sighed. I couldn’t get the look of fear that had been etched on the human female’s perfect features out of my head. I felt guilty. Long after she was paralyzed, that look remained frozen in place by the strong Thressl’n compound in her blood stream. Once activated, it left most creatures weak or unable to move completely. It didn’t take much to paralyze the humans. They were much smaller and less dense than most beings we encountered. It probably had to do with their high water content. 
 
    Thressl’n people had learned a more efficient way of functioning, and our cycles tended to be more focused on the energy we could utilize from the sun. Our bodies are far more sustainable than those of the humans, and, in fact, most other beings in the galaxy. It’s an honor to be a member of the Thressl’n race. 
 
    “Is everything all right, sir?” 
 
    “Sorry?” I snapped out of my thoughts and looked up at Jerd. 
 
    “With the females?” he asked reluctantly. He knew better than to second-guess my command. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I said. “The others should be arriving back to Jenal’k about now. There are seven other ships with the same capacity to hold 100 females comfortably for the duration of travel back to the C’loggh galaxy. We’re bringing the last of them. The camps should be set up by the time we arrive. It was orchestrated this way. So if anything went wrong on the other missions, we’d be there to clean up their mess.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do. I’ll retire now.” 
 
    Thank the gods. I had far too much on my mind to waste time on this trivial small talk. Still, I enjoyed Jerd’s company. It was just a bit overbearing for the mood I was in. 
 
    “Good night, Jerd.” 
 
    “Good night, Commander Arkti.” 
 
    I waited for a moment after Jerd left before gazing down at the control panel. For some reason, I was tempted to speak again to the female captives. Anything to get me closer to the enigmatic human I had met on the rooftop. I just couldn’t seem to get my mind back on track. 
 
    It was unusual for me to get distracted so easily. I could list about twelve different things I should have been doing that moment to ensure swift and safe travel back to the C’loggh galaxy, so why was it that all I could focus on was the face of the female I’d found on the roof of the shoddy human building? Maybe it was because she was the first human I had ever seen. Or maybe it was nearing breeding time. It made sense that I’d want to claim a female and breed. It was possible that my enthusiasm was due to the fact that our entire race was at stake. 
 
    Whatever the reason, I was sure I would feel better once we returned to Jenal’k. Being out in space always made me feel a million miles away from my body. It was one of the most unsettling parts of my life. Sometimes, space travel was made me feel so disjointed that I almost wished I had been selected to patrol the neighborhoods. Being so far from home was difficult for me every time. But everything would go back to normal soon, and I could forget about the strange human female that, for better or for worse, continued to intrude my thoughts.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    “Hello, Earth females,” the Thressl’n voice from the night before said cheerfully over the speaker. It wasn’t the masculine voice I’d craved for the rest of the night though. It was the first one.  
 
    “I hope you are having a pleasant morning.” 
 
    Whether it was morning or not, we wouldn’t have known. The area where we were kept was darker than the deepest cave on Earth. But one thing was for sure – pleasant was not on my list of adjectives for this experience. 
 
    Throughout the night, a few women had panicked, shouting and rattling against the metallic tables we were chained to. A glow would light the room, and then a sweet purple fog would put us all back into the same paralyzed trance we’d been in when we arrived. Soon, we all learned it was better not to make a fuss. It was one thing to get kidnapped and then get knocked unconscious. It was quite another to be responsible for a collective coma shared with the other abducted women in the room. 
 
    “By now I’m sure that you have all had sufficient rest. We will be arriving at our destination soon. Please be prepared to encounter the unknown. Again, keep in mind that the females who keep calm will be rewarded. Thank you, and enjoy the rest of your travels.” 
 
    “Enjoy?” the woman next to me whispered hoarsely. All of us were parched. In fact, I couldn’t remember ever feeling so thirsty before. The combination of the strange gas and the stale air in the room was enough to make my lips crack. 
 
    “Do you think they’ll hurt us?” another woman whispered. 
 
    “It’s hard to say,” someone else said. 
 
    “I knew we shouldn’t have let the Vellreq stay on Earth so long!” a loud, angry woman across the room said shrilly. 
 
    “This ship doesn’t even belong to the Vellreq!” someone else retorted, mirroring my exact thoughts. 
 
    “They were probably gathering intel to sell us out to the highest bidder!” the angry woman exclaimed. 
 
    I couldn’t see her, but I formed a picture of what she looked like in my head. She sounded like she was in her mid-forties, and probably had frown lines on her lips and scowl lines on her forehead. She seemed like the kind of woman who would jump on the bandwagon and start a riot over something very little. Maybe her hair was dark brown, or perhaps dirty-blonde and shoulder length. Her face wouldn’t be friendly, and maybe she’d be overweight. She would look like the kind of person who could chew you up and spit you out on a whim. But she was probably sweet as sugar to the people closest to her. 
 
    Of course, I had no way of knowing any of this. I was learning a lot about my own nature, as well as the nature of other humans and Thressl’n from being confined in the dark, with nowhere to go but my own mind. I was used to the isolation, but the darkness was something new entirely. We had trained for similar situations for Project Orion, but the darkness only lasted for about thirty minutes. Once you were in the deep black room for over 12 hours, strange things started happening in your head. I was surprised by my own biases when people spoke and I attempted to match their voice to a face. It was such a human instinct for me to have, but it was one that was off base and hardly founded in reality. 
 
    “The Vellreq did this to us, I’m sure of it!” the angry woman cried. 
 
    “Please lower your voices or face the consequences,” the cheerful voice said over the loudspeaker. 
 
    We all held a collective breath. If the gas was going to come again, I was going to miss my first time ever landing on another planet. I couldn’t think of anything more disappointing. As horrifying as the experience was, I would be able to publish an entire book series out of just the last few hours. The knowledge I’d bring back to Earth would be coveted for generations to come. 
 
    Fortunately, nobody else said anything, and we were all conscious as the spacecraft shook rapidly upon entering the atmosphere of what I could only presume was the planet Jenal’k. After about 12 minutes of furious shaking, the craft came to a complete stop, lowering with ease until it stopped moving entirely. 
 
    If I wasn’t so damn intrigued, I would have been a lot more scared about the situation I was in. As it was, I was terrified, but also, secretly, a little bit thrilled. My head was full of notes I was taking as the night wore on; little observations I made about the speech patterns of the Thressl’n, the names of the women I was with and what they had been doing when they were abducted, and the effects of the needle versus the gas that flooded our room when things got too out of hand and the Thressl’n decided that we needed to be subdued. 
 
    The craft was still for a moment when suddenly a voice rang through the speaker. It was the one I had been waiting for, and a surge of unanticipated desire electrified me as the masculine voice began to speak. 
 
    “Hello, Earth females. This is Commander Zerk’k Arkti speaking. As second in command of my empire, I’d like to officially welcome you to the planet Jenal’k.” 
 
    And with a click and the crackle of static, the voice was gone.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    I stood and straightened my uniform, taking a deep breath before heading to the holding cell where the females were being kept. I had waited all night to lay eyes on my human again. 
 
    Before I reached the entrance, however, Jerd ran in front of me, his face flushed. He doubled over panting before he was able to speak. 
 
    “Commander,” he breathed heavily. “Supreme Leader Aloitus forbids bringing the Earth females out with their clarity.” 
 
    “What? Why?” I frowned. I had been so looking forward to seeing the clear eyes of the human female again. It seemed they were the very heart of her, somehow. 
 
    “There were problems with the other human females…when moving them into the camps, I’m afraid. He won’t allow them to march of their own accord. We haven’t the resources for any more hysteria.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you, Jerd.” 
 
    Jerd nodded and returned to his post. I leaned against the door and peered inside. Despite the darkness, I could see perfectly. Ten rows, ten women per row. But they were all so far away that I couldn’t distinguish them. Ten was a sacred number to the Thressl’n. I hoped it would bring us luck to have females numbering a thousand. Ten tens was supposed to be a good thing. 
 
    I groaned in frustration. I wouldn’t be able to see her. Not yet. But that was okay. I was home now. There were other things to attend to. 
 
    “Jain’la, please release the gas,” I said into my communications device. 
 
    “Understood, sir,” her voice returned to me. It was surprising how much smaller and much less powerful than the voice of Jerd was. I usually only spoke to him through the communications device. He issued my orders to the rest of the crew.   
 
    I stared into the chambers as the human females began to groan and protest. They knew the gas by now and were unhappy to be under its influence. I couldn’t blame them, and found myself wishing as vehemently as they were for their conscious entry to my planet. 
 
    Soon, the protests were muffled, and the women were limp against their platforms. All but one.  
 
    I was shocked and peered in through the window in disbelief. One woman was holding her breath, fighting and struggling against her restraints. It was the female from the rooftop. 
 
    Without thinking twice, I immediately opened the door to the chambers and ran to her aid. I removed the straps holding her in place and lifted her over my shoulder. The other females took no notice; the gas had worked on them immediately. But this woman displayed a strength I had never witnessed in a female before, and for some reason, I felt it paramount to honor that. 
 
    She struggled feebly against my body; the gas had weakened her significantly. And yet, her eyes remained open and alert; her small fists balled as they pounded against the broad side of my back. Luckily, none of my crew was present as I carried this woman down the long hallway toward my private chambers. I’m sure they would have had plenty to say about it. 
 
    “Wh…” she murmured. 
 
    I was surprised. I had never heard a human speak before, except on the satellite broadcasts that were intercepted by several different races throughout the galaxies. The Thressl’n had thought the primitive broadcasts were wildly amusing at first, until we began to see the war and destruction that the humans were propagating on their planet.  
 
    “Who…?” 
 
    She turned her dazzling eyes onto me and squinted, as if trying to make out what it was she was seeing. The gas must have affected her somewhat, because she closed her eyes tightly and frowned. 
 
    “Put me down!” 
 
    There was no bite in the demand, and she was soon limp in my arms. 
 
    “I’m thirsty,” she whispered. 
 
    I was able to type in the code to my doorway with surprising deftness despite the bundle in my arms, and entered the room, unsure of what to expect. She was resentful despite her grogginess, and I wondered if maybe I should give her the formula that counteracts the gas. We used it on occasion to interrogate our enemies before executing them. I was pretty sure I had a supply of the elixir stashed away with my weapons. 
 
    I laid the limp female on my bed and studied her for a moment. She was trying to fight the strength of the gas in her lungs, and I felt a surprising surge of pity toward her. Pity wasn’t something my kind were prone to.  
 
    “You really don’t want to be asleep, do you?” I asked her, not bothering to hide the amusement in my voice. Despite her exhaustion, she was sitting upright. Her eyes were closed, but her eyebrows were furrowed in determination. 
 
    “I have to know…” 
 
    I was silent, waiting for her to finish the thought. Instead, she clammed up, and with a great effort, she opened her eyes. The look she fixed upon me was one of pure fascination. I imagined it was how I’d looked during my youth when I was being trained to climb the ranks and fulfill my duties as second in command. 
 
    “What’s your name?” I finally asked once it became clear that she wasn’t going to continue speaking. 
 
    “Doctor…” 
 
    The female’s eyes drooped closed again, and with that, her speech ended. 
 
    I sighed and crossed the room to rummage through my weapon’s chest until I found the elixir. 
 
    “Open your mouth, Doctor.” 
 
    She seemed agitated by the command and pursed her mouth shut tightly. I sighed. It appeared I would have to inject her. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid,” I said quietly, and penetrated her skin with the needle. 
 
    The formula would take about fifteen minutes to kick in. Until then, the gas would continue to work itself throughout her system. It usually put our foes into a deep sleep before waking them up with perfect clarity. Somehow though, the female doctor sat up tall, clenching the sheets of my bed, and kept her eyes squeezed shut, as if determined to remain aware of every single thing that happened to her. 
 
    It was then that I realized that I wasn’t dealing with the typical female. In fact, no other being in the galaxy had ever proven to be more stubborn than the human in front of me. I wasn’t sure whether to be concerned or impressed. Stubbornness in females was highly frowned upon in my culture. We were all to know our roles and carry them out. They were predetermined, chosen for us from birth, and we spent our lives understanding exactly what was expected of us. A stubborn female meant a world of trouble. 
 
    “Commander!” Jerd’s voice suddenly rang out from my communications device. I picked it up at once. He sounded concerned. 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “You must come at once. Supreme Leader Aloitus is demanding your presence.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, glancing over at the female. I was reluctant to leave her alone in my chambers, but if I locked her in and secured my weapons, it probably wouldn’t pose a problem. 
 
    “Water,” she whispered. 
 
    Of course, I realized. We had made a serious miscalculation. The human females were highly dependent on water, and we had deprived them for all this time. Quickly, I fumbled through my cabinet until I retrieved a small vial of the stuff. Thressl’n had little need for water, though it was present on our planet. 
 
    “Here,” I said, offering the vial to her. She made no move to take it, she was far too weak, so I held it to her lips. She drank deeply. 
 
    “Thanks,” she mumbled. 
 
    She was still staring forward, her eyes fluttering and drooping as if she were making a huge effort to stay awake despite the fierce drugs circulating in her system. I shook my head in awe and then locked the storage facility where my weapons were kept. 
 
    “Don’t touch anything,” I said as if she could have moved if she wanted to. It was taking an unbelievable amount of willpower to simply sit up and look straight ahead. If I hurried, I would be back in time to see her safely to the camp with the other females. Hopefully the meeting with the Supreme Leader wouldn’t take long. 
 
    ***
“Peace and prosperity to you,” I said with a small bow when I reached the Supreme Leader’s office. 
 
     “Commander Arkti,” Supreme Leader Aloitus said, a frown deepening on his face. My stomach dropped. From his expression, I could tell that this meeting wasn’t going to be one of praise. “Have a seat.” 
 
    I lowered myself into the small, elegant chair opposite his broad desk, and Supreme Leader Aloitus moved his shimmering robes aside so he could sit down across from me.  
 
    “I understand that we were able to secure a thousand humans for the camps.” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said.  
 
    “Was that number your idea?” 
 
    Of course it was my idea. I was the second in command. But he always liked to toy with me before a good berating. 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “I had trusted your judgment, Commander Arkti. I assumed you would take our planet’s resources into consideration. You do realize what a monstrous plague the humans have become, even on their own planet. A thousand barely covers a city block.” 
 
    “I thought it best to be thorough,” I said, prickling. In fact, I had recalled Supreme Leader Aloitus pitching that number during a meeting we’d had about the breeding crisis, and thought replacing Thressl’n females with human females would be a good way to decrease the deficit.  
 
    “You understand what could happen to Jenal’k if the human tendency to self-destruct infects our people. I’d been hoping to use the humans as simply a trial…not a replacement for Thressl’n females.” 
 
    “I understand, sir,” I said, biting my tongue. I wouldn’t have brought so many humans back if he hadn’t approved my proposal, but he had. My guess was that he had been crunching numbers while I was away, and he was unhappy about the expense of supporting so many human females.  
 
    Supreme Leader Aloitus was a greedy man, one I hoped never to be like. Even if something happened and he had to retire from his position, I liked to believe I would lead our people with more pride than self-interest and focus less than he did on the material aspects. There were so many other things that made our planet great, and yet Aloitus chose to favor plans and proposals that lined the pockets of the government workers.  
 
    “I’d like you to give a speech to your people outlining the potential risks that your decision has endangered our planet with. Inform them of everything you know about human females and what your plans for them happen to be. Let them know that these humans are in no way going to be assimilated into our society. They will remain in the breeding camps and are only to be used for breeding purposes.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I was proud of my ability to hold my tongue. It was lucky that our kind knew just how important it was not to step out of line. We had to be able to welcome our destiny, no matter what that entailed. I turned away from Supreme Leader Aloitus and began to see myself out when he called my name. I looked back at him, bracing myself for more berating. 
 
    “Make sure the people know who to blame if this little problem gets out of hand, will you? I don’t want anybody asking me for handouts because you messed up.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. As you wish.” 
 
    I left the office with my hearts pumping wildly. If I were a different type of man, I would have struck Aloitus long ago, back when we were in the academy together. 
 
    ***
“You have to do what I say, or you’ll get executed!” 
 
    Aloitus used to tell that to all of the young men in our class. The academy had been difficult for all young Thressl’n males, in particular, those chosen for the ruling classes. The females didn’t have it much better, though their rites of passage were kept secret from us. Our planet was heavily reliant on the ancient values; our sexes being considered very different and adept at specific types of tasks. 
 
    Unfortunately, these differences and our society’s way of dealing with them led to the gender disparity that I had been assigned to navigate. It tended to be that the male children were chosen for occupations full of danger and adventure, as our muscular structures were superior to most races in the universe. Thressl’n men were strong and brave, with great instincts for battle and how to use our powerful bodies. 
 
    Thressl’n women, on the other hand, were superior creatively, and were most often chosen as engineers and architects who created a most beautiful world for us to live in. It was thought that they were our most valuable resource, and one we must protect at all costs. Otherwise, I knew many a female who would have loved to go to battle alongside the males. They also had strong instincts, and generally leaned toward creative endeavors such as organizing philosophical seminars for the community and cultivating the land and food. Because our bodies and instincts were so different, we were reasonably divided and taught in different ways how to utilize our skills.  
 
    Unfortunately, the job pool that was available to Thressl’n men appeared far more glamorous than the job pool for Thressl’n women. Around the time of my birth, power hungry men were jailed for murdering their newborn females in the hopes of bringing power to their family name through a son. Females during that time were considered less precious and more of a burden to men who craved control over Thressl’n society. 
 
    When it came time for my birth, my father was chosen to draw my future occupation. I was born the same day as Supreme Leader Aloitus, and it just so happened that our families had long histories with the government of Jenal’k. That meant our chances of receiving leadership positions were greater, though not guaranteed. 
 
    Aloitus was chosen to become Supreme Leader, and I was chosen to be his second in command. What many people neglected to see, however, was the depth of his greed. 
 
    One day, a young male decided that he’d had enough of Aloitus’ bullying, and he raised a fist at him during our lunch break. 
 
    “Hold it right there, Kremm’lak!” 
 
    We were all frozen in fear. Aloitus had already been appointed bodyguards, one of which was my own uncle. He would have pummeled me without a second thought had I stood up to Aloitus and his bullying. 
 
    “I’m sorry…” Kremm’lak stammered. But it was too late. He had already shown violence toward the future Supreme Leader. And nobody would ever be allowed to harm Aloitus. Not until his term was up….150 revolutions of Planet Jenal’k around the three suns, which roughly translated to 45 Earth years. Aloitus had been throwing his weight around his entire life. Just because I was second in command, due to take over his reign if the people voted him out of power, didn’t mean I was allowed to fight back. In my opinion, the whole system was flawed. 
 
    “Did you see what happened to Kremm’lak?” Aloitus laughed, thumping me hard on the back the next day. My father had told me to be kind to the future leader. If I could stay in his good graces, then there were potential benefits for me and my family. But sometimes, keeping my mouth shut around Aloitus was the hardest thing to do. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, trying to keep the glumness out of my voice. Kremm’lak had been one of my best friends. And watching my uncle rearrange his face and send him to the holding chamber, where he was probably still awaiting release all these years later, made my stomach knot. 
 
    “He really got what he had coming to him,” Aloitus said, grinning. He broke a piece of his sacred bread in half and handed it to me. 
 
    “I can’t accept this…” I said fearfully. “What if someone sees?” 
 
    “My word is law around here,” Aloitus said, smiling kindly at me. “If I want to share with my friend, I shall.” 
 
    Ultimately, I shared the sacred loaf with Aloitus, and although it was the most delicious food on our planet, it felt heavy in my stomach. And so that feeling had remained for the majority of my time under Supreme Leader Aloitus.  
 
    But what was I to do about it? I knew my place. And if everyone else was smart, they would learn theirs as well. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Good evening, my fellow Thressl’n,” I said as cheerfully as I could muster. My chest was still on fire from my meeting with Aloitus, but I was determined to do as I was commanded. 
 
    “Welcome back, Commander Arkti!” someone in the crowd shouted. Soon, everybody was cheering and applauding. I bowed, unable to keep myself from smiling. Even though the Supreme Leader could make me feel like hell, the people of Jenal’k were as loyal to me as they were to him. I could feel their praise and acceptance coming at me in waves. It was a nice change from the oppressive atmosphere of Aloitus’ office. 
 
    “Thank you. Hopefully, I will not need to venture back to Earth for quite some time.” 
 
    I paused as the crowd cheered once again, and finally held my hand up to silence them. 
 
    “It has come to my attention that perhaps too many Earthlings have been brought to the planet Jenal’k. This could pose a danger to our planet, and so it is paramount that the human females only be visited for breeding purposes. Your schedules will be handed out by the Supreme Leader when the time is right. Until then, it is important that we don’t try to assimilate humans or their culture into our society, as they are not only a danger to themselves, but to those around them as well. Because of this, they will be housed in the camps on the far side of Mount Zennith, and are only to be visited upon clearance from the Supreme Leader. We appreciate your full understanding and cooperation.” 
 
    I hesitated. I always wanted to leave my people with more than just an order, the way Supreme Leader Aloitus did. It seemed such a cold way to lead a nation. 
 
    “Thank you again for your warm welcome,” I finally said. “It is good to be home.” 
 
    The crowd cheered again, and I turned my back to the noise.  
 
    There was something burning in my mind. A certain female who had been trapped in my private chambers for the better part of a rotation. And now that I was free of my duties as Second in Command, I could hardly keep myself from sprinting back to my ship and seeing to it personally that the female I had abducted from Earth made it to the camps safely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    I wiggled my fingers and felt a surge of relief. My body had been in hell sitting on the Thressl’n commander’s bed for the past half hour, but I was finally beginning to regain feeling in my limbs. It was nice to feel like myself again, and better, there was light in this room. I’d be able to preserve my hard-earned sanity. 
 
    I could hear a muffled speech through the heavy walls of the ship, and I could tell that it was being given by the voice that had somehow become my salvation in the darkness of the ship. The translation implant I’d received from my position as a researcher on the Orion Project was beginning to unscramble the idiosyncrasies of the language that the Thressl’n were speaking in, though I still hadn’t gotten a good look at any of them yet. The gas was obnoxiously strong, and no matter how hard I tried to keep my eyes open, I couldn’t make sense of anything I was seeing. 
 
    The voices had spoken in broken English over the microphone in the dark chambers where we had been stored during the flight, so it had been easy to understand. But the musical voice that I’d grown so fond of was now speaking in a language all his own as he addressed the crowds. I could gather bits and pieces, but my basic lack of understanding was unbelievably frustrating to me. 
 
    And yet somehow, I felt like I could understand this particular man. Not by listening with my ears though. It seemed as if there was a different part of my brain that processed his intent. Something I’d never even known existed before. It was almost as if we shared a deep connection. But that was impossible. It was probably some form of Stockholm syndrome. That or a region of the brain I was unfamiliar with. Emotions were purely manifestations of brain chemistry, after all. I would have to make a mental note to figure out what that meant. If I ever got back to Earth, I would have to ask Nora. She specialized in neurobiology. 
 
    Feedback from the microphone seemed to imply that the speech was done. I’d been able to understand a little bit about the females being led to live in a camp, but the reason for our stay was still unclear. Once I could hold my eyes open, I looked around the room, shocked now that I could finally see. All of the furniture was a color I had never seen on Earth; a beautiful pastel that had no name. And unlike the monochromatic rooms on Earth, everything seemed to have its own color in this room. I’d never been somewhere quite so cheerful. 
 
    I closed my eyes, trying hard to summon an image of the man who had brought me here, but unlike my attempt to picture the woman in the dark room, no image appeared. I wasn’t even sure it had been Commander Zerk’k Arkti who had brought me here. I could have been hallucinating and imposing my own strange desire to be near that man again.  
 
    Had it been a dream? Or was the person who rescued me from the gas truly the same man with the musical voice I’d heard on the rooftop? 
 
    There was no way I could be sure. The drugs in my system were probably strong enough to down a full-grown elephant. For all I knew, I had been kidnapped right on Earth and was hallucinating the entire ordeal. Nothing was outside the realm of possibility. 
 
    Fortunately, the team at Project Orion had been smart enough to see abduction as a high possibility for members of our team, and we had begun to take supplements that strengthened our resistance to chemicals of extraterrestrial origins. Otherwise, I would probably be passed out in the dark room with all the other women the second they turned on the gas, whether I held my breath or not.  
 
    Even then, sitting bolt upright on the alien man’s bed, it would have been easy to slip into a deep sleep, but I was determined to experience every second of this bizarre abduction. I had so many questions about life on planets outside of Earth. There was no way I was going to miss an opportunity like this. Every detail seemed crucial. 
 
    A sudden clamor outside the room made my heart pound hard in my chest. Somebody was outside. I was going to have my first personal experience with an extraterrestrial.  It was something I had been waiting for my entire life. But I wasn’t sure if I was more excited, scared, or angry. What right did they have to kidnap me like this? And when was I going back to Earth? I had work to do. 
 
    Angry accusations were on the tip of my tongue, but as the door hissed open, my mind suddenly went blank. I wasn’t prepared for the doorway to open, or for the tall, muscular man who came strolling through. His skin was a bright teal, and reminded me of a clear ocean on a sunny day. I could feel the confidence rolling off of him in waves, and I had to do a double-take. He was gorgeous, despite his somewhat strange features, and he looked like the kind of man who wouldn’t be crossed. 
 
    He was taller than any man on Earth I had ever seen in person, probably close to seven feet. Perhaps most striking about him was his smooth, sea-colored skin. He had no eyebrow hair, but a brow ridge was definitely there. I was sure it played a similar role for the Thressl’n in expressing emotion. He almost looked like the drawings I had made of mermen when I was a child, only he had no gills or fins. He was simply a perfectly proportioned man. But he wasn’t a human man. In fact, I had no idea what kind of a man he was. 
 
    His hair was a deep black, and reached down to his broad shoulders. His eyes were fixed on me, and he seemed unable to conceal a grin. It was a relief to know that he was able to show emotions similar to the way humans did, but I couldn’t help but take note of all of his differences. They were the most profound. Four fingers on each hand? He seemed to be missing a thumb. Longer rib cage? Was that why the Thressl’n were so tall? And the color of his eyes. A striking metallic purple. I found myself unable to look away from them. 
 
    “What?” he asked me, his voice deep and sensual. It sent shivers down my spine, and I had to keep myself from standing up to examine him fully. I didn’t know what he would do if I tried. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked, my eyes still roaming him. He was unbelievably muscular. I could see the definition of his body through the tight black suit he was wearing. His clavicle and broad chest were peeking out from the V-neck of his shirt, and I noticed what could potentially be the nub of horns above his brow. 
 
    “You’re on the planet Jenal’k,” he answered stiffly, cutting himself off as if he were unsure just how much information to reveal to me. Or perhaps it was just as strange to him to be speaking with a human as it was for me to be speaking to him. 
 
    “What do you call yourself?” I asked, reaching behind me for the notebook I always kept in my back pocket. “Your race? Do you have a name? What are we doing here? Why did you abduct us?” 
 
    I flipped the notebook open, and suddenly, his cool hands were on mine and he was tugging the notebook away from me. Despite the lack of a thumb, the Thressl’n were very capable. I looked up at him in surprise, shocked to see the fear behind his purple eyes. He must have thought I had drawn a weapon. 
 
    It wasn’t until he had secured my notebook that he felt comfortable enough to speak. 
 
    “My name is Zerk’k Arkti. Commander Arkti. I’ve brought you all to Jenal’k because it is in the best interest of my species. The Thressl’n are suffering, and we have done some serious searching for beings that may be biologically compatible with our kind. Humans appear to be the most similar biologically, and so we brought you here.” 
 
    “Don’t you people know anything about consent?” I snapped, grabbing my notebook out of his hands. His handsome face looked surprised, and he seemed to be debating whether or not to fight with me over the notebook. When he saw me put it away, he visibly relaxed. 
 
    “The needs of my people are more important than consent. Who would consent to such a mission? Besides, your kind is dangerous. If we were to make ourselves known, there is no telling what might happen.” 
 
    “The Vellreq have made themselves known to us, and we haven’t done anything to hurt them,” I pointed out. I didn’t like the way he was referring to humans as “my kind.” As if we were something dirty and unrefined. 
 
    “The Vellreq are interested in humans for their own undesirable goals. They are not your friends. In fact, they are contributing to the speedy destruction of your planet. You’re lucky we saved you; Earth will not last much longer.” 
 
    I was ready to argue with him about that, but the serious and disturbed look on his face silenced me. If it was true that the Vellreq were simply using humans, it would make sense why they were always withholding information from us. I had never been entirely sure whether or not to trust them. One thing was certain though: their voices were grating and terrifying compared to the soothing music coming from the man across from me. But something so physiological wasn’t a good enough reason to assign trust to one species over another. 
 
    “Please,” he said, reaching his large hand out to me. “Come with me. It’s time to relocate the females.” 
 
    “No way!” I exclaimed, flinching away from his touch. “You haven’t answered all of my questions yet. I’m not going anywhere.” 
 
    He sighed and made a facial expression comparable to an eye-roll on Earth. It irritated me. 
 
    “Look, I’m not the one who thought it was okay to kidnap someone from her home and tote her halfway across the universe for some shady business she has nothing to do with.” 
 
    “108 lightyears,” Zerk’k said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re not halfway across the universe. You’re 108 lightyears away from Earth.” 
 
    I opened and closed my mouth, waiting for my brain to kick back into action and get back to interrogating him. But I was suddenly shocked by the reality of being so, so far from my home. Before I could stop myself, my eyes filled with tears. 
 
    “What the….” Zerk’k bent over to peer into my eyes, his face filling with dread. “What’s wrong with you?” 
 
    “Go to hell,” I growled, shoving his shoulder. I couldn’t stand the way he was looking at me. Like I was some kind of specimen. “I’m crying, okay? It’s what happens when humans are hurt.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Zerk’k said thoughtfully. He bent over again, his eyes looking up and down my body. I couldn’t remember ever being examined so closely and felt a deep flush creep across my cheeks. It was bizarrely intimate, and I didn’t like the way my body was responding, as if warming up to his attention.  
 
    “Cut it out,” I grumbled, backing away from him. 
 
    “Where are you hurt?” he asked. “I could help.” 
 
    “I’m not…ugh. My heart. My feelings. I want to go home.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said, straightening up. I looked into his handsome face, dismayed that he looked annoyed now. “I don’t understand. But I do understand that you miss Earth, and that because of your high water content, your body creates odd waste when you are distressed. Don’t worry though. We are actually doing you and the other females a favor.” 
 
    “A favor?” I asked incredulously. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “Our scientists predict that Earth is headed for disaster. We’ve removed the choice females. Hopefully we will be able to preserve the positive aspects of humanity by integrating them with the superior qualities inherent in the Thressl’n. It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.” 
 
    “Wait a minute,” I said, holding my hand up. The big picture was suddenly beginning to form in my head, and I didn’t like it one bit. “Are you trying to tell me that you brought us here to breed?” 
 
    Zerk’k smiled proudly. “Yes!” 
 
    Smack! 
 
    The smile faded from his face and he reached up to rub his cheek. I grimaced in pain. Slapping him had surely hurt me more than it hurt him. Worst of all, he didn’t seem to understand the custom at all, because he raised his hand and practiced aiming at my cheek. 
 
    “Is this how you do it?” he asked, his musical voice puzzled. 
 
    “Oh my god…” I groaned. 
 
    “Commander Arkti!”  
 
    Another voice I recognized spoke from a small speaker somewhere in the room. Zerk’k lifted his wrist to his ear. I noticed that his ear was significantly smaller than my own. It was tapered to a point on top, but I only had a brief chance to study it before his black hair fell over it again. 
 
    “What is it, Jerd?” 
 
    “We’re being told to move the females to the camps now,” Jerd answered. 
 
    “I see…there’s no way to put it off?” he asked. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, sir.” 
 
    “All right then. I’ll meet you outside the ship.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jerd said. The line went quiet, and Zerk’k turned to me. 
 
    “You’re going to have to come with me,” he said quietly. “It’s going to be easier for me if you pretend that you’re asleep. Can you do that?” 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    “Let me make this clear,” Zerk’k said, coming close to me. My body was electrified by his nearness, and I swallowed hard, feeling a little bit embarrassed to meet his eyes. And yet I couldn’t help myself. He was pure power, and it was the first time he’d displayed it to me. “This is my planet, and you have no choice but to do as I tell you to.” 
 
    I nodded. I was scared, but it was something more. It was as if I was in his thrall, unable to look away. 
 
    “It’s for your own good. If I tell you to do something, it’s because I know the best choice to make in this world. You do not. And if you want to defy me, you are going to suffer. Not because I want you to suffer, but because that is the way.” 
 
    It was infuriating to be spoken to as if I were an unruly child who needed to be controlled. How would he know what was for my good? When was the last time he was a human? 
 
    “There are rules in this place. And the role of the human female is to breed. Now follow me back to the chamber and pretend to be asleep, or be prepared to be knocked out by my own hand. I am being merciful to you, don’t you understand? Don’t make me regret it.” 
 
    I nodded reluctantly, and Zerk’k seemed to relax. His dark energy was immediately dispersed.  
 
    “Great,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll lead the way.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The prospect of going back into the pitch black room made me unreasonably upset, and I looked behind myself at Zerk’k. He furrowed his brow. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I really don’t like the dark,” I whispered. I felt ridiculous to say it out loud, as if I were a little kid who didn’t want to sleep without a nightlight. But surprisingly, Zerk’k seemed to understand. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, switching the lights on. “The Thressl’n have perfect vision, whether in light or dark. We use solar lights throughout the ship for energy, but we assumed since you receive energy through other means that the lights were not necessary.” 
 
    I was shocked as the rows and rows of women lying limply on their metallic beds appeared before me. There were one hundred of us on the ship, and the room was abysmally small. We had been cramped as close together as we could possibly be without touching. 
 
    “I really don’t want to go back in there,” I said, standing frozen in the doorway. 
 
    “The gas will wear off on the others in about a rotation. Then you won’t feel so alone.” 
 
    I was quiet for a moment as I mulled this over. First of all, I had no idea what he meant by a rotation. Secondly, was it really possible that he understood my reason for not wanting to go into the cramped little room? The crushing feeling of being so far away from my planet, and not even being able to share the experience of coming onto a new planet with the other human women who were with me was a new kind of desolation. 
 
    “What’s a rotation?” I asked, instead of bothering to get into my feelings with him. In my experience, men were hardly the type to care what I was feeling. 
 
    “A rotation roughly translates to about 48 minutes on Earth. The Thressl’n keep time in rotations of 10. It’s our sacred number. Rotations are a measurement of time. Daily. Revolutions are measurements of many days. Years, Earthlings would call them. So in about 48 minutes, you will be expected to wake up. Do not make a peep before then. Otherwise, you will have to answer to me.” 
 
    The look in Zerk’k’s dazzling purple eyes was serious, so I decided it would be best not to test him. Besides, it would be useful to have an opportunity to observe the Thressl’n when they didn’t think that they were being observed at all.  
 
    “Now go in and lie down. We will begin collecting the females now. Remember, do not move. Do not make a sound. Don’t make me regret this.” 
 
    I looked into his sincere purple eyes and felt a strange urge to prove to this strange man that he could trust me. It was a hard feeling to describe or understand. I didn’t want to deal with these ridiculous complexities. What I did want though, was to study and understand this mysterious race. And then, I fully intended to head back to Earth and share my findings. There was no way my career would ever be lackluster again with my own personal accounts of the Thressl’n. 
 
    Zerk’k led me into the room and waited as I climbed back onto the metal table where I’d been laying for the past day and a half. He stood over me, a tall, imposing figure whose serious eyes stayed locked on me. He didn’t seem sure about whether or not to trust me, and I felt a surge of fear pulse through me when he frowned and tightened the restraints around my legs and wrists. 
 
    “Remember,” he said, peering at me inches away from my face. It was oddly intimate. “Don’t move. No matter what they’re doing to prepare you for the camps. Do you understand?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Show me,” Zerk’k demanded. “I’m not going to take any chances.” 
 
    “Ugh, fine,” I grumbled. “I’ll play dead for you.” 
 
    Zerk’k looked puzzled for a moment and I closed my eyes, blocking his image from my sight. I couldn’t stand him, no matter how handsome and mysterious he was. He really seemed to think he knew what was best for everybody. The power he had on his planet had probably gotten to his head long ago. It was aggravating. 
 
    I could feel his body hovering over me, and had to hold my breath to keep from betraying how uncomfortable it made me. He began poking and prodding at my body, sending odd, mixed messages to my brain. I had to fight hard to prevent the unexpected touches from sending arousal signals to my neural pathways. I sighed inwardly. It was all physiological, I reminded myself. It didn’t mean anything. 
 
    “All right,” Zerk’k finally said, as if satisfied by my performance. “Do what you’re doing now, and you’ll be fine. I’m going to take the first females out now. There are going to be some strange noises and probably some strange feelings you will experience. Remember, if you are discovered, you will regret it.” 
 
    I said nothing in response, which seemed to please him, and I could hear his heavy footfalls descend toward the doorway. I heard a hissing sound and opened my eyes as subtly as possible to watch what he was doing. Each little metal bed could rise individually, levitating in front of Commander Zerk’k. All he had to do was nudge them with his hand and they would move where he led them. It was impressive. If humans had that kind of technology, there was no telling what kind of advances we’d be able to make on Earth. 
 
    The process was somewhat tedious, and soon, other Thressl’n joined Zerk’k to help him roll us out of the ship. I was grateful that I had been such a nosy child, and had mastered the art of fake sleeping to eavesdrop on the adults in my life, who always seemed to have such interesting things going on that weren’t for the ears of children. 
 
    I had to bite my tongue to keep from gasping out loud when I was finally steered off the ship. The air in my lungs was somehow sweeter than the air on Earth; pure, almost like the fresh mountain air most humans had to travel far to find. The sky was a swirl of colors; mostly gold and light blue, with little wisps of pink here and there. I had never seen anything so beautiful in my life.  
 
    The crew working to wheel us out of the ship were speaking candidly in Thressl’n, which was good news to me. It gave my translation implant a good opportunity to learn more about their speech patterns. Sooner or later, I’d be able to understand everything they said in their native tongue. That would give me an advantage in this strange new world. 
 
    Before long, however, my excitement turned to dread. The metal tables with sleeping females were left in a line, presumably to be processed inside an oppressive looking structure with a high cloth roof. There were ten rows of these tent-like buildings, and outside the one I was destined to end up in was a proud looking Thressl’n woman. The first I had ever seen. 
 
    Her skin was much paler than the brilliant teal of the Thressl’n men, and her rust-colored hair was tied behind her head and braided. She had a stern looking face and looked down at all the human females in front of her as if they were diseased. Her expression was one of pure contempt, and she handled the limp women roughly; scrubbing them immediately with a soapy substance that was quick to lather. When she was done, we were injected with a clear substance I couldn’t identify and then carted inside the imposing tent. I was not looking forward to my turn. 
 
    I had to fight hard not to show my consciousness as her surprisingly strong hands gripped me tightly and lathered me up. The whole process was humiliating, and they didn’t bother to remove our clothing. We all went inside a sopping mess, and I couldn’t help but worry about what could possibly be in the injection that was now coursing through my body. 
 
    “Attention!” 
 
    My heart pounded hard in my chest as Zerk’k’s musical voice wafted over the loudspeakers in the tent. All activity ceased for a moment as it seemed the whole world stopped to listen to him speak. Apparently he was a big deal here. 
 
    “All human females are to immediately be given water. The flight was long, and research indicates it is paramount to their survival. Go now!” 
 
    A flurry of activity began as all the women around me were hooked up to IVs and our bodies were given hydration. I really hoped that the Thressl’n knew what they were doing. So far, I wasn’t very confident. 
 
    Soon, the four-fingered hands of the Thressl’n were all over our bodies, testing us and taking our vitals. We were being studied closely, and everything about us was recorded. I felt like I was on the other end of a cosmic joke, where the roles were reversed, and now I was the extraterrestrial.  
 
    Still, the experience was exciting, and I took note of all I could. And yet, I couldn’t help but wonder what it would take before I could see Commander Zerk’k Arkti again. I had to shake the thought away. I was stuck here because of him. If I ever saw him again, he was going to pay for this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    I watched until the golden-haired human was out of sight, worried about the untold horrors she may experience at the hands of the bitter Thressl’n females who had been charged the task of looking after the humans. Times were hard, indeed, and there were many purists out there, particularly the Thressl’n women, who believed that we would be better off keeping our genetic pool pure. 
 
    But that was no longer an option. There was no way that our race would survive if we did. Although I agreed in theory, there was nothing to be done about it. 
 
    “Commander, Camp #2 is asking for your assistance. The human females are being subdued, but there is trouble.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, pushing the thoughts of my female out of my head and following Jerd down the path. We stepped inside the tent and I was immediately shocked by the wild-eyed females. The Thressl’n women could hold their own, and the females were mostly subdued, but there was one woman, of ideal physiological stock, who was giving them hell. It would have been impressive had she not been breaking very expensive equipment. 
 
    “Stop!” I demanded. She paused for a moment, her wide brown eyes staring into mine. She was attractive, but nowhere near as glamorous as my female. 
 
    “Screw you!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “Please, calm down. Tell me, what is it you need? We want to make you comfortable here.” 
 
    “What I need is to go home!” she exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said. “But right now, that isn’t possible.” 
 
    “When will it be possible?!” she exclaimed. 
 
    I thought about what Supreme Leader Aloitus had said about an overpopulation of humans on our planet and sighed. Perhaps I could come up with a solution that was good for everybody. 
 
    “I will work on it. For now, however, if you do not calm down, you are going to spend the majority of your time on this planet unconscious. Is that what you want?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed defiantly. “You have no right to do this.” 
 
    “Actually, I have every right. And I am giving you an option. Either you cooperate, or you will face the consequences for insubordination.” 
 
    Her chin jutted out, but she seemed to be calming down a bit. 
 
    “I am Second in Command,” I told her. “If you cooperate, it is possible I can send some women back to Earth. But if you refuse and continue destroying valuable property, you will remain here indefinitely.” 
 
    Her complexion paled, and I walked away from her knowing that my words would be enough to keep her calm.  
 
    “How did it go, Commander?” Jerd asked once I ducked out of the tent. 
 
    “The situation has been subdued,” I replied. 
 
    “That is good news,” Jerd replied. 
 
    I nodded, walking away from the tent with a stretch, and my stomach rumbled. This whole trip had been nothing but stressful. Now that I was home, it was time to enjoy a real meal and relax for the first time in far too long. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Welcome back, Commander,” Trillis said, smiling sweetly at me.  
 
    “Hello, Trillis,” I said, sitting down at last in my own home. 
 
    Trillis had been in my life ever since I was a small boy. She had been appointed to serve me, much like a nanny or a maid. Instead of resenting it, though, she felt honored by the privilege of working for the Second in Command. And it took pressure off of my parents to care for me. They had been doing their part in the effort to repopulate Jenal’k, and were plagued by several other children who were not blessed with the same privileges I had received upon their birth. My siblings required most of their time and energy, and, even now, most of my paycheck. 
 
    “How was your mission?” she asked, placing a steaming hot bowl of my favorite Thressl’n stew in front of me.  
 
    “Successful,” I said. “For the most part.” 
 
    “Trouble with Aloitus?” Trillis asked, sighing and sitting down across from me. 
 
    “Always,” I sighed. “He had me stand up in front of everyone and tell them it was my fault if something bad happened because of the humans.”  
 
    “What?” Trillis asked, anger leaking into her aged voice. “He approved the proposal revolutions ago!” 
 
    I shrugged. “That’s Aloitus for you.” 
 
    “Well, I think you would make a much better Supreme Leader than Aloitus. Rumor is quickly spreading about the last scandal.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    This made me perk up. If the community at large decided together that Aloitus was too corrupt to maintain his hold on power, then I would be promoted. That meant no more flying. 
 
    “Yes, word has gotten out. Someone in a high position at the palace was scorned one too many times, I think, and threatened to come clean about everything. Aloitus wanted to put him in the holding chamber, but a group of rebels helped him go into hiding before Aloitus’ henchmen got to him.” 
 
    “Wow, a lot happened while I was gone,” I said, mulling over this new information. It was no wonder Aloitus was being so aggressive about the females. He knew anything that went wrong would look bad and potentially turn the populace against him. Did he really think he wouldn’t deserve that if it happened? 
 
    “It was a long time to be out in space,” Trillis said, looking at me knowingly. She was the only person who seemed to understand just how much I despised being out in space for such long stretches of time. I had never told her, but she had been with me since I was a small child. She knew me better than I knew myself in ways. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, still feeling embarrassed to speak out loud about my detest for leaving home. “I’m glad to be back.” 
 
    “What is Earth like?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 
    “It’s dismal,” I said with a short laugh. “But…” 
 
    “But?” Trillis asked, raising an eyebrow at me. It wasn’t often that I withheld anything from her. In a way, this kindly older female was my best friend and confidant.  
 
    “I met a human female,” I eventually said. 
 
    Trillis brightened. 
 
    “That’s only natural,” she said, trying to play it cool. “That’s what you went there for.” 
 
    But from the way her eyes were sparkling, I knew that she was already guessing what was going on. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anybody like her before,” I said. The powerful surge of longing I’d felt simply laying eyes on her the first time had been overwhelming. And now, I couldn’t go five minutes without fighting thoughts of her out of my head. And I still didn’t really know her name. Doctor was only a title. I hadn’t thought to ask while she was coherent. Things had just moved so quickly. 
 
    “What is she like?” Trillis asked, pouring me a cup of hot flek. 
 
    “She’s…beautiful,” was all I could say. 
 
    “You know, you have the right to claim whichever female you like,” Trillis said. “You never use your status the way you should. You could claim her right now, and nobody would be able to stop you. Even Aloitus would shrug it off.” 
 
    It was true. I hadn’t thought of that before. Trillis’ eyes sparkled as I scarfed my meal down as quickly as I could and rose from the table. 
 
    “Thanks, Trillis,” I said, bowing deeply to her. She gave me a shorter, graceful bow in return, and I could hear her tinkling laughter as I left. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Understood, sir,” the Thressl’n female in charge stepped aside and allowed me through the entrance of Camp 7, the camp full of the females I had delivered personally. My eyes scanned the long rows of sleeping women and immediately fell on the golden-haired human who had consumed my thoughts for so long. 
 
    “Rise,” I said, standing over her.  
 
    Desire raced through me when her clear eyes settled upon me, and her full lips settled into a pout. 
 
    “Why?” she asked, refusing to budge. 
 
    “Do you really want to challenge me?” I asked, fixing a stern look on her. I was surprised at myself. It was so natural for me to treat her the way Thressl’n men treated the women they were mated to for years.  
 
    She didn’t speak and rose from the small metal bed. 
 
    “You know, it’s cold in here,” she said to me, raising her arms in the air and stretching deeply. My eyes wandered the curves of her body, sparks of desire igniting deep inside of me. “You should get these girls some blankets.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, frowning. It was strange to be dealing with such heavily water-based creatures. The Thressl’n didn’t have issues with body temperature regulation unless we were sick, but humans were so fragile. Maybe it really was a mistake to combine our genetics. But what choice was there? 
 
    “Where are we going?” the human asked. 
 
    “What is your name?” I said, without answering. How was I to tell her that she was my chosen mate? I had a strong feeling this wouldn’t go over well, and I wanted to save the dramatics for the privacy of my own home. 
 
    “Lain,” she said begrudgingly. “Dr. Lain Brousseau. But just call me Lain. Do I just call you Zerk’k?” 
 
    “Well I suppose it would be silly for you to call me Commander Arkti,” I said. “So yes.” 
 
    “All right,” she said, fixing her eyes forward. I led her to my modest hovercraft and waited for her to step inside. 
 
    “What is that thing?” she asked. I could almost hear the gears in her head turning as she walked a circle around my vehicle. Her hand flickered toward her back pocket, but she seemed to think better of it. 
 
    “Get in,” I said. I didn’t have the patience for small talk. For a female, she asked a lot of questions. Weren’t humans ever taught to know their place? She was exceptionally rude. And yet I couldn’t help but find it oddly charming. 
 
    She waited to observe me get into the driver’s seat of the vehicle before following suit.  
 
    “Just because I’m going with you doesn’t mean I like you,” she said, as soon as the doors closed and we were left in the quiet, intimate atmosphere of the craft.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether you like me or not,” I said, though I couldn’t help but be stung by her words. “You are on this planet for one purpose. And if you don’t serve that purpose, you are going to suffer immensely.” 
 
    Lain glowered out the window and crossed her arms over her breasts. I took the chance to study her more closely. Now that we weren’t pressed for time, it was easier for me to take in all the details of her face. 
 
    Her neck was long, and her skin a pleasant pink color that was uncommon on the planet Jenal’k. Her lips and cheeks were a much darker, more sensual red, particularly when she was angry, as she was now. And her body, though tiny in comparison to the highly muscular Thressl’n race, was soft and supple. It awakened desires in me I didn’t know I was capable of. 
 
    We were both lost in thought for the rest of the ride, until I stopped the hovercraft in front of my home. We sat in silence for a moment before I finally spoke. 
 
    “This is going to be your home from now on. I expect you to stay out of the way and to make yourself comfortable. Now follow me; I’ll show you where you’ll sleep.” 
 
    Lain glared fiercely at me before hopping out of the vehicle. I sighed. This might not end up being as easy as I thought it would be.  
 
    “Oh, hello,” Trillis said, her eyes wide as she took in the human female. She bowed at Lain, and Lain hesitated for a moment before bowing back awkwardly. The way she bowed was wildly improper, and both Trillis and I had to fight to keep from laughing. It was a sweet gesture though, and we both appreciated it. 
 
    “Trillis, this is Dr. Lain Brousseau. Lain, Trillis is here every day. Her apartment is upstairs if you ever need anything while I’m away. Trillis, I expect you to take care of her as you’d take care of me.” 
 
    “Of course, Commander,” Trillis said, her eyes sparkling. I think both of us knew that my interest in this female went beyond breeding purposes. But convincing the human of that would be another story. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Trillis,” Lain said. Trillis laughed in delight. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Lain,” she repeated carefully. 
 
    Trillis glanced up at me, and it was clear we were both thinking the same thing: this was going to be interesting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    I followed behind Zerk’k, staring at his broad, muscular back as he led the way through his home. It was fascinating to see the layout of the structure. It was similar architecturally to ancient Japanese building structures, but the appliances inside were far different from anything one could find on Earth. It was clear I was dealing with a very advanced civilization. 
 
    “This is the washing room,” Zerk’k said, leading me down a very narrow hallway. I peered inside the room and frowned when I didn’t see what I was used to seeing in the bathrooms back home. “Don’t worry, I’ll ask Trillis to show you how it works. I’m sure you’re more comfortable with other females in that regard.” 
 
    I refused to answer. Why was I getting this special treatment when “other females,” as Zerk’k called them, were still trapped in the oppressive tents on the other side of the settlement? 
 
    Zerk’k didn’t seem perturbed by my silence at all and simply continued the tour.  
 
    “This is where I work. You are never to enter this room.” He looked back at me, his metallic purple eyes serious. “Do you understand?” 
 
    I wanted to do something extreme, something angry, but as he looked at me, his expression softened. 
 
    “I know this is all very different for you,” he said, his handsome face contorted with the effort to word his thoughts well enough to me. “I’m sorry that you are in a situation you do not wish to be in. I felt there was no other choice. In time, I hope you are able to forgive me.” 
 
    Before I could answer, Zerk’k turned away and continued walking down the narrow hallway. I sighed in frustration. What was with this guy? And why was it I found him to be, in ways, so irresistible? Maybe it was something in the drugs they’d been feeding me over the past day or so. Something was probably messing with my hormones. Whatever it was, I wished it would stop. My body couldn’t take much more of this push and pull feeling. I didn’t want to be attracted to my captor. It seemed so inappropriate. 
 
    “And here is the bed chambers,” Zerk’k finally said. “It is the most private room in this space. Everybody has utmost privacy here. We will share this space until further notice.” 
 
    My stomach dropped. He seriously expected me to share the bedroom with him? No way. 
 
    “Don’t you have a living room or something?” I stammered, backing away from the door. “I’ll just sleep on the couch.” 
 
    Zerk’k’s face darkened, and suddenly his hands were on my shoulders. It happened so quickly that I barely had time to register the way he carried me, as if I were light as a feather, and shoved me against the wall in the bedroom. The door closed with a quiet click behind us. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” he hissed. “This is the only way. Do you think you would be here if there was another choice? Do you think I want the other Thressl’n men to lay their hands on you?” 
 
    I was shocked by the prospect, and the passion in his voice when he spoke. I almost wanted to believe him. 
 
    “This is where you are safe. This is where I can protect you. And,” he added, his face hovering close to mine, “this is where I will make you mine.” 
 
    My body was on fire. His display of power should have scared me. Maybe even prompted me to fight. But somehow, my brain was locked on only one thing, and I had to keep myself from surrendering to the overpowering desire that was begging me to give in to this mysterious man’s power. 
 
    If he would have held me there a second longer, I don’t know what would have happened. But thankfully, he let go of my wrists. 
 
    “I understand that you are not ready yet,” Zerk’k said, his beautiful eyes gentle and understanding. “I will not force a family upon you. But in time, I am confident that you will see, as I see, that this was meant to be.” 
 
    Zerk’k broke eye contact with me and headed for the doorway. My legs were like jelly, and I couldn’t bring myself to follow him. He didn’t seem to expect me to, though. As he crossed the threshold of the door, he seemed to think better of it and turned back to me. 
 
    “The Thressl’n believe in destiny. We are given roles that are fated for us. And just as every job on the Planet Jenal’k is predetermined, so must be the loyalty of my hearts.” 
 
    And with that, he walked out the door. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Meal time, dear,” Trillis said cheerfully over the intercom in the bedroom. 
 
    I looked up from my notebook, reluctant to leave my work. I had been consumed in outlining every experience of my ordeal in detail, and had been so busy doing it that I’d almost forgotten I was capable of feeling hunger.  
 
    I stood up, my heart pounding at the thought that I would have to face Zerk’k again. I was furious at him, but another, secret part of me was thrilled by the thought of encountering him again. But I had to stay composed. It wasn’t my real feelings speaking for me. It had to be the chemicals in my body that were being altered by Thressl’n drug compounds. I had to stay strong. I refused to be just breeding machine for Commander Zerk’k’s degrading mission. 
 
    “It is nice to meet you!” Trillis said, bowing deeply at me when I arrived at the table. It was elaborately decorated, and filled with foods I had never seen before. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, wondering if I should correct her. But it seemed like a nice spin on an old greeting from Earth. I chose not to say anything and sat down in front of one of the plates. 
 
    To my surprise, Trillis sat down at the other. 
 
    “Where is Zerk’k?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “He had business to take care of,” Trillis said, spooning the foods onto my plate. “Poor boy is always so busy. His job takes its toll. But it is as destined.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, looking down at the food on my plate. I couldn’t help but feel disappointed that Zerk’k wasn’t there to share my first meal on his planet. He was the one who had brought me here after all. But it couldn’t be helped. And anyway, I couldn’t stand him. Even if I missed him when he was away, as soon as he was around I wished he would disappear. 
 
    “It must be very different for you,” Trillis said, demonstrating how to use the strange utensils on the table. She was very intuitive, and a kind teacher. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, my mind flashing back to the bizarre feelings I was having toward Commander Arkti. There was nothing normal about this. I had never even felt so aroused near the men I’d dated on Earth. Whatever the Thressl’n were giving me, it must have been strong. 
 
    “He’s really not a terrible man,” Trillis said. “I can only imagine what you must be thinking. Being stolen so callously from your own world. He truly does have your best interests at heart.” 
 
    “My best intentions?” I scoffed. “What would he know about that?” 
 
    “You do realize that sooner rather than later, you will have no home planet to speak of?” Trillis said, taking a spoonful of a bright orange substance and chewing it pleasantly. “You were chosen to survive that catastrophe and aid in the creation of a superior race. A race that, perhaps, will turn out to be superior to the Thressl’n.” 
 
    “I don’t care about any of that,” I grumbled. “I’d rather die with my own planet. He had no right to kidnap so many women from our homes. They have families!” 
 
    “I assure you, they don’t,” Trillis said quietly. “We do take these things into consideration.” 
 
    My cheeks burned and I bit into one of the foreign substances on my plate. It was true that I didn’t have much family to speak of. Perhaps the same was true of the rest of the human women on Jenal’k.  
 
    When I began to chew, a shocking burst of flavors erupted in my mouth. 
 
    “This is really good,” I said, smiling for the first time since my abduction. 
 
    “Thank you,” Trillis said with a small bow. “It’s a favored recipe.” 
 
    We chatted a while longer, until I finished the meal. I was eager to linger behind and see how Trillis managed the dishes and kitchen upkeep, but she hurried me out of the kitchen for a tutorial on how to wash myself in Zerk’k’s home. It was fairly self-explanatory, and she excused herself as I stripped my clothing off and stepped into the shower area. 
 
    When I emerged, I was shocked to find that my clothes had disappeared. I was horrified and embarrassed, and ran naked through the narrow hallway to the bedroom, hoping I’d find something to cover up with in there. 
 
    I found a gown made of impossibly soft material on the bed. There were no panties or bras or anything of the sort. Just a gown. 
 
    I put it on, feeling more humiliated than I’d ever felt in my life, and lay back on the bed. It was slightly softer than the metallic benches we’d been forced to sleep on in the ship, and I suddenly realized just how exhausted I was. Before I could help myself, I slipped into a deep, sound sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    A few hours later, I was roused from sleep by the sound of the bedroom door opening. At first I was too tired to care, but when I opened my eyes, my body was overcome with the same, unwelcome desire that had kept me in Zerk’k’s thrall.  
 
    I quickly pretended to be asleep, but couldn’t keep my eyes from following Zerk’k across the room. I was shocked to realize that he had just showered, and had walked to the bedroom naked, just as I had. I watched slyly as he began rummaging through a closet I hadn’t known was there for something to wear. Fire engulfed my whole body as I caught a glimpse of Zerk’k’s muscular torso, with nothing between my eyes and the full impact of his startling body. 
 
    Zerk’k didn’t notice, and slipped on a pair of loose pants made from the same material as my gown. He faced the bed, and I realized that he looked completely exhausted. I found myself wondering when the last time he had actually slept had been. He hesitated and stood rigidly at the end of the bed, studying my body. He seemed to think better of it, and leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Soon, his chest was rising and falling rhythmically, and I realized that he was asleep. 
 
    I lay in Zerk’k’s bed, agonized. He had chosen to respect my space, oblivious to the fact that, despite myself, what I wanted more than anything was to have the obnoxious longing he inspired in me satisfied.  
 
    I surprised myself by sitting up in the bed. 
 
    “Zerk’k,” I whispered. 
 
    He was immediately awake, his metallic purple eyes boring into mine intensely. It only escalated my irrational desire for him. But it wasn’t him that I cared about, surely. My body was having a physiological reaction to an otherwise unforeseeable experience. I shouldn’t be too hard on myself.  
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Lie down,” I told him, scooting off the bed. “I can sleep somewhere else.” 
 
    I was startled by his strong hands on my shoulders, and the fire in by body grew beyond taming. I was losing my self-control. Fast. But I would hate myself if anything happened between us. Just as much as I hated Zerk’k, despite this inexplicable attraction I was feeling. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said. His large hands moved down my arms, sending a forbidden thrill through me. I could follow the line of his eyes as he took me in. I must have been as strange to him as he was to me. 
 
    “But…” I breathed. I didn’t want to sleep anywhere else. In fact, I didn’t want to sleep at all. I was energized by a powerful force as he carefully, gently, took my hand in his own. I wanted him to tell me I could go. I was afraid of what might happen if I stayed. I couldn’t give in. Not even to myself. 
 
    He traced the lines of my palm with one of his long fingers, and then flipped his own hand over as if to compare. The feeling was highly erotic, though I wished I could be experiencing these feelings with someone else. Even sharing these alarmingly strong feelings with Brighton might have been better. 
 
    “Please lie down. We should get used to this arrangement,” he said. “The choice has been made. There is no taking it back now.” 
 
    The way Zerk’k spoke, so sure of himself and our destiny, made my defenses weaken. If I was stuck here anyway, why not resign myself to my fate? I might as well accept these unwanted feelings and satiate the burning desire I was feeling. What would it matter in the long run? I don’t know why his matter-of-fact attitude was comforting to me then, when every other time we had spoken, it had only infuriated me.  
 
    “Lie down,” Zerk’k said again. It wasn’t a request this time. He expected full obedience from me. I’m sure he was used to everybody around him doing as he asked. He had apparently been bred to give orders. And while any other time of the day I would have been furious, he was giving me the permission I needed to surrender. 
 
    I lay back in the bed, my eyes focused on Zerk’k in the darkness. He climbed over me, his powerful frame sending an electric thrill through my body. I groaned despite myself when my middle, completely naked beneath my strange gown, made contact with the firm muscle of Zerk’k’s groin. Even without seeing him erect, I could tell that there was one biological difference between Thressl’n men and humans that males of my own species would be jealous of.  
 
    But I shouldn’t let myself think these things. It was totally wrong. Wasn’t I stronger than this? 
 
    “You don’t have to fight it,” Zerk’k’s masculine voice rumbled in my ear. His soft breath against my skin unleashed a whole new wave of longing in me. Why was he telling me exactly what I wanted to hear? “You are safe with me.” 
 
    He pressed his hips firmly against me, and ground up, slowly and agonizingly. My breath caught in my throat as an explosion of pleasure rocked my body. I closed my eyes. I wouldn’t be able to fight it much longer. Whether I liked it or not, this was what I wanted. 
 
    Another gentle thrust of Zerk’k’s powerful hips, and a gentle, completely unexpected kiss on my temple completely did me in. I caved in to the sweet seduction of Zerk’k’s body, and gripped his muscular biceps as he carefully used his body to elicit pleasure within me I hadn’t realized was possible.  
 
    He paused for a moment to lift the gown from my body so he could examine the slope of my breasts, and I cried out in ecstasy as the hot trail of his touch roamed from my neck to the soft mound of my nipple. Zerk’k’s dark eyes settled on mine, and a serious expression settled on his face.  
 
    In a quick flash, the cloth covering his body was gone, and there was nothing between my body and his. I moaned softly as his impressive member found its way between my legs. He took his time with my body, exploring every little detail of it with his own. Most men would have been halfway done by then, but not Zerk’k. His careful precision drew the whole experience out, and I was so overcome with pleasure that I could barely remember my own name. 
 
    “Lain,” he said softly, as if testing out the word on his lips. He seemed to decide that he liked the way it tasted, and lowered his soft mouth against my clavicle. Another explosion of bliss rocked my body, and was intensified as he began to gently push himself inside of me. I was shocked by how much pleasure I was receiving; none of the experiences I’d had on Earth could even compare. 
 
    I grabbed Zerk’k’s shoulder, moaning deeply as he made his way fully inside me. Every small movement he made sent a new thrill coursing through me, and I had to bite my lips to keep from crying out too loudly. All my life I had lived in apartments where I had to be mindful of every little noise I made, and seemed to carry the habit with me to the planet Jenal’k. 
 
    Suddenly, Zerk’k began to unleash his power on my body. He plunged hard inside me, removing himself slowly and deliberately before thrusting inside again. My entire body was shaken to the core, and I cried out loud. So this was what bodies were made for. Leave it to an alien to help me figure it out. 
 
    Zerk’k seemed to have unlimited stores of energy. Even though I had been convinced he was about to fall into a dead sleep just a few moments beforehand, now he was spending a huge amount of time building up my body in a way I’d never experienced before.  
 
    As suddenly as it started, I could feel myself tightening around the hard muscle inside of me, and Zerk’k paused. I panted as my orgasm overpowered me. I looked into Zerk’k’s face, and saw that he was completely enraptured. With one, final thrust of his powerful body, a hot explosion burst from him, and my climax reached a new height. Zerk’k held me tightly as our bodies responded to each other, and quickly withdrew from me when it was clear that both of us were completely spent. 
 
    “Sleep in peace,” he said quietly.  
 
    I didn’t know how to respond, and couldn’t possibly begin to describe the mixed feelings it gave me when Zerk’k turned his back to me on the bed and immediately fell into a fast, deep sleep.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, the human had already risen from the bed and left the room. I cringed, furious at myself for the night before. My plan had been to let her come to know me of her own accord. Now, I was certain that things would become even more strained than they were before.  
 
    “Good morning, Commander,” Trillis said, smiling brightly when I entered the dining area. The human was sitting at the table and glanced up at me. I caught her eye for a brief moment before she looked back down at her plate, her cheeks a deep red color. I knew I had messed up. 
 
    “You should eat something before you go,” Trillis said. She was always pestering me about food. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, sitting down awkwardly across from Lain. She refused to meet my eyes again, so I focused on eating as quickly as I could. If I didn’t get at least 5 meals daily, I was a wreck.  
 
    I was grateful for Trillis’ intervention. Most of the time I was too busy to eat properly, despite the fact that Thressl’n bodies required a lot of fuel to keep up our massive stores of energy and maintain our muscle mass. It was strange to see the human pick at our foods and seem satisfied after only a few bites. She ate about the same amount as a small Thressl’n child might have been expected to eat.  
 
    “Trillis, would you mind taking Lain to get appropriate attire? She can’t be mated to the Second in Command and look like such an outsider.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Trillis said, barely able to hide her sly smile. She was quietly rooting for me to embrace my feelings for the human. Even though everyone else on the planet would have been horrified to know that my interest in Lain was anything but a necessary evil required to keep our race from becoming extinct. 
 
    “I like my clothes,” Lain said. Her voice was quiet but resolute. 
 
    “What?” I asked, prickling. “I’m not asking if you like your clothes or not. Human clothes are not appropriate for this planet.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask to be here,” Lain retorted. “In fact, if I had any say in this at all, I never would have left Earth. So the least you can do is let me wear the clothes I like.” 
 
    “Those rags will not do,” I said, raising my voice despite myself. I had never been so challenged by anyone before. I wasn’t sure why she managed to get under my skin so much. “If you spent any time outside at all, you would know that. Why do you insist on questioning me all the time?” 
 
    “I’m not questioning you! I’m telling you I want to keep my clothes. Why do you insist on trying to control me all the time?” 
 
    I glowered and stood from the table. I didn’t have to go on bantering with this woman. She obviously wasn’t going to let this go, and neither of us was feeling particularly comfortable with the other. Especially after the night before. It seemed pointless to argue. 
 
    “Where are you going, Commander?” Trillis asked, hardly able to keep the panic out of her voice. She didn’t like to see me angry. She knew what I was capable of. 
 
    “I have business to attend to. Please do as I asked and get the human some decent clothing.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Trillis said, bowing her head as I left the room. 
 
    It took all I had not to slam the door of my hovercraft once I got inside. Who did that female think she was? How long was it she had been on Jenal’k? Was she an expert on our weather now that she had stood under the suns for five minutes waiting to join me in the hovercraft? Why didn’t she seem to get that I was only trying to protect her? 
 
    No, she wasn’t going to believe that for a second. To her, I was nothing but a lowly captor who only wanted to use her for my own selfish ends. It didn’t matter what I really thought or felt. When did it ever? We all had our place in this world, and mine was apparently to quietly accept that everybody around me was simply going to make up their mind about what I was, whether I felt like I was that way or not. 
 
    I was still in a huff when I burst through the palace doors. 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    I glared at the ground before meeting the eye of Grath, Aloitus’ right-hand man. “Taking care of personal matters.” 
 
    “That won’t do. Supreme Leader Aloitus had choice words for you this morning.” 
 
    “Of course he did,” I mumbled under my breath. 
 
    “What was that?” Grath asked. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said, finally looking him in the eye. 
 
    “Never mind. Please follow me. The Supreme Leader is awaiting your arrival.” 
 
    I followed Grath through the winding hallways of Aloitus’ palace, eyeing the decorative statues and art lining the walls. Aloitus had very expensive taste, and some of the most prominent artists in the galaxy were featured on his walls; pieces that likely cost money that Aloitus had taken right out of the pockets of citizens of Jenal’k.  
 
    “Zerk’k! Where have you been?” 
 
    “Attending to personal matters,” I repeated.  
 
    Apparently there was an echo in the palace. 
 
    “Personal? Nothing is personal here. You took a human without permission! I hadn’t assigned anybody yet. What’s the meaning of this?” 
 
    Aloitus pursed his lips at me. I could have punched him in the face for the power trip he was obviously on. Nothing I was doing seemed good enough. He just wanted to cause trouble. Was being the leader of Jenal’k really so boring that he had to cause needless issues with those beneath him? 
 
    “I made my selection early on. You told me you had full confidence in me before I left, and to choose whichever female I wanted. As Second in Command, you’d think I’m owed that much at least.” 
 
    Aloitus stared at me for a moment and dismissed his guards with the nod of his head. My stomach dropped. That usually meant he was going to say something he didn’t want anybody else to hear. And that was generally a very bad thing. 
 
    “You can tell me the truth, Zerk’k. We’re friends here. You probably couldn’t wait to see what it’s like to copulate with a human.” 
 
    I cringed. Luckily, before I answered, Aloitus resumed speaking. 
 
    “I’ll tell you the truth. I couldn’t wait either. I snagged one of those little creatures myself last night. What did you think? It’s way better than our own females. They’re so exotic!” 
 
    Ah, so that was the real reason Aloitus had called me in. He wanted to compare notes and pretend he had a real friend to “guy talk” with. I was used to this and did my best to remain polite. 
 
    “The human females are quite different,” I said, trying not to let myself get pulled back into the memory of the night before. In truth, I had never even hoped to experience anything so sensual and fulfilling as what I had shared with Lain. But knowing that she wasn’t happy to be on Jenal’k, or with me in general, just made my insides swirl painfully. 
 
    “How did it go?” Aloitus asked, lowering his voice and coming in close to me, a sickening grin twisted on his face. “I have to admit, I’ve never felt that way before.” 
 
    “No, I haven’t either,” I said truthfully, though it felt wrong to speak about something like this with Aloitus. The feelings I was experiencing for Lain were hard for me to understand and accept. They seemed far too personal to gossip about. Especially when I knew I’d be in huge trouble for taking a fixation with a human too far.  
 
    Nobody saw the human females on Jenal’k as suitable partners in the long term. They were just here for breeding purposes. Then, if all went well and we knew we could trust them to keep our secrets, maybe they would be allowed to return back to Earth. Although I had to admit, the chances of that happening were very slim. Perhaps if we got our hands on one of the serums that the Vellreq used to wipe the memories of their victims clean. 
 
    Regardless of what ended up happening with the humans, Aloitus would waste no time in punishing me for needlessly complicating things with them by developing inappropriate feelings for one of them. I was having a hard enough time forgiving myself. I was almost ready to welcome the punishment for my conduct and get the whole thing over with. 
 
    “You know, Zerk’k, I’ve been meaning to ask you, what do you think the hybrids will look like? I think it’s funny that the two of us are probably going to be the first to find out. I should delay breeding for a few weeks to guarantee it. Wouldn’t that be something? Then our spawn would have a higher chance of getting good roles on Jenal’k.” 
 
    I cringed inwardly, still uncomfortable reducing my experience with Lain to this base chit chat.  
 
    “With all due respect, sir, the population situation is severe. We should begin breeding as soon as possible.” 
 
    Aloitus waved his hand in the air dismissively. 
 
    “Of course, of course.  It’s just nice to have something that nobody else has, isn’t it?” 
 
    Again I was forced into a memory of the sweet feeling of Lain’s skin; the soft warmth of her breath against my body. The sickening smile returned to Aloitus’ face for a brief moment, but almost as soon as it appeared, it was gone again and replaced by a stern expression. I knew it was time to get back to work. 
 
    “I need you to go patrol the lines. I promised the people an announcement today. We have to get the females assigned. I know there are going to be problems; some people have certain…preferences, if you will. And I know the humans are going to be upset. Most of the Thressl’n don’t want to bring home a limp bride, so we are going to try to do this without any sedation.” 
 
    “That’s bold,” I said quietly. I felt a sudden surge of pity for the females who would be forced into situations such as the one I was in with Lain. What a strange experience they must be having. And although Thressl’n men had certain physiological features and scents that would make the arrangement worth their while, it still seemed a bit crass. I hadn’t thought anything of it before meeting Lain. 
 
    “I know there will be problems. That’s why I’m assigning you. I’ll be busy attending to other, more private matters.”  
 
    The sickening smile creased his face for the last time before I turned my back and walked to the doorway of Aloitus’ office. 
 
    “Of course,” I said over my shoulder, unwilling to meet his eyes again. 
 
    *** 
 
    I headed to the camps on the other side of Mount Zennith, my thoughts consumed by the night before. Why was it that I could feel so strongly for this human when no female of my own kind had ever kept my interest? More baffling of all, she was so volatile and defiant; these were features thought to be most unattractive in Thressl’n females. But somehow, in this tiny, serious human, they managed to be tolerable. Almost attractive. 
 
    And yet I was fairly certain that we were incompatible. There were things about her that made me feel more furious than I had ever felt before, defying my orders and doing whatever she felt like, and we had only known each other for such a short amount of time. And I was sure she couldn’t stand me. We had barely been able to look at each other during breakfast. I could only imagine how angry she must have been at me. At least as angry as I was at myself. 
 
    These thoughts were quickly rushed from my mind when I caught a glance of the campground from the sky above. Huge Thressl’n bodies were being swarmed by the tiny pink females. Through the thick glass of my hovercraft, I could hear the commotion. It was a mess, but despite it, I couldn’t hide a smile. Apparently, human females were all capable of more than even the males on their planet were aware of. 
 
    “Commander!” Jerd exclaimed, pushing through the crowd to meet me.  
 
    “What happened?” I asked, my eyes searching the crowd. 
 
    “The females want nothing to do with the Thressl’n men. Please tell me you came with orders for sedation.” 
 
    “I’m afraid not,” I said. “I’ll do my best to handle this without it.” 
 
    “Attention!” I exclaimed in our native Thressl’n tongue. The human females balked in fear. They couldn’t understand what I was saying, but I had a lot of practice with commanding the attention of large masses of people, and I was adorned in distinct armor bearing the Thressl’n crest. I’m sure I was an intimidating sight. 
 
    “The Earth females are going to require some patience on our parts,” I said. “If you cannot get your female to agree to come home with you using their native English, then you will just have to visit them in the camps until the mission is accomplished.” 
 
    The men in the crowd groaned collectively, clearly agitated by the lack of submission. They hadn’t had any personal experience with the humans the way I’d had with Lain. The perfection of her features as she gasped on top of me was a memory that had been following me all morning. 
 
    “There is a short courtship process that the humans require before they will be willing to come to your homes voluntarily. Otherwise, you risk having a volatile creature in your home that is difficult to control. I recommend coming to visit the humans at the camps as opposed to trying to bring them home; at least for now. Once they are ready to breed, they will let you know.” 
 
    “How will we know?” one man shouted. 
 
    “There will be signs,” I said, trying to keep my voice even as I thought back to the way Lain’s soft fingers had grazed my body. “You should be able to sense the shift of energy around them. And if you’re still not sure, consult the nurses. They should give you their pheromone readout.” 
 
    I hadn’t spoken to the Thressl’n females who had been charged with looking after the humans, but I already knew that they were going to be furious. They had been thinking that attending to the human camps was a temporary arrangement. I hadn’t even consulted Supreme Leader Aloitus yet.  
 
    But the path to success seemed obvious to me. Breeding with the humans couldn’t be done until they were in heat, but each human’s biological cycle was different. As their captors and caretakers, it was up to us to make sure they were physiologically and mentally prepared for the breeding process. And despite our press on time, that meant we would have to be patient. 
 
    Now, it was time to address the human females, who had been fighting impressively to avoid leaving with the elite Thressl’n men that had been given their choice of the first females. I would have been in this crowd myself, had I not already claimed Lain the night before. 
 
    “Females of Earth. This is Commander Zerk’k Arkti speaking.” 
 
    There were a few mumbles in the crowd, but nobody dared to move. My armor had been designed to strike fear in the hearts of all who laid eyes upon me. Why hadn’t it seemed to affect Lain? 
 
    “We have brought you here due to dire circumstances on the planet Jenal’k. If all goes well, your needs will be heard and attended to. For now, I’d like you to return to your beds in the camp. Give the Thressl’n men who request it your identification. That’s the card you received upon entry. It is either obey or face the consequences.” 
 
    The crowd dissolved into murmurs. 
 
    “Everybody line up!” I barked, first in Thressl’n, then in English. “One at a time. Go to your chosen female and request her information. The most we can do for now is to work out a good system. Breeding should commence within a few days.” 
 
    The Thressl’n men were obviously angered about having to wait, but they knew they had no choice but to follow the rules. It wasn’t in our nature to object to the orders of our superiors.  
 
    “You will have to make yourself available to visit your human and provide her with the stimulation required to put her into heat. Only then can you return to your homes with them; we will also set up a copulation area for breeding purposes right here in the camp in case of unforeseen circumstances.” 
 
    The human females all looked dubious, angry, and scared, but they cooperated remarkably well. I’m sure they realized that they had no other choice. I felt bad; I knew I was lying about getting them back to Earth. There really was no telling just how long the fragile little planet would last under human supervision. Especially with the Vellreq speeding things along. But still, there was a slight chance we would figure something out.  
 
    I wondered what Lain would have done if she had found herself in the line with the other females. I’m sure she would have been the loudest and most outspoken of them all. She had showed no fear of me, despite my armor.  
 
    And even with her big mouth going, it seemed impossible to me that any of the Thressl’n would be able to resist her. I felt a huge wave of relief knowing she was safe and sound with Trillis, away from this place. That was how it was going to stay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
    Dr. Lain Brosseau 
 
      
 
    “Perhaps it was a mistake to bring you here,” Trillis said with a sheepish laugh. 
 
    I glared at the ground as Trillis led me through a winding shop that was full of bright objects and clothing unlike anything I had ever seen. It was apparently the equivalent of a shopping mall on Earth. The Thressl’n in the shop couldn’t keep their eyes off me. I felt like an animal in a zoo. 
 
    “I told him I’d rather just wear my own clothes,” I mumbled. I hated the way he tried to throw his weight around. “That would have been good enough.” 
 
    “He is just doing what’s best,” Trillis said. I glowered. Why was she so blindly loyal to that man? Couldn’t she tell that he was just an asshole? I couldn’t believe I had allowed myself to sleep with him. What would happen if I ended up pregnant? 
 
    “Here, this one would look nice on you,” Trillis said, taking a gown off one of the shelves and holding it up for me to look at. I frowned. It looked a lot like the one I had worn the night before, when, for some reason beyond my comprehension, I had surrendered to a bizarre chemical desire that had driven me past the point of no return. 
 
    “I don’t like it,” I said, embarrassed by the memory of Zerk’k, finding himself so easily inside of me. 
 
    “You are going to have to settle on something, dear. Or I’ll just have to pick it myself. Your human clothing will not suit you for the weather here. Zerk’k is only trying to protect you. That’s how he has always been. It is why he was chosen as Second in Command.” 
 
    I didn’t want to be suited for the weather on Jenal’k. I wanted to go home. What made them think that any of this was okay? I had been at the height of my career when I’d been abducted. And now? I was just some breeding toy for a man who liked to order me around and expect perfect compliance. 
 
    “Look,” Trillis said when I didn’t reply to her. “We don’t know how long it’s going to be before the situation is in your favor. You might need to rely on a little bit of patience. At the very least you can make the best of the situation you’re in until you are given a chance to return to your home. Zerk’k is a reasonable man. I’m sure he’s working on a way to return the human females after the population crisis has been averted. But it really is safer on Jenal’k.” 
 
    I knew Trillis was trying to help, but somehow her words just seemed to make everything feel even worse. Yes, I could handle patience. I was a scientist for Christ’s sake. Patience was in my blood.  
 
    I gasped, suddenly realizing that I had been putting my personal feelings ahead of my real mission: gathering intel about this new planet so that once I could finally get back to Earth, I would have all the information anyone could possibly need about the Thressl’n. I’d better get back to taking notes. 
 
    “Can I try that one?” I asked, pointing at one of the shapeless gowns in the corner of the rack. Trillis beamed. 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    As we were checking out, I noted the elaborate coins that Trillis handed to the overseer of the shop. They looked as though they were made of platinum, and were imprinted with a beautiful design. It appeared to be a representation of foliage, though I hadn’t seen much lush green space on this planet.  
 
    There was a hint of a forest of some type far away, but the settlements were in an area that struck me more like a red desert. Off in the distance was a mountain range where the camp of human women was located. I stared hard at the coins until the image was burnt into my head. I would make notes of them when I got home. 
 
    I was met with an unexpected wave of pure heat once we left the shops. It was almost enough to make me collapse; for a moment I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath at all. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Trillis asked. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Those clothes you have on are far too heavy,” Trillis said, shaking her head. “You would be miserable in them. Let’s hurry into the hovercraft; we’ll get you home. You can change clothes there.” 
 
    This place was not my home. The confusing labyrinths of Zerk’k’s hovel would never be my home.  
 
    “Okay,” was all I said.  
 
    Trillis didn’t need to be let in by my internal monolog. For some reason, I was far less angry at her. I’m sure she had done all she could to keep the breeding crisis at bay. As far as I was concerned, the females of this planet were victimized just as much as the women on my own planet were, by our own men and the Thressl’n. Where in the universe could we find a planet where women were as highly valued as men were?! 
 
    “The Commander will be pleased,” Trillis said, beaming happily. 
 
    Although it annoyed me that her thoughts seemed only to lie with what Zerk’k thought, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. It seemed that her only role in this world was in serving Zerk’k and worrying and caring about Zerk’k. Where did she fit into the grand scheme of things? He was old enough not to need a caregiver anymore. 
 
    “The Commander can go to hell for all I care,” I grumbled.  
 
    Trillis was quiet for a moment. “The Commander adores you. He adores us both. You would do well to show him some respect.” 
 
    I scoffed inwardly, but I knew a battle with Trillis would land me nowhere. She had been groomed to believe she could only rest easily if Zerk’k had everything he needed. She would feel like she had done a good job in life if she served him to the fullest. But what did Trillis want to do with her life? Did it matter? It probably didn’t matter to Zerk’k any more than it mattered what I wanted to do with my life. Why was he such an asshole?! 
 
    We were quiet for a while before my guilt for lashing out at Trillis welled up inside of me. She was just another victim of a cruel system, but she tried to see the positive aspects of the world she was raised in.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Trillis,” I said. “This is all really strange for me.” 
 
    Trillis beamed. 
 
    “Really, don’t apologize. I just want you to know that Commander Arkti isn’t a bad man. He is only doing what he thinks is necessary under the circumstances. And I respect his mind; he consistently makes good decisions.” 
 
    I held my tongue for the rest of the ride. It seemed like forever until we finally made it back to Zerk’k’s house, and once again I nearly fell to my knees as a strong wave of heat crushed me. I was beginning to see why they were so worried about my clothes. 
 
    “It gets like this every afternoon and lasts well into the evening,” Trillis said. “The Commander thought it best to keep the humans in the mountains as our climate is far different from Earth. The mountains are relatively similar to some areas on Earth and your comfort is guaranteed there.” 
 
    “And yet he thought it would be a good idea to bring me here,” I said, pointing out what I thought was perfectly good evidence of the fact that he didn’t give a damn what was best for me. 
 
    “Yes,” Trillis said, unlocking the door and stepping inside. She paused and waited for me to follow. The cool atmosphere of the house immediately made me feel better. “I have a feeling that he didn’t want the other Thressl’n men to come and treat you with disrespect. He thought it best to hide you away as quickly as possible, before inquiries were made about you.” 
 
    The information gave me mixed feelings. Trillis seemed so convinced that Zerk’k put everybody’s best interests at heart. It would take a lot more than that to convince me that she was right. If he cared so much about respect, he wouldn’t have abducted so many women against their will. I was fairly certain there were groups of women on Earth who would line up for the chance to breed with an unknown alien species. Hell, I may have gone voluntarily just to experience their world. But this? I couldn’t accept it. 
 
    Once inside, Trillis immediately got to work on serving yet more food. I was surprised; we had already eaten just a couple of hours ago, and there was no way I was ready for another meal as elaborate as the one we’d had for breakfast.  
 
    “Why don’t you put your things away for now, dear, and I’ll call you when the food is ready.” 
 
    I nodded, grateful for the chance to escape by myself and write about my adventure to the Thressl’n’s downtown area. I walked into the bedroom, stricken suddenly by how much it smelled like Zerk’k. I felt oddly comforted by the fact, though I couldn’t help but fight a twinge of nausea as my mind made its way guiltily to the night before, when all of my inhibitions had somehow blown out the window.  
 
    Sure, Zerk’k was a gorgeous man in his own right, but that wasn’t enough to make me happy about being his captor. What did he expect from me? Total obedience? I wasn’t a slave to anybody; least of all some arrogant extraterrestrial who disguised his controlling behavior as a concern for my best interest. 
 
    Now that I was alone in the bedroom and Zerk’k wasn’t due home anytime soon, I realized that I had a good chance to do some snooping. Trillis had been given strict instructions not to interfere with me or my relationship with Zerk’k. Knowing that made it possible to relax for the first time since I had been abducted. 
 
    The bedroom was big. Really big. It was clear that Zerk’k was given a position of power and was compensated generously for it. There was plush carpet, softer than the carpet on Earth. The fabrics were different somehow. Everything was a pure white color, but it seemed deeper than the whites on Earth. At the far end of the room, across a vast space of carpet, was a door.  
 
    I crept close and examined the electronic mechanism that served as door handles in this place. I had watched Zerk’k and Trillis enough to have figured it out, despite being automatically allowed into the bedroom space. With trembling hands, I tried a few different button combinations before the door hissed open.  
 
    I gasped softly when the open doorway revealed a closet bigger than the living room of my apartment on Earth. In the back were rows of shelves full of brutal looking machines that I was positive were weapons. To the side was a long row of intricately designed outfits, and a replica of the black armor that Zerk’k had been wearing the first time I’d seen him on the ship. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself from venturing further into the closet. On the opposite side was an empty row with one outfit hanging up; it was the gown I had worn the night before. The rest was empty. I cast a glance back at the full bags of clothes I had carried into the bedroom. Half of this closet was intended to be mine.  
 
    My heart raced as I ventured deeper inside. I fingered the soft, light material of Zerk’k’s outfits, once again stricken by his scent. I felt an unwelcome surge of longing as my mind involuntarily returned to the rapture I had felt the last time I had smelled Zerk’k’s body in person. 
 
    Suddenly, a blinking light caught my eye. It was coming from the shelves in the back. I felt suddenly uneasy, but couldn’t keep myself from moving toward the shelves.  
 
    The object that was blinking was long and cylindrical. I touched it, and it was ice cold. A few lights became illuminated from my touch, and a strange whirring sound filled the small space. I realized with a start that it was charging, and the cold metal was heating up rapidly. 
 
    A robotic Thressl’n voice began speaking, and a loud, rhythmic beeping began. It sounded like a countdown. Fear flooded my breast as the little room became hotter and hotter, and a blinding ball of white energy began to grow at the base of the weapon. 
 
    “Fuck,” I hissed. It was going to go off. And it was going to cause a lot of damage. I studied it, sweat building on my brow. I had to disengage it somehow. If Trillis got hurt it would be my fault, and the special treatment I’d been given so far would come to an end. I might never see Earth again. Worst of all, I could die. 
 
    I had no idea how to read the Thressl’n written language though, and try as I might, everything I did was futile. 
 
    “Lain!” 
 
    Zerk’k’s masculine voice made me nearly jump out of my skin. His strong arms were suddenly around me, and I was being hauled outside the closet. Zerk’k ran back inside, and I could hear machinery clicking as he dealt with the weapon. 
 
    Soon he was standing in front of me, a wild expression creasing his otherwise flawless face. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, his hands roaming me as if to make sure that I was still in one piece. The fear in his voice was unmistakable, and I couldn’t fight the surge of pleasure that Zerk’k’s long fingers elicited. I felt an odd sort of relief now that he was near, as if I had been waiting to be close to him again since I had woken up. 
 
    “Yes, I’m fine,” I said, shrugging his hands off of me and taking a step back to examine him. He looked like a wreck. “What was that thing?” 
 
    “Somehow you managed to find my most powerful weapon,” Zerk’k said, sighing heavily. “If I hadn’t come home and heard it charging up, I wouldn’t have had much of a home left to come back to. Are you sure you’re all right?” 
 
    The sincerity in his eyes made me uncomfortable. Maybe Trillis had been telling the truth after all. Maybe his sole concern was protecting everybody around him. But where did that leave him any time to take care of himself? 
 
    “I’m really fine,” I said. I bit back words of gratitude toward him. There was no way I would thank a man who had kidnapped and taken advantage of me.  
 
    “Good,” he said, dropping heavily onto the bed. He put his head in his hands, and for a moment I was afraid he was going to fall asleep right there. 
 
    “Maybe you should lie down,” I said quietly, gently guiding his shoulder back onto the bed. He resisted for a moment. 
 
    “I have work to finish,” he said. But I knew he couldn’t possibly have gotten enough sleep. 
 
    “Work can wait. Try taking care of yourself for once.” 
 
    Zerk’k’s metallic eyes widened in surprise, as if I had touched on something very personal to him. What Trillis said really must have been true in his case. Still, it didn’t excuse him from the way he tried to control me. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, covering his muscular torso with one of the incredibly soft blankets. “Just rest for now, please.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re okay,” Zerk’k breathed. He tried to fight a moment longer, but soon his eyes fluttered closed. Before I knew it, the handsome Thressl’n man was asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    I watched Zerk’k sleep, my mind roaming in a million different directions. So he cared about me to some degree, that much was clear. But it was possible he only cared because that’s the way he was programmed to care. It was his job to put others before himself. That’s what Trillis had implied to me. Still, the way he had touched me…I couldn’t imagine his eyes filling with fear over one of the Thressl’n whom it was his duty to protect.  
 
    As Zerk’k’s broad chest rose and fell lightly, my eyes roamed back to the closet. So he kept his weapons in there. That meant I would have a chance to escape. I could find one that looked easy to operate and carry it with me in case anybody tried to stop me. 
 
    But how would I get back to Earth? I would need a ship, and someone who was experienced enough to navigate the space between the planet Jenal’k and Earth. So much for that idea.  
 
    Still, the knowledge of the weapons right at my fingertips seared a place in my brain. If I ever needed a weapon, I would know where to find one. And maybe I would be able to learn how to use it from Zerk’k himself. 
 
    As Zerk’k slept, I began to feel restless and rummaged through the bags of Thressl’n clothing Trillis has bought for me. It was all clearly made for Thressl’n women, and appeared lumpy and shapeless on my much smaller body. There had to be a way to make the clothes work more in my favor. 
 
    I set to work rummaging quietly through the large house as Trillis hummed, obliviously cooking food, until I stumbled upon a repair kit for the hovercraft. Inside were a needle and thread suitable for puncturing the durable Thressl’n fabrics, and I returned victoriously to the bedroom, where Zerk’k was still sleeping deeply. 
 
    Careful not to wake him, I lifted the prettiest of the Thressl’n gowns from the bag. With a few minor alterations, I would be able to wear it with pride, rather than feeling like a scrawny alien from another world. And so, I made myself comfortable on the floor and set to work, hoping I would be done by the time that Zerk’k awoke. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
    Commander Zerk’k Arkti 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes in a panic, wondering where I was and how I had gotten there. 
 
    “Shhh,” a beautiful voice said, stroking my forehead gently. In all my years of life, I had never felt so soothed.  
 
    My gaze focused on Lain’s face, and I was stricken by her beauty. She smiled at me, and I swear, both of my hearts were seized momentarily.  
 
    “Were you dreaming?” 
 
    “Dreaming?” I asked, sitting up. “What is a dream?” 
 
    Lain frowned and looked upward as if attempting to retrieve a thought. 
 
    “When humans sleep, we dream. Dreams are like stories we tell ourselves in our sleep to make things more interesting. Sometimes the dreams help us to figure out problems we’re having when we’re awake.” 
 
    “That sounds useful,” I said, sitting up to study her. I had never heard of anything like a dream before. When Thressl’n slept, we just slept a dark, black sleep that allowed our impressive muscle mass to heal from the toils of the day. 
 
    “I guess so,” Lain said. “Some people don’t think it means anything, while others think dreams mean everything.” 
 
    “What do you think?” I asked, fascinated by this beautiful human and her customs. 
 
    Lain laughed and looked down at the bed. She seemed embarrassed to answer. Eventually, she met my eyes again. 
 
    “I think sometimes it’s useful, while other times it’s not necessary. Human brains are very active, but we don’t use all of our capacities at once. It might be that it’s the brain’s way of getting the exercise we don’t give it ourselves.” 
 
    “Hm…” I said thoughtfully. Humans seemed more creative than the Thressl’n gave them credit for. 
 
    “I’m glad you rested,” Lain said as I sat up and took a look at the time. I wasn’t due anywhere anytime soon, but I still liked to be prepared. As Second in Command, I was always on call. “You looked tired.” 
 
    It was strange for the human to be showing any caring toward me at all. I had been expecting the total opposite. I knew she hadn’t been ready when we had shared the bed together, and it was my fault. How was it that she could be so kind to me even after that? Perhaps it was because I had saved her life. 
 
    “The meal is ready!” Trillis called from deep in the kitchen.  
 
    “The Thressl’n eat a lot,” Lain said, quirking her eyebrow. 
 
    Lain stood from the bed and stretched, and I suddenly realized that the outfit she was wearing was of Thressl’n origins, but it had been tailored to fit the perfect contours of her body.  
 
    Lain’s eyes settled on me, and a wildfire erupted inside of me. She looked more beautiful than I had ever seen another living being look before; even the depictions of the Thressl’n deities didn’t hold a candle to Lain in the elegant satin, wrapped snuggly around her perfect features. 
 
    She stared at me as I rose from the bed and her cheeks darkened into an attractive pink when I reached out to touch her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” she asked, not meeting my eyes. But she didn’t move away. 
 
    “I’ve never seen anybody so beautiful,” I said. And it was the truest thing I had ever said. 
 
    “You hardly know me,” she whispered. 
 
    “But I’d like to,” I said, moving close to her and burying my mouth against her hair. God, she smelled good. “I want to know everything about you.” 
 
    She pushed me away and looked me hard in the eye. The determination on her face just made her look all the more attractive. But I held back from touching her until she said her piece. 
 
    “You have to show me more respect. I might be stuck here for now, but don’t treat me like some little toy who has to obey you. I have my own mind. My own needs…” 
 
    Lain’s cheeks flushed dark pink again, and I was consumed by the electricity between us. I could tell what she wanted without her having to say so. I didn’t know what she meant by respect, but if it was what she wanted, if it was what it would take for me to make her mine, I would let her teach me all about it. 
 
    I couldn’t help myself any longer. There was a fire engulfing my entire body, and all I could think about was just how good it would feel to touch Lain again. It had been all I could think about all day long, and it was exhausting. Especially having no clue when my next chance would be…and thinking that Lain would rather die than be near me again. 
 
    But she was holding my gaze, even as I tested her and touched her, the deep flush on her face turned to soft gasps of pleasure. I continued to stroke the silky contours of her body, pressing my lips firmly against the soft nape of her neck as I selfishly explored the female who had been haunting my memories all day. 
 
    Finally, Lain’s brilliant eyes closed and she grew weak against me. I could feel her making room for me, her many icy barriers giving way to the heat of my heat of my body against her. There would be no stopping me at this point. I was thinking purely with my senses; with the deep, all-consuming longing that had continued to bring Lain into my thoughts, again and again, since the moment I had laid eyes on her. 
 
    I carefully guided her backward, until her back was pressed firmly against the wall of the bedroom. I gently pried her legs apart and explored the opening with my middle. There was a strange cloth blocking my way inside of her. I gazed at her curiously and the flush on her cheeks deepened. She hurriedly pushed the cloth down, and it fell delicately to the floor, leaving her open for the taking. 
 
    I didn’t waste any time and left her gown in place, quickly freeing my member from the tight confines of my armor. She gazed down at it with a soft gasp. It was the first time she had seen me in the light, and I’m sure the first time she had seen a Thressl’n male’s appendage up close.  
 
    Lain finally tore her gaze away and looked up at me, her eyes softly pleading. It brought a surge of fire to my loins, and an aggression that couldn’t be helped overpowered me. I pushed her against the wall, holding off all pleasantries in order to submerge myself immediately inside her. I was embarrassed by my animalistic display, but quickly forgot my reservations when Lain groaned loudly in pleasure. Her fingers gripped my shoulders tightly, and my mouth searched the gown, moving it out of the way just enough that I could bring the soft mound of her erect nipple into my mouth. 
 
    Lain threw her head back in pleasure, her body shuddering as I thrust deeper inside of her. I was enveloped by her incredible heat, and I could feel every muscle inside of her tightening around me. I grunted, tightening my mouth’s grip on Lain’s nipple as ecstasy coursed through me. 
 
    She cried out, moving her body against mine and wrapping one of her legs around me. She used it to push me against her. Lain’s every tiny movement brought me untold bliss, and she soon began moving of her own accord, pleasuring herself on the length of my shaft. I had never experienced anything so ingratiating, and soon my abdomen was tingling with a hot pressure to release. 
 
    I refrained as long as I could, until Lain gasped loudly and suddenly, her eyebrows furrowed and she gritted her teeth. I could feel her body contracting tightly around my member, and I wasn’t able to hold back any longer. 
 
    Lain’s body quaked hard, and I had to support her with my own as an explosion testifying to my desire erupted inside of her. She moaned deeply as I filled her completely, thrusting until every drop was spilled.  
 
    We panted quietly for a moment before looking at each other. I was hoping for some sign that she had grown to approve of me, but when I searched her eyes, I was let down. 
 
    “Trillis called us for dinner,” Lain said softly. She groomed herself briefly in front of the mirror and then left the room without another word. 
 
    *** 
 
    The next week was very hectic. The human females in the camps were beginning to wind down in their rebellion, but it was a matter of time before the agitated Thressl’n men would stop demanding complete control over them and blaming me for my poor choice in potential mates for the continuation of our species. 
 
    Every night I would be out for many long hours, and upon returning to my home, I would eat and fall into a deep sleep. On occasion, I would wake up to Lain’s irresistible body draped over mine, and sometimes it would lead to late night flings that left both of us hungry for more. Still, she didn’t seem to be warming up to me, and would avoid my gaze whenever we were together during the daylight hours. Frankly, it was maddening. 
 
    “Just give her time,” Trillis would tell me whenever she saw the look of frustration on my face after Lain would retreat to the bedroom. “She’ll come around.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure. As much as she seemed to crave me physically, there was something missing. Something I wanted from her more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. What was it? Commitment, maybe. I had even given her safety training for the weapons in the closet, now that I knew she could get inside. I wasn’t going to risk another incident like the one before. 
 
    But I knew I couldn’t fully commit to a human. Or maybe I would be able to talk to Aloitus about it. He liked to think we were friends. Perhaps I could use it to my advantage. 
 
    Even if he would accept the unfavorable union between myself and Lain, would she? That was the question that kept me up at night, long after she had fallen into a light sleep beside me. How much longer would I have to wait? 
 
    “Zerk’k, what are you doing?” 
 
    Lain’s voice broke my thoughts, and I turned away from the window. I had been doing a lot of thinking there lately. It was rare that Lain would actually engage me in conversation, and I had to find a way to keep my mind off of her when I was at home. I wanted to throw myself more into my work, but patrolling the camps just filled my thoughts with her more than ever. 
 
    “Nothing. Is everything all right?” 
 
    “I want to go home,” Lain said, bypassing my question.  
 
    “I’d like you to try to think of this as your home,” I said quietly. The more often she brought up thoughts of Earth, the more it stung me. All I could do was think of ways to get her to stay with me, while all it seemed she cared about was leaving me. It was a one-sided relationship. I was tempted to give up, but I never gave up on what I wanted. 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Lain said, looking hard at me. “This isn’t what I want.” 
 
    I sighed. “Did you ever hear about the Goddess Kel’lach?”  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “She’s one of the main Thressl’n deities,” I said, nodding toward a chair. Lain sat reluctantly. 
 
    “What about her?” she asked dubiously. 
 
    “Kel’lach is said to have made the structure of the Thressl’n society. Her word is our law.” 
 
    “You guys really love your laws,” Lain grumbled. 
 
    “There’s a reason,” I continued, not letting her jabs at my people deter me. “Kel’lach was a nomad, and came to Jenal’k to find it in chaos. The world was untamed, but full of great potential. Unfortunately, it was ravaged by wars and greed, and the Thressl’n people were lost in the mires of our own ambition.” 
 
    “It’s not a bad thing to be ambitious,” Lain said. My story obviously wasn’t impressing her. 
 
    “It’s a great thing,” I agreed. “But the thing about the Thressl’n is we are single-minded when we choose a task. When left to our own devices, we get nothing done because we are too frazzled trying to figure out what our strengths are.” 
 
    “That sounds a lot like humans.” 
 
    I smiled. 
 
    “Yes. Well, Kel’lach saw the lost people and suggested focusing our energies, but nobody knew what to focus on. That’s when she taught us about fate.” 
 
    “Fate,” Lain repeated. I supposed by her tone that the doctors on Earth must not think very highly of fate. 
 
    “Kel’lach was gifted by some of the greatest powers in the universe to be able to follow the threads of fate, and recognize them in others. She promised to always stand by the Thressl’n, and guide us when the time was right. That’s when the system was devised; we are given our focus at birth so we can fixate all of our energy on the ambitions that serve us, and others, the most.” 
 
    Lain was quiet as she mulled this over. “I wonder why Kel’lach passed up Earth. It’s prime real estate.” 
 
    She smiled at me, and although I didn’t know what she meant by real estate, I was filled with warmth before she turned her back on me and left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
    Dr. Lain Brousseau 
 
      
 
    “Of course, Supreme Leader Aloitus, in three revolutions. I understand.” 
 
    Zerk’k hung up the phone and glowered at the floor. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Commander?” Trillis asked. I was burning with curiosity, but I had made a promise to myself that I wouldn’t engage in any conversation with Zerk’k. 
 
    Although there were times I couldn’t resist my feelings for him, it didn’t mean that we had to be friends.  
 
    “Aloitus has decided that there aren’t enough humans…he wants me to lead another mission to Earth. We’ll be leaving soon.” 
 
    “Oh, Commander, I’m sorry,” Trillis said, touching his shoulder.  
 
    Why would she be sorry? 
 
    “It’s all right. But Aloitus wouldn’t be recommending this if he was the one trying to organize the camps. It’s a madhouse there. We’ve even had a few casualties.” 
 
    “Casualties?!” Trillis exclaimed. 
 
    “I’m just grateful to the gods that Lain is safe,” Zerk’k said. The casual way in which he said it spread warmth through my chest. Why was this man growing on me? “I have no choice but to return to space.” 
 
    Trillis shook her head and walked into the dining room.  
 
    “Food is ready,” she called. 
 
    I walked behind Zerk’k and sat down to the meal. They had gotten predictable and comfortable, and I had grown to enjoy Zerk’k’s banter with Trillis over the weeks that I had been there. I had been keeping track of the days in my journal. It was coming upon about two and a half months of captivity.  
 
    I wanted so badly to like Zerk’k as much as my body did. And in truth, maybe if he hadn’t kidnapped me from my home, I would have begun to develop real feelings for him. I’d never met a more protective, considerate man before, on Earth or otherwise. Even in bed, he always put my pleasure before his. His generosity seemed to know no bounds. 
 
    And yet there was something keeping me from getting too close to him. The fact that he had taken me from Earth, away from my career…  
 
    Before I could let anybody into my heart, I had to know that I was free. I wasn’t a captive. 
 
    “I’m going to bed,” I said, as I had every night after our fifth meal. Zerk’k nodded absently. He was still busy talking to Trillis about the upcoming mission to Earth. 
 
    News of the mission had gotten my mind working. I had accumulated a lot of information that would prove invaluable to Project Orion. My teammates would be beside themselves with joy to know about my experiences. That, or they would think I was making it up for attention. 
 
    Rage burned in my breast. Working on Earth was hard. Even when all I wanted to do was benefit humankind, people with fragile egos were always trying to claw up the ladder and find a way to cheapen my work. Other humans didn’t have the same courteous manner toward me as the Thressl’n had. Unlike the men on Earth, Zerk’k took me seriously. Maybe too seriously at times. And every once in a while he would make me shudder when we were making love by whispering into my ear, “You are mine.” 
 
    In the heat of the moment, I relished in it. I felt like it was true. But in my mind, I belonged nowhere but Earth. And now, I had a way. 
 
    The door to the bedroom hissed closed behind me, and I made a beeline for the closet. The safety training Zerk’k had given me had been very informative, and I was now confident that I’d be able to handle myself using the smaller of his blasters. I felt bad using the knowledge he had so caringly bestowed upon me to plan my escape, but if he hadn’t kidnapped me in the first place, I wouldn’t need to escape, right? 
 
    I jumped when I heard Zerk’k’s heavy footfalls outside the doorway, and ran out of the closet as quickly as I could. It usually took him longer during meals than it took me, so I hadn’t been expecting him to return to the bedroom so soon. 
 
    To my surprise, he barely registered me coming out of the closet and sat down on the bed heavily. Zerk’k put his head in his hands and sighed loudly. It was rare that he showed his emotions so openly. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I couldn’t stop myself from asking. Something about his vulnerability stirred something in me. I didn’t want to see him hurt. 
 
    Zerk’k looked up and smiled at me tiredly. 
 
    “Do you want to know a secret?” he said, his handsome face creased with worry. 
 
    “I guess so,” I said, sitting down beside him. 
 
    “I really, really hate flying.” 
 
    “What?” I laughed quietly in disbelief. “You hate flying?” 
 
    “Nobody knows just how much. There’s nothing more desolate and lonely than flying through space in those small vessels. It’s just so…I despise it.” 
 
    I was waiting for the punchline. A capable, masculine person like Zerk’k was afraid to fly? A bright smile broke out on his handsome face, and I was trapped in the magic of his gaze. 
 
    “I guess it must sound ridiculous,” he said. 
 
    I looked down at the bed, unable to repress the compassion I felt for him. 
 
    “No,” I said, taking his hand and squeezing it. “We all have things we don’t like.” 
 
    “What don’t you like?” Zerk’k asked, his deep purple eyes boring into mine. Why did he care so much about me? What had I done to deserve that kind of devotion from someone like this? 
 
    “I…don’t like being told what to do,” I said carefully. “I don’t like having my freedom taken away. Love means nothing without freedom.” 
 
    “Love…” Zerk’k said quietly. 
 
    My cheeks grew hot. I was surprised by how easily I had said it. Did Zerk’k know what love was? What was the point in talking about it with him? I couldn’t let myself feel it. Not for him. Not now. 
 
    “Never mind,” I sighed. 
 
    “I understand,” Zerk’k said, standing abruptly. His hand was torn from mine, and I felt suddenly very alone as he stalked out the doorway. I was used to him coming in and out on a whim, but lately, it had begun to feel like a piece of myself was leaving with him. Why was this so complicated? Especially now that I finally had a chance to leave. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Goodbye, Lain,” Zerk’k said. He planted a soft kiss on my forehead that nearly brought tears to my eyes. Was this how it felt to betray someone who trusted you? 
 
    “Goodbye,” I said.  
 
    Zerk’k left out the door. He had to leave early that morning; the ships were destined to take off in just a few hours. 
 
    As soon as he was out the door, I ran to the bedroom and grabbed the bundle I had been preparing all week. Inside, I had my journal, a change of clothes, and food I had pilfered from several meals with Zerk’k and Trillis. I had been haunted all night thinking about how it was the last time I would eat with them and sleep in Zerk’k’s bed. He had wanted to make love, but I just felt too guilty. 
 
    Trillis had returned to her apartment, and I was left alone. I stuffed the weapon into the strap wrapped around my waist and proceeded to sneak out the front door. It was impossible to miss the area of the desolate red desert where the three ships were preparing for launch, and I jumped into Trillis’ hovercraft. I was relieved when it started up right away, thankfully my scientific mind was sharp enough to remember what it took to get the machines started. 
 
    My heart thudded painfully in my chest as I headed toward the airfield. It took me about twenty minutes to get there, and I landed about half a mile away. I crept out of the ship and walked on foot as crew members busily came in and out checking fluids and packing the ships with food. 
 
    I stayed hidden in the shadows, waiting for my chance to make a move. Finally, a large crate was left open as the Thressl’n workers took a meal break. I was able to climb inside and hide. Before long, I felt the crate being hoisted into the air. It was set down heavily who knows where in the ship. All I had to do now was wait.    
 
    *** 
 
    The launch into space was terrifying, but I soon grew used to the feeling of the ship. I could see why Zerk’k hated it so much though, and was nearly brought to tears imagining how he must be feeling.  
 
    My communications transplant had gathered enough to understand everything the Thressl’n said, so I was nauseated by anticipation when the ship began to quake and a deep voice over the speakers announced, “Now arriving on Earth.” 
 
    It was quiet for a few moments as I thought about everything I was giving up by returning back to Earth. Long, steamy nights with a gorgeous man who was utterly devoted to me, only to return to a career where nothing I did was given enough credit.  
 
    Sure, I got an award and a promotion, but we were working under the Vellreq. Zerk’k told me they were partly to blame for the terrible fate of Earth. The worst part was that at this point, I fully believed him. Did I really want to go back? 
 
    Suddenly, from deep inside the box, I heard a voice that electrified my whole body. It was Zerk’k. 
 
    “No, don’t send anybody out,” he was saying to the tinny voice on his communications device. “We have enough women on Jenal’k. We’ve done this irresponsibly. If the women of Earth want saved, they should choose their saviors.” 
 
    The room fell quiet again, and I could hear Zerk’k’s densely muscled body sit heavily onto the bed. He sighed, a vulnerable, sad sound that made me ache for him. 
 
    Carefully, I climbed out of the box and realized that I was inside the dark closet of Zerk’k’s bedroom on the ship; the same place I had first laid eyes on the mysterious man. Since that day, he hadn’t left my thoughts from the moment I began this bizarre adventure. 
 
    “Lain!” Zerk’k gasped when I stepped outside the closet. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    I sat down beside him and handed him the gun I had strapped to my waist. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that I had planned to betray him. 
 
    “You were going home whether I liked it or not,” Zerk’k said, his handsome face lighting up in amusement. “Why did you come out? Isn’t that what you wanted?” 
 
    I looked deeply into his beautiful purple eyes and took his strong hands in mine. 
 
    “I was kidding myself,” I whispered. “There’s nothing for me on Earth.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Zerk’k asked frowning. “I thought…” 
 
    “I thought so too,” I said. I hadn’t known just how much it would hurt me to be away from him. The thought of spending the rest of my life without being in his arms again had been devastating. “But the truth is, you’ve given me something the men on Earth never could. And I want to keep that.” 
 
    Zerk’k’s face lit up as if he had been given the greatest gift in the universe. 
 
    “You mean you want to stay with me?” he whispered, his dark eyes intent as he stared into mine.  
 
    I glanced out the window of the ship, at the dirty, bustling city below us. I had no family or friends to go back to. All I had was a career trying to unravel mysteries that I could easily uncover myself by Zerk’k’s side. 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, tears welling in my eyes. “But on one condition.” 
 
    Zerk’k tilted his head inquisitively. “What is it?” 
 
    “Take me everywhere with you,” I said, smiling up at him. “I’ll keep you company, and learn everything I’ve ever wanted to know.” 
 
    Zerk’k beamed, taking me into his strong arms. My breath left my body as his soft lips pressed passionately against mine. 
 
    “As you wish,” he said, his dark eyes flashing sensually. 
 
    This time, I didn’t try to hold back my true feelings as Zerk’k lifted me up. I laughed, feeling the tension in my shoulders melt away now that I had made peace with what I truly wanted. Zerk’k grinned broadly, and we made love for the first and last time on Earth. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Emily Hart (Director of Engineering) 
 
      
 
    I turned off the television set, agitated by the voices of the Vellreq. These monsters had invaded the Earth about three years ago, right when the automotive industry had reached an environmental crisis. The Vellreq had offered solutions, but I was an engineer; I knew that most of what they were proposing were half-baked ideas at best.  
 
    But real solutions weren’t what our governments was after. I had been working in my field for long enough to know that much. In fact, real solutions seemed to be a real turn off. What the government seemed to want these days were ideas that would leave humanity stalled and line their pockets. And there was no shortage of such ideas from the Vellreq. 
 
    Suddenly the apartment door slammed open and shut, and the rustle of bags filled the room. 
 
    “Em! Wanna hear a joke?”  
 
    “Not really,” I said, grinning despite myself.  
 
    My roommate, Therese, was always trying to make me laugh, but all of her jokes were about electrical engineering. We had met at a seminar, and she had found it all but impossible to believe that I had mastered three fields of engineering, none of them being electrical. 
 
    “Tough,” she said. “This is a good one! Three guys in Vegas get locked up in jail. The first one—” 
 
    “Therese…” 
 
    “Fine, fine,” she said, a goofy grin lighting her face. “But I swear, this is one you’d get.” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” I asked, changing the subject. I was a practical type of person, and to be honest, jokes seemed like a waste of my time. I was always trying to solve one problem or another, and jokes, not to mention other people in general, usually posed an unwelcome distraction. 
 
    “Starved,” Therese replied. “I’m going to put these groceries away.” 
 
    “All right,” I said. “I made spaghetti.” 
 
    “Yesss!” 
 
    Therese’s voice echoed excitedly from the kitchen, and again, I couldn’t help but grin. She was one of a kind.  
 
    When she returned from the kitchen, she had a plate heaped full of spaghetti and plopped down on the couch behind me. 
 
    “You know, there was a woman today working on Project Orion—you know I’ve been following them since the Vellreq arrived—and she saw a ship leave a planet they thought was mostly dormant. Weird, huh?” 
 
    I cringed. “Is it anything to be worried about?” 
 
    “No, it’s mostly just scientific curiosity at this point. But she got an award and stuff for it.” 
 
    “Cool,” I murmured. It was always nice to hear about other scientifically inclined women succeeding. “Speaking of scientific curiosity, how was work?” 
 
    Therese exhaled and threw her head back dramatically. Her red curls bounced off her shoulders, and she frowned at me. “Hard. I thought it would be cool that we’d have a new project to work on, but the designs aren’t…Earth designs. If you know what I mean. I’m worried they have me working on the next A bomb or something.” 
 
    This news chilled me, and confirmed my already rampant mistrust of the beings visiting our world. “You can refuse any project that makes you uncomfortable, you know.” 
 
    Therese sucked her breath in and looked down at the floor. “Not if I signed a contract…” 
 
    “Therese!” 
 
    “I thought it was union work! I’m basically stuck working for this shady company until this project is done! And then, if I blab to anybody about it, the government will be knocking on our door to cart me away.” 
 
    “But you just told me,” I reminded her. 
 
    “Shit,” Therese said. Thankfully she laughed. “I was just being dramatic about the bomb stuff. But I just don’t know what I’m doing, and it’s making me nervous. I don’t want my powers to be used for evil!” 
 
    I couldn’t blame her there. I had declined several promising job prospects because I didn’t trust where they had come from. I was highly coveted in my field, but the job opportunities were limited to those with a lot of power and resources. And unfortunately, all too often that power had come as a result of shady dealings. You could never be too careful. I guess Therese had been blinded by her unfailing optimism. 
 
    “Well anyway, the benefits are top notch,” she said, as if trying to remember why she was working there in the first place. “I can afford all the junk food I want!” 
 
    I grinned and shook my head. “Glad to see you have your priorities straight.” 
 
    We spent the rest of the evening watching cheesy movies that both of us were surprised by my willingness to watch. Sometimes the world just seemed too bleak, and it was nice to get my mind off of it once in a while. Not everybody could be eternally optimistic like Therese.  
 
    
     Doom and gloom, now there was something I was good at. If only there was a man out there who wasn’t put off by my unfailing pessimism. It did no good to lie to yourself about the state of things. If you avoided the truth about the world, how would it ever get better? 
 
       
 
   
 
      
 
    “Very impressive, Ms. Hart.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but beam with pride. I had been working for a long time on my latest invention: an unlimited energy machine that I hoped might rival the gadgets created by the greatest minds of our time, but most people implied that it was a waste of time. My mentor and ally, however, understood my drive and invention’s uses immediately. As he turned the small machine over in his hands, his handsome face lit up with a smile. Too bad he was gay. 
 
    “Thank you, Professor Winston,” I said. 
 
    “Do you have a patent?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “But you know that nobody would ever buy this. I don’t think I would ever turn a profit.” 
 
    “But profit isn’t what this device is about, is it?” Professor Winston reminded me. “It’s about doing a service to mankind when we need it the most.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Who needs to pay rent?” 
 
    Professor Winston laughed good-naturedly. “You could always teach here if you’re worried about a paycheck. It may not be the most glamorous career, but it’s reliable.” 
 
    “Thanks, but no thanks,” I said. I couldn’t think of anything more bleak than trying to explain my ideas to a bunch of rich kids who would rather make fun of them than try to understand them. I’d had enough of that when I was in school. 
 
    “Understandable,” Professor Winston replied. “If you won’t teach them, would you mind terribly if I did a lecture on your device?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said. “The more people who utilize it the better. Or else we’re going to be in a bad way.” 
 
    “They may demonize your work,” Professor Winston warned. “Or steal it and give it a new name so that it can serve darker purposes.” 
 
    “I’m already registered. The patent is in the databases. If they really wanted to, it wouldn’t take much for them to take what they wanted of my work and think nothing of it. Just doing work like this in the first place poses a risk. I trust you to reveal it at your discretion.” 
 
    “I quite appreciate it,” Professor Winston said, offering the device back to me. 
 
    “No, I made that one for you. Sorry it’s so tiny, but I didn’t have a lot of time last night—” 
 
    “Wow,” he breathed, studying the small device. I had never seen him so awestricken, and to be honest, it made me feel rather proud of myself. “You did all of this in just one night?” 
 
    “Yes,” I nodded. “But the research took over a year.” 
 
    “You’re brilliant, Emily,” Professor Winston said, shaking his head. “You’re far ahead of your time.” 
 
    “Hopefully I’m just in time,” I replied. 
 
    His face lit up with another handsome smile and he gave me a small nod. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, holding the little device up to the light and circling it in his fingers once more. “I believe you are.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    I always felt a little bit better about the world after talking to Professor Winston, and made my way to the waterfront with an unmistakable hope in my breast. If anybody could get people to care about the greater good of mankind, it was him. Vellreq be damned. There was a lot to say about the human spirit. Or at least I hoped there was. 
 
    I settled onto the beach as I did every weekend. Watching the water rolling was inspirational. All of those atoms moving together and apart, creating the rolling of the waves, sparked something creative in me. I probably never would have finished creating my unlimited energy device without it. But instead of seeking rewards, I was going to distribute my invention slyly to the people who knew how to use it. People like Professor Winston. 
 
    Suddenly, a cold wind lifted my papers from their folder and a dark shadow was cast over me. I frowned; rain hadn’t been in the forecast that morning, and meteorology and all of its related technology had really made advancements with the help of the Vellreq. There should be no good reason for this strange weather. 
 
    I squinted into the sky, shocked to see that only a patch of it was darkened. A shadow was being cast over me, despite there being nothing of note in the sky. My mind immediately went to the Vellreq, but their ships were quite loud and bulkier than the shadow being cast. What was going on? 
 
    “Got you!” 
 
    I cried out in pain as my neck was pierced by something cold and sharp. I whipped around, hoping to figure out what the hell was going on, but before I could, I slumped to the ground and entered into a deep, dreamless sleep. 
 
    ***

  
 
    When I woke up, my entire body was filled with pain. I tried to cry out, but no sounds came from my throat. I couldn’t even squeak. 
 
    “Welcome, human,” a terrifying man’s voice spoke suddenly from behind me. I wanted to turn to face him, but nothing I did could inspire my limbs to move. I was frozen, heaped on the ground like a discarded toy. Apparently, I had been given a large dose of some extraterrestrial date-rape drug. 
 
    “Ernng!” I finally mustered. I still couldn’t move though, and the voice laughed cruelly from behind me. 
 
    “You’re mine now,” he said. I could hear his heavy footfalls as he circled around me, and wished I could do something, anything, to injure him as he had obviously injured me. The back of my head was on fire, as if he had carried me by my hair, and I was fairly certain that blood was trickling from my nose and lip. 
 
    “It won’t do you any good to fight this,” he said, gripping my head so that I could look at him, his black eyes flashing with morbid pleasure. If I could have gasped, I would have. He looked and sounded nothing like the Vellreq. In fact, if he weren’t so cruel, I guessed his voice might have been somewhat pleasant and lyrical. As it happened, however, he was a very cruel man who seemed to delight in my pain, and every word out of his mouth was grating. 
 
    I wanted to spit in his face, but all I could do was study him in horror. His eyes were metallic and cold, and his skin was a deep teal color that made his dark demeanor seem even more menacing. He had only four fingers on each hand, and was bizarrely muscular. The appearance wasn’t necessarily revolting or fear-inspiring, but regardless, I was starting to feel very afraid. 
 
    “Captain Zod!” 
 
    A voice came from the man’s arm bangle, and he sneered at me before lifting it to his mouth.  
 
    “What?!” 
 
    They weren’t speaking English, but I had manufactured a translation device as soon as the Vellreq had made themselves known to Earth. It was a pretty clever invention, if I did say so myself, that was able to take a chunk of dialogue of any language and learn its nuances so that the wearer could get a pretty accurate translation of the language being spoken. It got more accurate over time, and was able to pick up little turns of phrase and metaphors that would usually be lost in translation. Therese had helped me with the electrical part. That’s how we had gotten to know each other. 
 
    “Should we deploy the soldiers?” the tinny voice from the radio asked. “We have a hundred beds to fill and only a few of us Thressl’n here to get the job done.” 
 
    Ah. So these men were known as the Thressl’n. 
 
    “Of course!” Zod said. “Do it now! And don’t bother me until you get back.” 
 
    “But sir—” 
 
    “Do as I command!” 
 
    “…yes, sir.” 
 
    Zod dropped his arm, and his cold eyes turned back to me. I wanted to scream at him, demand to know just what in the hell he was planning. A hundred beds to fill? Who were these horrible creatures, and what did they want with Earth? 
 
    Pain filled me as Zod gripped my hair once again and lifted me so that I was level to him as we met each other’s eyes. 
 
    “Oh, human,” he said, a cold smile parting his lips. “This is going to be fun.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    It was a horrific couple of days after that. Zod was a cruel and malicious captor, and nobody knew that I was on board the ship. Gradually, I learned that a hundred women had been taken captive for breeding purposes, and Zod had decided to claim a prize for himself. 
 
    While none of his cruelty had been sexual in nature, I was sure that it was heading that way. I feared arriving to the Planet Jenal’k more than I had feared anything in my life—even my end of the year exams.  
 
    My body constantly ached as Zod drug me around the room, keeping me limp and compliant by injecting me again and again with the same serum he had used initially. Whenever anybody would call or come to his door, I would be shoved unceremoniously into a tiny closet that smelled terrible, a scent I couldn’t identify and doubted would even be found anywhere on Earth. 
 
    Zod would tend to his duties and then return back to the place where he had left me, stretching my fingers too far apart or poking at my eyes. I felt like a fly that had been captured by a curious, cruel child. Everything he did seemed to hurt.  
 
    “Just wait until we get to my place,” he would tell me, eyeing my body with grotesque lust plastered on his face. “Nobody on the planet Jenal’k will even know you’re there. You’re going to regret ever laying eyes on me.” 
 
    As if I didn’t already! But he seemed to get off on his cruel joking. I was almost relieved by the time I heard the announcement that we were arriving on Jenal’k; I had built up so much fear and anguish worrying about what was to come that it would almost be a relief for it to be over with. 
 
    “Now arriving. Everybody, secure yourselves please.” 
 
    The announcement was loud, and Zod looked down at me and grinned.  
 
    “You’re going to like it at my house,” he said, his metallic eyes glittering. “I have a lot of fun things planned for us to do there.” 
 
    If I could have thrown up, I would have. Unfortunately, the concoction he had been injecting me with over the past few days worked as a muscle relaxer of sorts, and I had no way of being able to move, let alone indulge my gag reflex.  
 
    A sudden turbulence shook the ship, and Zod’s eyes lit up. “Time to get ready to go home!”  
 
    He dragged me across the room by the hair and the pain made my eyes water. He always moved me by tugging the same patch of hair directly on the top of my head. When he let go, his fingers were full of strands of auburn hair, and the smile on his face was alarmingly sadistic. 
 
    “Let’s get you into the bag.” 
 
    I tried with everything I had to struggle against him when I saw the long, black bag he pulled out of his closet. It was clearly a body bag, I imagined for the crew that were lost to the dangers of space exploration.  
 
    Zod seemed to be able to see the fear in my eyes, because his smile took on a level of cruelty I hadn’t witnessed yet, no matter what he was doing to inflict pain on my body. I realized that the only way to survive this situation was to remain as stoic as possible. The fear just seemed to fuel his dark desire to do terrible things. I would have to tap into something very strong within myself to get through this. But I didn’t know if I could. 
 
    “There we are,” Zod said. “Into the bag.”  
 
    He cackled and draped the black bag over my face, quickly zipping it shut. I immediately felt cut off from the air around me and nearly dissolved into hysteria. But now of all times was when I had to keep calm. I had to be strong. 
 
    It took a remarkably long time before the ship landed. The turbulence was very excessive, and then there was about half an hour of calm. Finally, the announcement that we had arrived on the planet Jenal’k filled the ship, and everybody began bustling around preparing themselves to leave. 
 
    It wasn’t until about two hours later, however, that the bag was lifted from the floor of Zod’s room. 
 
    I had been mute and unable to move for so long that I, and the person holding my bag, were shocked when I squirmed in the bag. It fell to the ground, and I couldn’t help but gasp in pain.  
 
    “Help,” I whispered weakly.  
 
    But there was no help for me here. I was trapped on the Planet Jenal’k with a race of cruel extraterrestrials. And I was headed to the home of the worst of them all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Repair & Maintenance) 
 
      
 
    To say I was shocked when the body in the body bag moved is an understatement. My grandmother had always told me about the spirits of the dead, and how if they felt like their fate had been tampered with, they could come back to seek vengeance. She was a superstitious soul, my grandmother, and the haunting mental images seared into my mind from her stories kept me up at night. Sometimes they still do.  
 
    So naturally, while scouring the ship on my routine patrol to check the wiring, I was horrified to find a body bag. A full one. Captain Zod was known for being careless with his casualties, so it hadn’t been surprising at first to see that he had lost his temper and chosen not to spare a life. 
 
    What was surprising, though, was the gentle human voice begging for help. 
 
    I had never heard a human voice in person before. It was my job to stay on the planet Jenal’k and tend to maintenance matters. That meant I could work on ships, but never fly in them. It wasn’t my place to learn about the places my ships went or what kind of people were transported in them. In fact, as far as I knew, I could have been executed for even thinking about it. That’s what my grandmother would have said.  
 
    But there was something about that voice that made me feel like maybe it would be okay to bend the rules, just this once. Captain Zod was remarkably cruel, and to think that he could have harmed a human girl? It wasn’t right. 
 
    Still, all the captive humans were accounted for. Right now, Zod was probably receiving his medal of honor from Supreme Leader Aloitus for his bravery and leadership in space. They would congratulate him for saving the Thressl’n from extinction by bringing human females for breeding purposes, even though that praise should have gone to the man in charge of the mission. 
 
    The Supreme Leader seemed to favor Zod above all others, even Second in Command Zerk’k Arkti. Zod and Supreme Leader Aloitus had more in common, though nobody would be foolish enough to call them friends. It made me worry about what kind of world they were molding for us. Wasn’t it bad enough that the gender disparity had caused an underpopulation of Thressl’n women? 
 
    The soft voice in the bag sounded again.  
 
    “Please.” 
 
    I suddenly knew what I had to do. 
 
    “Shh!” I demanded. There was a small wiggle in the bag, and then complete stillness. I felt bad; she probably thought I was Zod. But if I had my way, he wouldn’t touch another hair on her head. 
 
    Still, that meant problems for me. If I was discovered stealing Zod’s private property, even if it was a body bag, it could be the end of the line for me. Even though he wasn’t supposed to have her there in the first place, as Supreme Leader Aloitus was very stern about bringing back one hundred humans per ship, and one hundred only, I was sure that Supreme Leader Aloitus would have made exceptions for his poster child. 
 
    I grimaced, wondering how to go about removal of this earthling without anybody being any the wiser. Fortunately, it was a rather common occurrence for me to perform custodial work on the ships upon their return, and many people were used to me taking the bodies of casualties to the crematorium for preparation. If they were crew members, a ceremony would be held. If enemies, then it would just be a quiet riddance of their body and everybody would go on as if nothing had happened. It was a bleak task, but one I was used to. 
 
    The human was light compared to other body bags I had carried out of Zod’s room. All too often, the casualties were our own, densely muscled Thressl’n people. We were a heavy breed; even our women rivaled the men in strength and size. 
 
    “Laike!” 
 
    I froze at the sound of my name and prayed that my bundle would remain quiet. 
 
    “Greetings to you, Absle,” I said, smiling quickly at my best friend since childhood. He glanced at the bag and back at me. 
 
    “Zod has been at it again, huh?” he asked grimly. 
 
    “So it seems,” I replied. 
 
    “So are you coming tonight?” 
 
    I had totally forgotten about the community dinner to celebrate the arrival of the crew of Zod’s ship. Every time a ship came back successfully, we found it a reason to celebrate. Space could be a cruel place. 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know,” I said, my voice trailing off. I hated social events with the Thressl’n. I had always been a loner at heart.  
 
    “Well, I’ll save you a seat. I hear there’s going to be performers at this one.” 
 
    “Already?” 
 
    They usually saved the performers and big celebrations for the arrival of the Second in Command’s ship. It seemed that Supreme Leader Aloitus wasn’t thinking twice anymore about showing his favoritism. 
 
    “You know how it is. Maybe things will be changing a little around here,” Absle said with a sly smile. “Could be about time.” 
 
    He turned his back on me and waved, and I watched him walk away, puzzled. Was Absle really a supporter of Supreme Leader Aloitus? That was an unpleasant surprise. 
 
    The bag shifted a little in my grip, and I shook it sternly. I didn’t want anybody else to stop me before I got it out of the ship. Especially if my cargo was feeling troublesome.  
 
    I walked briskly through the familiar labyrinths of the ship, my hearts pounding hard as I went. I had to come up with a plan to get this Earth female out of here. If anybody discovered me, I would not only risk my own life, but I could also be putting Captain Zod’s reputation on the line. That meant that if I were caught, my punishment would be infinitely crueler. Who would dare to challenge the Supreme Leader’s lapdog?  
 
    Apparently, Laike Ostra’ki (Maintenance and Repair) did.  
 
    ***
  
 
    After a few more close calls, I finally made it to the emergency exit without being spotted and disabled the alarm. Luckily, I had parked my maintenance vehicle close by and reached it briskly, despite much commotion from the recent arrival of the ship. I tossed the bundle onto its bed with a sickening thud. The female inside grunted in pain, and I felt regret over my rashness.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t apologize. Instead, I climbed inside the hovercraft and sped away from the ship as quickly as I could, before anybody would find that the Earth female was missing. 
 
    I arrived at my home in Mount Zennith in record time and hauled the bundle inside. Luckily, it was out of the way and living there meant I had a comfortable amount of isolation. 
 
    Most Thressl’n preferred to live in the red desert of Armath, where the environment was more nourishing to our bodies. The Thressl’n receive energy from solar sources, and many develop seasonal and weather disorders when they are not in warmer climates.  
 
    However, I had a solid constitution and had always been a loner at heart. My favorite place to explore as a child had been Mount Zennith. There, I had the quietude I needed to design ships for the royal fleet and build them and take them apart. I was an expert on the subject, though my placing ceremony had identified me as more of a maintenance worker. That meant I was never truly celebrated for my designs, just asked to work on them when they failed. 
 
    I suppose you could say I had developed a healthy intolerance for the other Thressl’n, who just expected me to accept my lot in life without any question. Of course I enjoyed helping to make technological advances for my brethren. But letting the clueless Thressl’n with engineering titles take all of my credit was a different story. And thus, I had chosen to make my home in the mountains. Although it was colder there, it was quiet and peaceful. 
 
    I took a quick glance around to confirm that nobody had seen me take the Earth female out of the bed of my hovercraft. Of course, my property was deserted, and I hurried inside with the bundle. I had to think fast. They had seen me remove the body, and if a cremation didn’t happen soon, it would be investigated. 
 
    “Let me out of here!” the human cried, her soft voice muffled from the bag. I frowned, my mind racing in search of a plan. “Please!” 
 
    Without thinking, I knelt down to the bag and unzipped it. 
 
    “You must be silent!” I exclaimed. I was trying to think, and her insistent shouting was driving me to agitation.  
 
    I felt immediate regret when my eyes finally fell on the human. Her face was the most gentle and vulnerable I had ever seen, with large, clear eyes that I felt immediately trapped in. They were the color of amber, and the thick, auburn curls that fell over her shoulders were astounding. It was a hair color coveted by my people, but one which occurred only rarely by natural means. 
 
    She was absolutely breathtaking, but my harsh words had contorted her features into an unattractive combination of fear and anger. But she was obediently silent, and for that I was grateful. 
 
    Finally, it occurred to me that I would still be able to bring the body bag to the crematorium, as long as I left the woman at my house. 
 
    “Come,” I said, gently at first. But when she didn’t move, my agitation and impatience came through. The females on Jenal’k were expected to listen and obey, not sit there with defiant expressions on their faces. And as much as I wanted to accommodate this unfortunate creature, I needed her to listen to me. 
 
    “Now!” I exclaimed, lifting her by the wrist. I was surprised by how much stronger I was than she, despite her resistance to my touch. It was like leading a Thressl’n infant in comparison of strength. 
 
    “Where are you taking me?” she asked, her voice soft but strong. If she was afraid, she didn’t want me to know it. 
 
    “You must wait here until I return,” I said.  
 
    But I knew she wouldn’t wait on her own accord. Unfortunately, if she were left on her own, it would be dangerous. Camps were being built on Mount Zennith, not very far from where I lived. If she escaped, she would be rounded up into the camps with the other Earth women and Zod would find her again. Who knew what would happen to her then? 
 
    I pulled the female into the dark cellar where I stored much of my food supply. “Down here.” 
 
    The female was quiet as I rummaged through sacks of supplies until I found twine used to braid certain roots together for drying.  
 
    “Sit.” 
 
    She sat silently, her eyes filled with anger. 
 
    “You won’t get away with this,” she mumbled.  
 
    It was strange to hear English in person. We had only received brief broadcasts here and there from Earth, but they had been enough to give us a basic understanding of the language. The Thressl’n were keenly adept at learning new dialects, as communication was highly valued and a necessity in maintaining peace in the universe.  
 
    “I hope for your sake that you are wrong about that,” I said. 
 
    Her eyes flashed in confusion as I bound her wrists and legs to one of the sturdy shelves in the cellar and climbed out.  
 
    “If you do not stay quiet, you are going to find more trouble than you know what to do with,” I cautioned her, before shutting and locking the cellar door. 
 
    I waited for a moment to see what she would do, and when I was satisfied with her silence, I ran to my study. My uncle had been my best friend and closest ally before his passing, and he had been a doctor. He left me all of his things after he died, and I kept one particularly interesting specimen in my office. It was the skeleton of a scarce race of people from the Yuloph galaxy. The elusive Yuloph peoples were smaller than humans, and thought mostly to be extinct. However, sightings of them did occur, although they were very rare, and my uncle had been the proud collector of this valuable treasure. 
 
    I held it in my hand a moment, reluctant to part with such a gift. Everybody had been jealous of the generous inheritance, and I had coveted that skeleton all my life, more so after my uncle’s passing. But it was the only way. 
 
    I stuffed the skeleton into the body bag and stuffed it with soaking wet bedding from around the house. I had to work quickly; they would be expecting me at the crematorium soon if any news of the body bag had reached them. When I was finally satisfied, I threw the bag back into the bed of my hovercraft and took off toward the crematorium.  
 
    The Thressl’n had a difficult relationship with death. Most didn’t enjoy looking it in the face, and so the crematorium, like my home and the camps where the human women were to be located, were located in the vast hills of Mount Zennith. 
 
    I just hoped that nobody would be any the wiser for my cargo. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Laike, greetings to you,” the pleasant operator of the large ovens greeted me. His name was Kelron, but he preferred me to avoid using it for some reason. I simply avoided using his name for any reason.  
 
    “Greetings,” I replied, shifting nervously with my bundle. When the body was a Thressl’n, the bodies were removed from the black bags. I would have to tread carefully in order to avoid discovery. 
 
    “Is this one of ours?” Kelron asked.  
 
    “No, much lighter,” I said.  
 
    “Good, we’re running low on fuel today. It’s been a busy season.” 
 
    I nodded grimly. A war was raging on the other side of the C’loggh galaxy, one that the Thressl’n were determined to stay out of. However, every once in a while, a recruitment ship would land and make glittering promises to some of the men who were more dissatisfied with their roles in the rigid Thressl’n society. I had never been approached, but I wasn’t sure I would want to go with them if I was, no matter how annoying it was to surrender credit for my inventions. 
 
    Unfortunately, those Thressl’n men who managed to get recruited were more often than not returned in these same black body bags. It had been a dismal task carting them back and forth from the loading docks. I had seen more death this revolution than I could ever remember occurring in the past. 
 
    “Toss it in,” Kelron said, with an impartial flick of the head toward the large burning chamber. 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, throwing the bundle into the huge oven. I braced myself for discovery, knowing there was no way that the smell of burning flesh would reach our noses this time. It was a terrible, unique smell, similar to the burning of hair and the flesh of living creatures the universe over.  
 
     I was shocked when everything went as usual. My hearts were pounding as if I had just gotten away with murder. It seemed funny to me that I had actually done just the opposite. If only the Earth human would see it that way. 
 
    “All right, I’ll take it from here,” Kelron said after an insufferable bout of waiting. The skeleton my uncle had given me was broken down into small bone fragments now, and everything else in the bag had been reduced to ash. I was nearly crushed by the weight of my own relief. 
 
    “Okay, see you next time,” I said, bowing to Kelron. 
 
    “Yes,” he said distractedly. He was already halfway into the oven, pulling out the remains. I left hurriedly. I didn’t want to be there if he happened to sense something strange. I would have no clue how to answer his questions.  
 
    I returned to my vehicle and sat trembling for a few moments at the steering panel. What I had just done was possibly the most foolhardy thing I could ever have imagined doing. I had gone directly against Captain Zod. And if he found out what had happened, he would not rest until he knew the whereabouts of his unlucky captive. 
 
    I couldn’t let her back into his clutches. Even though it was fully clear that I was risking everything, I just couldn’t bring myself to sacrifice an innocent like that. Especially not to the merciless and cruel leaders of my planet. Captain Zod was one of the men I despised more than anybody in the universe. Who knew what horrors the poor Earth creature had already experienced? 
 
    I would go home and explain the whole mess to her. Surely she would understand. Maybe then, once the misunderstanding was cleared up, she would be able to teach me more of Earth and the places beyond the C’loggh galaxy. I had never been off my planet. I had designed ships of my own my entire life but had never been permitted to build and fly any of them myself. The injustice was great, but I would just have to accept my place in Thressl’n society. There was clearly no other option for someone like me. 
 
    I sped my hovercraft toward home, my mind reeling with possibilities. I wanted more than anything to get to know the beautiful, intoxicating woman from Earth better. I had a good feeling about her. Hopefully, she, too, would have a good feeling about me. 
 
    After all, we would only have each other to share this huge secret with from now on. Nobody but Zod knew she was on this planet. We would have to learn to trust one another eventually. There was no other option. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Emily Hart (Director of Engineering) 
 
      
 
    I wanted to scream once the Thressl’n man was out of my sight, but I was already exhausted from my trip to this lowly planet, and more dehydrated than I had ever felt in my life. I hadn’t had water since the day I was captured. If I didn’t get any soon, I would die.  
 
    My eyes had finally begun to adjust to the darkness in the tiny space where I had been tied up. At first, I hadn’t been able to see a thing. At least not until my second captor had forced me out of the bag. Now I knew that I was in a dank little room surrounded by creepy looking jars. I had no way of knowing what the substances inside were. I couldn’t help but let my imagination take over. Everything started looking like body parts. Everything in there was strange. 
 
    A sudden bang from upstairs made me jump, and my heart began to pound. My dry mouth became desert-like, and I closed my eyes. I had never been a particularly religious person, but I was imploring any deity who might listen to spare me from any more cruelty at the hands of the Thressl’n race. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    I was confused by my reaction to my captor’s voice. It was strong, but gentle, and had a lyrical quality that made me shiver. I could hear his footfalls heading closer to the cellar door, and soon the tiny room was filled with light. 
 
    “I need water,” I croaked.  
 
    “Oh!” he exclaimed, turning his back on me and retreating up the steps. He came back moments later with a saucer full of water and held it to my lips. I drank it down greedily, but it was hardly enough to sate my thirst.  
 
    “More, please.” 
 
    His eyes looked into mine, perplexed, and I couldn’t help but be drawn into them. They were gentle compared to the eyes of the first man I had been abducted by. Instead of the dark, steel eyes of the first man, this man had a warm glow in his eyes, despite them being an icy blue color. I had to begrudgingly admit that he was attractive in a way; a broad, kind face and sensitive eyes, with dark black hair that grew in thick waves and reached the bottoms of his ears. When he smiled at me, I felt a confusing mixture of emotions. 
 
    “Here,” he said, untying me. “Come and get it yourself.” 
 
    I couldn’t believe what he was saying. Was it some kind of mind game? Surely I wasn’t really free to go as I pleased in this man’s house. There had to be some kind of catch. 
 
    As much as I wanted to, I was too scared to budge. He laughed, a gentle, rumbling sound that made me long to feel comforted by it. But there was no way I could let my guard down. Not with these monsters. How many others had been abducted and treated this way? The announcement had said one hundred. One hundred women from Earth suffering like this was just too much. 
 
    “Here,” he said, leading me up the stairs and to a strange looking machine in the corner of what appeared to be his kitchen. I was terrified, but he didn’t make a move to harm me and simply pressed a sequence of buttons until a thin stream of water began to flow from the machine’s nozzle. 
 
    I timidly filled the little saucer again and drank, but it was far too shallow a vessel to quench my thirst. 
 
    “Do you have anything bigger than this?” I asked with a sigh.  
 
    “Oh…yes.” 
 
    He turned his back to me and began to rummage in a cabinet. 
 
    “My name is Laike Ostra’ki,” he said, as if we were friends or something. I couldn’t believe his nerve. “Welcome to Jenal’k.” 
 
    “Some welcome,” I sneered, snatching the cup he offered me from his hand and filling it full of water. I drank three more full glasses before I finally felt satisfied. “You know, I need a lot of that stuff. Every day.” 
 
    “I see,” Laike said, furrowing his eyebrows. “I’m sure Zod didn’t accommodate you very well.” 
 
    “No,” I mumbled, fury burning my breast. The memory of Zod’s cruelty made me want to pummel Laike with the cup he had given me and get the hell out of there. If only I knew how to get home. 
 
    “He’s a piece of work,” Laike said, his face clouding over. “I’m not very fond of him.” 
 
    “Is that why you stole me from him?” I asked, in what I thought was a spiteful tone. But Laike somehow seemed oblivious. 
 
    “Yes!” he said, beaming at me.  
 
    I glared at him, and the smile faltered on his face. 
 
    “What’s your name?” he asked, tilting his head inquisitively. It seemed like he genuinely cared about who I was, but I was probably just desperate for some type of comfort after such a traumatic ordeal.  
 
    I didn’t answer and kept my glare fixed upon him. 
 
    “I asked you your name,” Laike said again, his metallic eyes beginning to harden. I didn’t want a repeat of what had happened with Zod, so I finally relented. 
 
    “Emily,” I mumbled. 
 
    “Em-il-y,” he repeated slowly, enunciating every syllable. “I think there is something you should understand while you are here. You are not allowed to leave this house. You are not allowed to speak loudly, especially if you hear somebody outside. You understand why, don’t you?” 
 
    I nodded. Of course I understood why. I had been kidnapped. For whatever reason, nobody could know I was there, just as any kidnapper on my own planet would have forced me into silence. 
 
    Laike’s smile brightened. “Great! I am glad. I hope we will be able to learn a lot from each other.” 
 
    We stood in an awkward silence for a few moments, before Laike finally smiled at me again. My heart thudded involuntarily; he was shockingly handsome. But that didn’t mean I had any real interest in him. I would have to be crazy. I was smart enough to avoid Stockholm syndrome. I just had to keep hold of my anger and figure out a way back to Earth. That would be the real challenge. 
 
    “Well…since you’re here, I guess we need to figure out sleeping arrangements,” Laike said.  
 
    I couldn’t help but be surprised. I had assumed that he was just going to keep me in the cellar. It was dangerous to get ahead of myself though. I would have to wait and see what his plans for me were. 
 
    “Follow me.” 
 
    I glanced around the kitchen, my eyes scanning for anything I could come back for in case I needed a weapon later to escape. But nothing in this place was familiar, and before my eyes could fix on anything useful, Laike was summoning me away. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “I don’t have another bedroom,” Laike said, pushing a button. A door hissed open, and I looked inside, my eyes widening in shock. It was a room full of mechanical and electrical parts. Sort of like what I imagined my utopia would look like. “This is where I work. I suppose you could stay in here if you wanted.” 
 
    What did it matter what I wanted? He had abducted me. Why was he trying to act like my friend? 
 
    “I could move most of this to the communal room,” Laike continued, leading me inside. We both had to step carefully over the debris strewn on the floor. I didn’t see how I could possibly sleep in here. “I assume you will let me know if this is big enough. We would have to block out the windows though. If anybody saw you, we’d both be in trouble.” 
 
    Why would we both be in trouble?  
 
    “Go ahead and sit down; I’ll get the room ready. Unless you would like to see the bedroom.” 
 
    “No, thank you,” I said quickly. I sat heavily at the large desk against the wall. The last thing I wanted was to be stuck sleeping in this bizarre man’s bedroom. Who knew how much worse the situation could escalate in there? 
 
    My eyes followed Laike’s back as he gently scooped up trinkets from the floor and placed them carefully in a steel box. His muscles rippled, bringing me to distraction. I had to work hard until I was able to focus my attention on the strange little contraptions he was moving. I couldn’t help it; being an engineer, I was unwittingly curious. Everything he was building was interesting and complex. I wanted to know the functions he had in mind. And yet I resented the hell out of my curiosity. 
 
     “This should be enough room,” he said, after about fifteen minutes of the same careful cleaning and a few trips to empty his box. 
 
    “For what?”  
 
    But he didn’t answer me. 
 
    “Wait here,” Laike said, disappearing from the room. He was gone a few moments before he emerged, dragging a huge mattress behind himself. He placed it in the corner he had cleared out and fiddled with a hidden panel in the side of the mattress. Suddenly, the mattress began to float in the air and a sleek metal frame emerged beneath it. 
 
    “Wow,” I couldn’t help but breathe. He shot a grin at me, and my face flushed hot. Why was he so attractive?  
 
    “It’s my design,” he said. But he didn’t say it in the bragging tone that most men on Earth had. My engineering courses had always been a pissing contest full of men trying to out-do each other and get as much praise for their ideas as possible. But Laike’s tone was simple and matter of fact, as if simply conveying information to me. Was it possible he wanted praise? Would it keep me safer to give it to him? 
 
    Like hell I would kiss his ass. I needed a plan. 
 
    “I see,” was all I said. Still, it was a very elaborate design, and I couldn’t help but be impressed. The bottom of the frame was solid, with built in drawers. Apparently, it was all retractable.  
 
    “Is this big enough for you?” Laike asked, frowning down at the bed. “I…don’t know how humans sleep.” 
 
    “It should be fine,” I said, looking from Laike’s handsome, teal-colored face to the floor uncomfortably. Why did he seem to care so much? 
 
    “I will bring you blankets.”  
 
    I sat numbly, my mind reeling. I had to find a way out of this place. And as soon as this clumsy captor turned his back again, I was going to find my way out. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I tossed and turned that night after a horribly awkward meal with Laike. I was starved after nearly three days without any food or water, and although I was horrified to be fed the same mysterious substances I had encountered in the cellar, it was all surprisingly palatable.  
 
    “What is it like on Earth?” Laike asked me, his icy, metallic eyes fixed intently on me. “I’ve never traveled off of Jenal’k.” 
 
    I didn’t feel like talking to this man about the planet I had been stolen from. It felt like a gaping wound that he was rubbing salt into. I chose to stay quiet. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” 
 
    I laughed sharply and startled us both. Was he really asking me what was wrong? How did he not have a sense of how twisted it was to be trapped in this man’s home and lightyears away from my own? 
 
    “Did Zod hurt you?” 
 
    The question silenced my laughter completely, and I stared hard at Laike. His eyes were so beautiful; I wanted more than anything for the concern in them to be sincere.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said, tearing myself away from his gaze. 
 
    “Well, you’re my female now,” Laike declared. “I will protect you from him.” 
 
    The look on his face implied that I should be flattered by this, but in truth, I was infuriated.  
 
    “I’m not yours. And don’t call me a female. I’m a woman.” 
 
    I pushed my food away and stood abruptly and left the table. I could feel Laike’s eyes boring into my back, but at that point, I couldn’t have cared less. My father had always told me that my temper would get me in trouble one day, and even as I stalked to the room Laike had assigned to me in a blind rage, I had to pray that this wouldn’t be the time it happened. 
 
    The door had hissed closed behind me for only a few seconds before Laike’s fist pounded against it. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” his deep voice demanded. He sounded angry, and again, the fear welled in my breast. “You are mine now. And that is the way it has to be. I have to protect you from Zod, and I will do so if it kills me,” he paused before bellowing, “woman!” 
 
    I cringed, expecting him to come in the room and go off on me the way Zod had, but instead, I could hear his angry stomping descend down the hallway and toward the door that I could only assume was Laike’s bedroom. It was going to be a long captivity. 
 
    ***
  
 
    Night fell on the planet Jenal’k, and I was shocked by the beauty of the sky and the mountains. Laike hadn’t covered the windows like he had mentioned doing, and I was grateful for his lapse of memory. I had never seen such a sight. 
 
    The night sky was a deep purple color, with swirling constellations. The stars seemed closer to Jenal’k than they were to Earth, and they shone in brilliant and dazzling colors. But the most striking difference was the three moons in different locations in the sky. One was apparently very close to the surface of Jenal’k, and was a huge circle of dim golden light. The second was higher in the sky, at 45-degree angle to the left of the biggest moon. It was a more brilliant golden color, and had craters in it that reminded me of Earth’s own moon. 
 
    The most interesting moon of all, however, was the smallest. It was far away from the bigger golden moons, but it was also the most brilliantly colored. It was a deep maroon color that cast a brilliant silver-red glow over the mountains to the east. I had never seen such a sight before, and couldn’t imagine what else could possibly be in store for me on this strange planet. 
 
    I wanted so badly to go out and escape into that night, but the windows and door were locked. If I tried to break through the glass, it would surely wake Laike, and I would undoubtedly be subjected to the same cruelty as I had suffered at the hands of Zod. I had told Laike I was fine, but in reality, I needed time to heal.  
 
    Besides that, I was absolutely exhausted. I hadn’t been able to get a good night’s sleep in far too long, and without sleep, there was no way for my mind to function at its full capacity.  
 
    I laid back on the mattress, shocked by how soft and welcoming it was. I supposed it wouldn’t hurt anything if I got some sleep. It wasn’t as if I had a good plan yet anyway. It would do me no good to go into a situation blind. I would just have to wait for my opportunity. 
 
    With that resignation, I slipped easily into a deep, rejuvenating sleep. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Greetings to the new day,” Laike’s voice said. Half asleep, it reached my ears like a warm blanket, and I felt a bizarre sense of peace. 
 
    However, as soon as my waking mind registered the sound of his voice, I sat up with a start. 
 
    “What are you doing in here?” I blabbed. Tact wasn’t my strong suit. 
 
    “I am greeting you into the new day. It is the first time you have awakened on a new planet. It is a happy occasion. I brought you a meal to commemorate it.” 
 
    I pushed myself up into a sitting position and squinted at Laike. Although I felt well-rested, my head was aching. Zod had really done a number on me. I shouldn’t have been so abrasive to Laike, not if he could repeat the damage done to me by Zod. They were both unbelievably well-muscled. There would be nothing stopping Laike if he set his mind to harming me. 
 
    “I see,” I said, trying my best to rein in my temper. If I did or said the wrong thing, it could mean a world of trouble for me. It would be best not to rock the boat. At least until I found a way out of this house. 
 
    “This is a specialty my grandmother made for me. She told me it would be a special dish for bonding. I was never able to eat it with anybody but her, before. I haven’t been officially mated with anybody yet.” 
 
    He said this with a large, shy smile that almost endeared him to me. Almost. What was up with this guy?  
 
    “Thank you,” I said reluctantly, looking down at the tray of food he had sitting on the bed near my feet. The smell was surprisingly pleasant, and my stomach rumbled. I felt agitated at my body for betraying me, and not for the first time since I’d met Laike, either. I didn’t want any part of this bizarre charade. I just wanted to go home. 
 
    “To my Earth woman!” Laike said, grinning obliviously and holding a glass of bubbling liquid in the air. 
 
    I cringed and lifted the glass intended for me, bringing it to my lips. The taste was pleasant, but my stomach was in knots. I had finally gotten some rest after everything that happened, and it seemed clear to me that Zod had severely hurt my head. But it would do no good to tell that to Laike. It was better never to reveal your weaknesses. 
 
    “How did you sleep?” Laike asked me.  
 
    “I don’t know,” I said honestly. It had been deep and rejuvenating, yes, but it wasn’t my bed at home. I wasn’t sure I would ever sleep well again. 
 
    “I know it can be strange to wake up in a new place,” Laike said. “After my grandmother passed into the arms of the Plains goddess, I was taken to the academy and woke up in a dormitory with a hundred other Thressl’n boys.” 
 
    I frowned. They had just taken a grieving boy in the middle of the night and deposited him in a dormitory? That might explain why he would abduct a woman and hold her hostage. 
 
    “It was terrifying at first. Nobody would explain to me what had happened. I didn’t understand why I couldn’t go home. Luckily the Plains goddess and my grandmother appeared in a dream and consoled me. It was my fate to end up there. I learned a lot.” 
 
    Laike trailed off, and I couldn’t help but wonder where his mind had gone. What kinds of experiences had shaped him into the man he was now and creased his handsome brow that way? Who had damaged him so much that he didn’t think twice of tying a woman up in a food cellar? 
 
    “That must have been hard,” I said carefully. I didn’t want to show too much sympathy, in case it encouraged an inappropriate relationship with my captor, but I was truly sorry to hear his story. Compassion never hurt anybody. Did it? 
 
    “It was meant to be,” Laike said cheerfully, all traces of his dark past gone from his face. His blue eyes shocked me with their intensity. I could tell there was a lot more to him than he was letting on. Not just to me, but to himself. Maybe to everybody. I had a sense for intelligence, and Laike was brimming with it. But he hid behind a goofy, oblivious façade. Why was that? 
 
    “Try the Glershob,” he said, pushing one of the plates on the tray toward me. “I made it as a way to welcome you to Jenal’k. I’m sure you don’t plan to stay here long, though.” 
 
    I frowned. Was he mocking me? But there was no trace of humor on his face, and I hesitantly took a bite.  
 
    “This reminds me of something,” I murmured. The explosion of flavor was overwhelming. It had a slight hint of coconut, but there were more savory flavors that drowned it out. It was incredibly delicious, and I chewed thoughtfully. It was a lot like the last meal I had shared with my father before he had taken off, leaving me a ward of the state. 
 
    “Togetherness is a hard memory,” Laike said as if he could read my thoughts. How would he have known though? Perhaps he was just thinking of his grandmother. 
 
    Laike rose from the bed and smiled. “I have to go to work now. Please stay in the house. It is for your own safety.” 
 
    “Work?”  
 
    “Yes. I perform maintenance on the ships,” Laike said. 
 
    So he was a handyman. That must have been how he had found me in my unfortunate circumstances. Lucky me. 
 
    “I have been alone for a long time,” he continued. “I am very glad that we are together now.” 
 
    Laike’s handsome face lit up with a smile, and again, I felt the unwelcome creep of desire heating my body. I looked away quickly, and by the time I was ready to face him again, he was gone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Repair and Maintenance) 
 
      
 
    I left Emily’s room feeling a little bit perplexed. She was a complex creature, and I couldn’t remember if humans were supposed to have purple splotches on their faces or if it was a sign of injury.  
 
    The Thressl’n were so densely muscled that we didn’t bruise when we were injured. In fact, we hardly bled. Our bodies were highly functional machines built for war and hard labor. But I had almost forgotten that human bodies were highly water-based and far less muscular. There was a lot to learn about caring for an Earth female. 
 
    Woman, she had said.  
 
    What must she be thinking? At first, it seemed as if it was going well, but she had been very angry before retiring. I could remember the fury in my own breast after being relocated to the boys’ academy after my grandmother’s passing. It was probably normal for anybody who had been relocated against their will. 
 
    “Laike, where the hell were you?” Absle exclaimed the second I walked into the main office to clock in. “I saved a seat for you and everything.” 
 
    I had completely forgotten about the celebration. Again. I nearly blabbed the truth about the human female to Absle; it was so natural to tell him everything that could possibly cross my mind. Luckily I was able to stop the words in time. 
 
    “I got caught up in a project,” I said dismissively. It was a partial truth, and one that he was used to hearing at this point in our relationship. 
 
    “You and your tinkering. You know you’ll never get anything out of it, right? What’s the point? You should just focus on your real job.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with branching out,” I said defensively. 
 
    “There is when it affects your social life! I hardly ever see you anymore!” 
 
    “Why do I always have to be the one to come to the deserts of Armath? You could just as easily visit me at Mount Zennith,” I pointed out. 
 
    “You know I hate it there,” Absle said. “What would the point of that be?” 
 
    “Well you know I hate the red desert, and I’m not comfortable socializing.” 
 
    “That’s just because you’re an egg-head. It’s hard to relate to people.” 
 
    “It’s hard to have people tell you who you are and how to live, and not to do what you love doing,” I retorted, frowning at Absle. He had always tried to encourage me to be more practical. I usually took it as a sign that he cared enough to try to protect me from the unfair stigma of our people. But lately, it seemed more like he was impatient with my nonconformity. 
 
    “Whatever you say, Laike,” he said, glancing at the clock. “I have things to do today. We will catch up later.” 
 
    I watched Absle disappear down the hall and sighed heavily. Why was it so hard to maintain relationships? I always seemed to do something wrong. Why couldn’t things just be easier? 
 
    Before long, I was immersed in my work and thoughts of Absle were long gone. Some of the pilots had been complaining about a consistent malfunction on the ship, and it took all the focus I could muster to pinpoint the problem. During battle, retroblasters were firing too soon or too late, which could potentially cause us to be fined by the Federation of Natural Preservation if we missed our targets and hit an ancient meteor or other such landmark. 
 
    “Ostra’ki!” 
 
    I jumped at the sound of my name, smacking my forehead hard on the metallic surface of the machine I was working on.  
 
    I heard a snigger, and my blood ran cold. It was Captain Zod. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” I asked, scrambling from beneath the machine. Zod stared hard at me before speaking. 
 
    “Are you the man responsible for cleaning the ships?” 
 
    “One of many, sir,” I said, though it burned me up to say so. I was the man responsible for designing the ships. Building the ships. Maintaining the ships. But because of the bizarre loyalty Thressl’n felt toward law, order, and fate, I was not given any credit for this little nuance. 
 
    “I’ve been asking around to see if anybody might have seen something that went missing from my quarters.” 
 
    “M-missing?” I stammered. The beautiful Earth woman’s face flashed in my head; the soft curls of her hair as they grazed my arm the night before nearly making me faint with a combination of fear and longing. 
 
    “Yes,” Zod said vaguely, and grew quiet for a moment as if searching for a way to ask me if I had seen his illegal cargo without actually asking if I had seen it.  
 
    “I cleaned the hallways and your quarters, sir. I found the strangest thing,” I said, my mind racing faster than my mouth could keep up with. 
 
    “Oh?” Zod asked, his ears perking up. “What was that?” 
 
    “This,” I said, digging into my pockets and pulling out a metal cylinder. It was about the length of a finger, and Zod stared at it, his face growing taut with frustration. 
 
    “What the gods is that?” he growled, snatching it from my hand. 
 
    “It goes in the motor of the ship. Did you experience any trouble during your flight?” 
 
    It was unusual for a man of my rank to ask Zod such a question, but given the circumstances, I was able to get away with it. 
 
    “Nothing I couldn’t handle. Was there anything else?” 
 
    “Oh, just the usual,” I said carefully. The usual often meant body bags full of casualties. Zod had a perverse tendency to mutilate the corpses of his enemies after he had killed them. He didn’t think we knew about it, but after so many trips to Kelron and the crematorium, I had gotten quite a glimpse at this man’s instability. 
 
    “I see,” he said. Zod looked angry, but seemed resigned. “That will be all.” 
 
    He said it as if dismissing me, but turned his back and let himself out of the repair docks.  
 
    My eyes watched Zod until he disappeared, and only then did I let out the huge breath I had been holding since he arrived. He would surely find out sooner or later that I had been responsible for removing his prized bundle. Hopefully, I would find a way to keep that from happening, or both I and the beautiful Earth woman would be doomed. 
 
    ***

  
 
    “I am back,” I said. It was strangely nice to have someone to say that to after I arrived home from a long shift at a job I was too good for. The silence that met me was disturbing, however, and I frowned, listening carefully. The Thressl’n had exceptional hearing, but try as I might, I could not get a sense of the Earth woman anywhere in the house. 
 
    “Emily?” I asked, stepping uncertainly to the bedroom.  
 
    If she escaped, she would be taken back to the camps, and Zod would find her for sure. Then she would undoubtedly tell him all about how I had brought her to my home. I could say goodbye to any future I might possibly have if that was the case. I had to find her. 
 
    “Answer me, woman!” I pleaded, my chest constricting tightly. Why hadn’t I been more careful? I hadn’t wanted to lock her in the cellar again, but what good was it to lock her in a room where she might easily escape? 
 
    I quickly typed in the sequence to release the door, fearing the worst. 
 
    “Emily?” 
 
    I stepped inside, shocked to find that Emily was crumpled on the floor. I called her name again, but she was unresponsive. What was I going to do? There was nobody I could trust to help me, and I had no medical experience of my own. 
 
    I laid my head gently on her chest, hoping to hear her hearts beating. I panicked when I only registered one faint heartbeat. The only person I knew who had any type of medical knowledge at all was Kelron. He had discovered this passion during his training at the crematorium; it had begun with anatomy, and he had studied it independently on his own time. But would I be able to trust him? 
 
    It seemed I had no choice. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I told Emily, lifting her gently from the floor and laying her in the bed. I stroked her face, shocked by how soft and smooth her pale skin was under my hand. She was a pleasure to touch. “I’m going to bring help.” 
 
    I ran outside to my hovercraft and sped to the crematorium as quickly as I could, completely ignoring all traffic laws. It didn’t matter as much in the mountains anyway, as the heaviest traffic was always in the red desert.  
 
    By the time I reached the crematorium, I was in full panic mode. There was no way of knowing if I could trust Kelron. And absolutely no way of knowing that everything would turn out okay. I could be killed once this Earth female was found unauthorized in my home. But that didn’t matter to me at all. All that mattered was saving her. 
 
    “Kelron!” I shouted before I even managed to make it all the way out of the hovercraft. “I need help!” 
 
    “What? Who is that?” 
 
    Kelron walked far too slowly to the door to greet me. 
 
    “Please, hurry. Do you know anything about human anatomy?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but—” 
 
    “Then come!” 
 
    Kelron must have sensed the urgency in my voice because he quit speaking and rushed to the hovercraft with me. Perhaps he assumed there as an emergency in the camps. We sped back toward my home, and I racked my brain hoping to find a way to explain. But it wouldn’t be safe to do so. Not until he saw the situation for himself and I had no other choice. Otherwise, he might refuse to see her at all. 
 
    “This way,” I said.  
 
    He looked bewildered when we pulled into my own home. It must have been strange to discover that there was an emergency with an Earth female in my home. But he didn’t ask questions and followed me silently into the room where I had left Emily. 
 
    “What the gods is this, Laike?” he asked finally, his voice higher than usual.  
 
    “I found this woman in Zod’s quarters,” I whispered. “She is not one of the abducted accounted for in the camps. I fear he took her secretly for abusive purposes.” 
 
    “Laike, do you know how much danger you’re going to be in if Zod finds out about this? You took away one of his toys! He isn’t the forgiving type!” 
 
    I pursed my lips grimly. The thought had occurred several times, but the risk paled in comparison to Emily’s life. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what happens to me. Please, just help her.” 
 
    Kelron sighed heavily and approached the bed with caution. It occurred suddenly to me that he had never seen a human up close before, and I hoped more than anything that he would be able to help her. 
 
    Compassion creased Kelron’s face as he gazed down at the Earth woman on the bed. 
 
    “She is pretty,” he said quietly, moving forward to listen to her heart beats. 
 
    “She has only one!” I interjected. 
 
    Kelron laughed softly. 
 
    “That’s because Earthlings have only one heart,” he said. “But hers is strong. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I felt like bursting as Kelron slowly examined her. 
 
    “It looks like Zod did a number on her. Did you see her face? Those are injuries. Her skin tone should be like this, everywhere.” He lifted the woman’s elbow and pointed to the soft, pale skin of her arm.  
 
    “Human brains are highly sensitive. Either it is bleeding, or it is swelling. Neither are very good.” 
 
    “Are there any remedies?” I asked, panicked by Kelron’s words. I couldn’t let this woman die at the hands of Zod. Especially not in my home. She was mine now. 
 
    “Only a few that I know of,” Kelron said. “And they have never been used on humans.” 
 
    I frowned. “Do you think they would work?” 
 
    “Well, Zerk’k Arkti chose humans for breeding because of their biological similarities. It could be worth a shot.” 
 
    “Well, what are they? How would I get them?” 
 
    “You leave that to me,” Kelron said. “For now, just make sure she doesn’t move too much. Do you mind if I take your hovercraft?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said, slinking numbly to the floor beside her bed. I hoped that I could trust Kelron to bring the remedies. If not, both I and the Earth female were doomed. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Laike?” 
 
    I was startled out of my dark thoughts by the gentle voice of the human. 
 
    “Emily, are you all right?” 
 
    “I feel fine,” she said, attempting to push herself into a sitting position.  
 
    “No!” I barked. “Lie still.” 
 
    Her face, if possible, grew even paler, and she became still. 
 
    “We are waiting for help.” 
 
    “I don’t need help,” Emily sighed. “I just need to go home.” 
 
    “Don’t tell me what you need,” I said darkly. “That is up to me to decide now.” 
 
    All the worrying had made me feel surly, and I wasn’t about to let her ruin her chances of recovery. 
 
    We were both brooding silently until finally, the sound of the hovercraft outside made my hearts constrict. If Kelron was alone, then everything was going to be all right. But if he had gone to seek help from the authorities, then I was going to lose everything. Even, probably, my life. 
 
    I held my breath until Kelron’s footfalls paused outside of my doorway. I dared to look up finally, and nearly cried out in happiness and relief. He was alone, holding two small bottles. 
 
    “These serums are for the brain,” Kelron said, walking to me and offering them. I took them curiously, stumbling over my words.  
 
    “What do I—” 
 
    “The red one is for swelling, and the blue one is for bleeding. Since we can’t know which is the issue, we should administer both. They counteract each other, so do each a few rotations apart, twice every day.” 
 
    “How much?” 
 
    Kelron was silent for a moment. “Well, human brains are clearly smaller, so…” 
 
    “There is no way that my brain is smaller than his,” Emily interjected. Kelron’s eyes widened with surprise, and he smiled down at Emily. 
 
    “I see the patient is awake,” he said. 
 
    “And for that matter,” Emily continued, “it’s rude for you to talk about me like I’m not here.” 
 
    Kelron’s smile widened. 
 
    “She is quite fetching,” he said decidedly. “You are a lucky man, Laike.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile. Unfortunately, I didn’t hide it quickly enough. 
 
    “I don’t belong to him,” Emily said. “I don’t know why you’re congratulating him.” 
 
    “Well,” Kelron said, turning away from the human and fixing a private smile on me. “Good luck.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Please,” I begged. “Take it!” 
 
    Emily frowned at me. “I don’t even know what it is.” 
 
    “It’s for your own good!” 
 
    “How would I know that?” 
 
    “Zod injured you! What if it’s too severe to survive?” 
 
    “That shouldn’t concern you,” Emily said. “Besides, I’d rather die than be your slave until further notice.” 
 
    “Slave?” I asked, baffled by the thought. What exactly had I forced her to do since she came into my home, other than stay put safely? “Slave?!” 
 
    Did Emily really just view me as some sort of a captor? The combination of her defiance and her negative opinion of me snapped something inside of me. I had been working so hard to make sure that she was safe. And she was the rudest, most ill-behaved female I had ever laid eyes on. Not only that, but she was an ingrate who refused to take the medicine I had put my life on the line to get for her.  
 
    “Listen to me,” I growled, standing up rigidly over Emily. The defiance on her face slackened to fear, but this time, I wasn’t even sorry for it. “You will take this medicine, as I say, when I say you will, and you will do it without complaint from now on. You are in no position to argue with me. Is that understood?” 
 
    Emily said nothing. 
 
    “I said is that understood?” 
 
    I could feel the anger swirling in my chest, and it took everything I had not to hit the wall. How ungrateful could one human be? They were clearly the inferior race. I should have known that their primitive society could never be a match for the Thressl’n race. Perhaps I should have just left her with Zod. Then maybe she would have appreciated her situation a little bit better. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Emily’s whisper enveloped me, and suddenly, all the anger was dissipated from me as quickly as it had set on. She was scared. That was all. She didn’t know who or what to trust here, and she must have assumed that all Thressl’n men were like Zod. 
 
    If I wanted to win her over, I had my work cut out for me.  
 
    But when I looked at her delicate features, I could feel a keenness of mind that excited me. I had never been so sure about anything in my life. This human was meant to be with me. And I was going to make her mine, one way or another.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Emily Hart (Director of Engineering) 
 
      
 
    I cringed when the door hissed shut behind Laike, and once again I was sealed into this nightmare. The taste of the red liquid was sickeningly sweet on my tongue, but I had to admit that my headache was beginning to feel much better. Whatever they had given to me, it was numbing the pain, and I was starting to be able to think clearly again. That meant that I could start getting to work on a plan of escape.  
 
    Over the next couple of days, I decided to take advantage of the invalid card. Perhaps if I acted helpless, Laike would slip up and lower the security that kept me a prisoner in this strange room full of trinkets I didn’t understand. 
 
    “I’m going to work,” he would always inform me. As I started healing more and more, I would climb onto the floor and look through the contraptions strewn about the room. He had far too many to clear out, and had only taken the biggest ones out of the room to make way for the bed.  
 
    I couldn’t help but admire his brilliance as I analyzed each piece of work. If a man like Laike had been born on Earth, our society would have been far more advanced for it.  
 
    All around the room were beginnings of inventions that I could only guess the full implications of. Some of the technology was similar to the type I was used to studying as the Director of Engineering. I was particularly impressed by how environmentally sustainable all of the technology was. None of it needed a dirty energy source; it all managed to be powered by solar energy or another, more elusive type of energy simply garnered from the air around the object. It was mind-blowing. 
 
    If I ever made it back to Earth, I suddenly knew what I was going to do. I would replicate all of these impressive inventions that I had found on Laike’s floor. I would introduce the advanced technologies to the human race and hope that it would slow down the destruction of our natural environment. Maybe then, we would rely less on the Vellreq and begin focusing our energy on more important things, such as rebuilding a sustainable world to live in.  
 
    “Laike!” 
 
    My heart thudded heavily in my chest when an unfamiliar voice called Laike’s name. The man shouting it was right outside my window; the window I had secretly been opening the second Laike left so I could get some fresh air.  
 
    “I took your advice, man. I finally came here instead of making you go out to the red desert. I know you hate it there.” 
 
    But Laike wasn’t home. In fact, there was no telling when he would be back. And I wasn’t sure if this was a good or a bad thing. My heart thudded in a mixture of fear and excitement. Maybe if I was discovered, somebody would be able to help me. But on the other hand, it was possible I would end up with another Thressl’n man like Zod.  
 
    “Laike, what the gods, man? Are you working on something? You never get your head out of that rubbish, do you?” 
 
    Suddenly, a dark blue Thressl’n face was poking into the window. We locked eyes, both of us shocked to see one another.  
 
    “You’re not Laike,” he said, his brow furrowing. Although the Thressl’n didn’t have eyebrows to speak of, they did make facial expressions similar to humans.  
 
    “No, I’m not,” I answered. “Who are you?” 
 
    The man hopped through the window, and I felt immediately uncomfortable. There was something off about him. The energy in the room crackled in a similar way as it had when I was in the presence of Zod. For the first time, I wished Laike was there. 
 
    “My name is Absle,” the man said, walking menacingly toward me. “Who are you, human?” 
 
    “I’m…” I was officially beginning to panic. “My name is…” 
 
    “Spit it out, female!” 
 
    “Emily,” I finally said. Why hadn’t I just left the window closed like Laike had told me to? 
 
    “Emily, you’re going to have to come with me,” Absle said, grinning strangely at me. “I have a feeling I know where you came from, and Zod is eager to have you back.” 
 
    “You can’t!” 
 
    But before the words were even out of my mouth, Absle had struck me hard on the head, and I blacked out. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Absle was saying to himself. I had regained consciousness and found that I was on the floor of a huge vehicle. I hadn’t seen what Laike had transported me in, but the sound of the engine was the same. Absle’s craft was hovering swiftly through the air, and for a few moments, I was mesmerized by the sky through the clear dome on top of the craft. 
 
    “Zod has been pestering us about something he was missing for the past two weeks. Laike has been acting bizarrely for the past two weeks. Now, I finally go to his house to see what the hell is going on, and what do I find? A sodding human! Before any of the humans from the camps have been assigned.” 
 
    Absle glanced into the back of the vehicle, still muttering to himself. 
 
    “I know this is exactly what Zod is looking for. And I am finally going to go up in rank because I found the prize. Yes, I did. How would Laike get his hands on a human unless he stole her? Stolen from the camps, maybe. But probably not. She had to have been stolen from Zod. I’m going to be rewarded generously for this.” 
 
    I sat up slowly, unable to hold my position on the floor any longer. Although I was afraid of Absle, I couldn’t help but stare down at the world below me from the hovering craft. It was absolutely stunning. 
 
    “Human! What are you doing back there?” 
 
    Absle was torn from his monolog by my movement, and I caught his cold green eyes glittering at me from a mirror fixed on the dashboard of the vehicle. 
 
    “Nothing,” I said quickly, sitting back against the spongy backrest.  
 
    “You’ve caused Zod quite a lot of heartache, you know,” Absle said. “But now that I’ve found you, I’m sure that he and Supreme Leader Aloitus will reward me generously for your return.” 
 
    “Please, don’t take me back to Zod,” I blurted. I would have done anything to return back to the safe little room in Laike’s house. I longed more than anything to see the kindness in his blue eyes that contrasted so starkly with the cruelty in Zod’s. Sure, I was a prisoner, but at least Laike was a merciful captor. So far.  
 
    “I’m afraid I have no choice. Laike is going to be severely punished for harboring you for so long, and I am going to be set for the rest of my life. Perhaps I will get a promotion. A high rank in the army as opposed to the lowly dishwashing position as the fleet cook.” 
 
    “I’m sure there’s another way for you to get what you want,” I pleaded. “Zod is a cruel man. He will hurt me.” 
 
    “It is not my business or concern what Zod does in his personal time,” Absle said dismissively. “What concerns me is my future. I cannot possibly wash dishes for the rest of my life. What must be done, must be done.” 
 
    I could have cried, then. There was no reasoning with men like Absle or Zod. Laike might have been made to see reason, but he was nowhere to be found, and there was a very low chance that I would ever see him again. 
 
    My gaze wandered to the window. I was too defeated to continue the bleak conversation.  
 
    “Oh gods!” Absle exclaimed. I furrowed my eyebrow, unable to understand the source of his outburst until I heard a shrill honking sound from the hovering vehicle passing by us. I squinted into the tinted window of the craft opposite us and saw Laike’s handsome face. He was smiling brightly at Absle, apparently happy to see his friend on the way home from work. 
 
    The smile faded when Laike locked eyes with me. A brief flicker of confusion, then anger, crossed his face, and the friendly honking grew angry. 
 
    “Absle!” Laike’s voice called. It was muffled through the glass, but I was impressed by its power. “Stop your craft!” 
 
    “Not this time, Laike,” Absle mumbled, throwing down a red lever. The hovercraft pushed forward, and I became immediately nauseated as we sped forward.  
 
    The honking grew faint as Laike was left behind us, and I felt my heart shattering. What had I done? 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Zod’s going to love this,” Absle was murmuring again.  
 
    I felt like such a screw-up. If I had just followed Laike’s instructions, I could still be sitting in bed, waiting patiently as his masculine voice hummed pleasantly in the kitchen as he prepared us an evening meal. It was shocking how many times a day the Thressl’n ate, but not at all surprising when I considered how densely built they were. It seemed like the majority of their bodies were pure muscle. 
 
    The thought sent a strange heat coursing through my body. Laike was incredibly attractive, and the forbidden curiosity of what his body might be capable of had been testing me for weeks now. I was probably just suffering from Stockholm syndrome. Still, if I had to be anywhere on this planet, I wanted it to be in the little bedroom at Laike’s house. And as much as I hated to admit it, I wanted to see more of the mysteries of the Thressl’n body for myself. 
 
    “Gods!” Absle shouted. I was flung painfully forward in my seat as we screeched to a stop. 
 
    “Get out of the craft, Absle.” 
 
    My heart fluttered at the sound of Laike’s voice, and I couldn’t help but stare in wonder at his handsome, determined face. 
 
    Absle’s mumbling had come to a halt, and I felt a shiver run through me as Laike’s arm suddenly shattered the glass of the dome. 
 
    “Laike, I just replaced that!” Absle whined.  
 
    “I told you to get out of the craft!”  
 
    Laike’s voice echoed off the strange metal of the craft. I could feel it reverberating through it and against my body. I caught Absle’s look of fear in the mirror and couldn’t stifle the satisfaction I felt. Laike was going to protect me. And he was going to do it because he cared about me. At least to more than Absle or Zod ever could. 
 
    Absle shouted, and I was torn from my thoughts by Laike’s strong arms lifting Absle by the shoulders out of his seat. The safety strap against Absle’s chest snapped with a loud tearing sound, and Laike held him up in the air, balancing himself on the outside rim of his own hovercraft as it hovered quietly beneath him. 
 
    “Let go, Laike. You don’t want to do this!” 
 
    “Let her go,” Laike said darkly. My heart pounded hard as the fight unfolded before me. 
 
    Absle struggled against Laike’s grip, but was unable to free himself. The show of power was intoxicating, and an involuntary desire spread through my loins. Laike was handsome, strong, and determined to look after me, no matter the cost. What exactly was it that kept me from exploring my feelings for him again? 
 
    Laike  squeezed Absle hard around the neck, turning his piercing blue eyes to mine as he held his friend still in his grasp. 
 
    “Get in my craft, Emily,” he said sternly as Absle flailed in an attempt to free himself. I glanced at the craft hovering beside Absle’s, wondering how in the hell I would be able to leap from one craft to the other. “Now!” 
 
    At Laike’s command, my body moved through the fog in my brain, and I found myself climbing through the broken glass of the dome. My legs were like jelly, but I managed to leap across the space between the crafts and land hard in the bed of Laike’s hovercraft. It must have been the same vehicle he had used to cart me home from Zod’s room.  
 
    “You’re going to regret this,” Laike said darkly into Absle’s face. 
 
    Absle said nothing, and I cringed as Laike let go of Absle. He cried out as he fell heavily into his seat, and I watched in fear as he sped away quickly. Why had Laike let him go? They would definitely be coming for us when Absle sought help from the other Thressl’n. 
 
    Laike was quiet for a few moments before scrambling into the hovercraft. 
 
    “Lie low,” he ordered. “We’re alone out here, so it is unlikely anybody saw what happened. But don’t worry, I have an idea. Everything will be okay.” 
 
    I laid back in the craft, and we raced across the mountain terrain.  
 
    Laike stopped suddenly in front of an imposing building. It smelled terrible, and I had to keep myself from gagging. 
 
    “Come,” Laike ordered. He didn’t wait for me to obey, simply expected it, and led me to the doorway. “Kelron!” 
 
    Kelron ran to the doorway. 
 
    “Well gods! Get in here you two, before someone sees.” 
 
    Kelron ushered us inside, glancing over his shoulder and slamming the door quickly behind us.  
 
    “We have a problem,” Laike sighed.  
 
    “What’s going on?” Kelron asked, his weathered face growing weary.  
 
    “Emily has been discovered.” 
 
    “How? By whom? And why is she here now? I can’t keep her!” 
 
    “No, of course not,” Laike said. “I have a plan. But we need your help.” 
 
    Kelron frowned pensively but nodded his head. 
 
    “If anybody asks, and they will, whether it’s Captain Zod or Supreme Leader Aloitus himself, I need you to admit that a body bag came in here. But I require an untruth. You need to say that the person who brought it was Absle.” 
 
    “Absle? But isn’t he your best friend?” 
 
    Laike was quiet, and I stared at him. He had been willing to take his best friend on to save me from Zod? Or was he simply hoping to claim me for himself? Were the Thressl’n capable of letting go of anything they wanted? 
 
    “That doesn’t matter anymore. I just need you to do as I ask, for the human’s safety.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kelron said, gazing at me with a worried crease in his brow. “I would like to know, at the end of my days, that I have done the right thing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Laike said, bowing deeply at Kelron. “Come, Emily.” 
 
    I followed Laike silently to his craft, and we rode the rest of the way to his house, each of us deep in our own thoughts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Laike was the quietest I had ever seen him. We were in his sitting room. I was on the couch, and his powerful body was roaming the room restlessly. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of him. From time to time he would scowl and run his hand through his luxurious hair, then squint his blue eyes toward the ceiling and sigh.  
 
    “This is a problem,” Laike said, his intense eyes boring into me. “I have to protect you.” 
 
    My chest was warmed by the concern in Laike’s voice, and the heat that had filled me as he rescued me from Absle returned in full force. It was almost as if I had missed him. But that was impossible. He may have felt a strong urge to protect me, but that didn’t mean he cared about me. It was more likely that he didn’t want to let go of his favorite possession.  
 
    “Come,” Laike said suddenly, turning his broad back on me and walking toward the hallway.  
 
    I hesitated for a moment before following him toward his bedroom. He quickly input the code for the door, and we walked inside after it hissed open. I was shocked to find a small collection of blankets on the floor where the bed had once stood.  
 
    “What are we…” 
 
    My voice trailed off as Laike closed the door behind us. 
 
    “You are not safe in that room anymore,” Laike said with a sigh. “You will have to stay in here with me where I can keep an eye on you. It is safer. There is more security here.” 
 
    I suddenly felt a crushing guilt weigh on my shoulders. Laike looked so tired. He wasn’t even trying to take advantage of me; he was just trying to keep me out of harm’s way. Why couldn’t I just let him? 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whispered. 
 
    Laike looked at me, bewildered, before his face broke out into a handsome smile that made heat rise to my cheeks. 
 
    “The Thressl’n don’t apologize,” he said softly, moving toward me and touching my shoulder. Perhaps it was a gesture of comfort for the Thressl’n race, almost like a hug. 
 
    The nearness of Laike’s body made my heart drum in my chest, and fire filled my body. I suddenly knew what I wanted more than anything in the world. The best part was that it was attainable. 
 
    Laike’s handsome face contorted in confusion for a moment when I took his strong hand in my own. The heat of his body so close to me was getting to my head. Did it really matter what I did here? Nobody would have to know about it. Besides, was there any harm in doing what I wanted in what could turn out to be my last days with Laike on Jenal’k?  
 
    I knew what my body wanted, and for the first time since I had arrived on this planet, I was going to take control. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Repair and Maintenance) 
 
      
 
    I had been so consumed by the danger being posed to the human, not to mention my own life, that the soft, warm touch of her hand had been shocking. All the blood seemed to rush from my body and into my groin, where the unfiltered desire drove me to distraction. I had never wanted anything as badly as I wanted to take Emily and claim her as my own. I had felt the threads of fate tugging us together in a way I had never felt it, particularly when it came to my career. 
 
    Emily’s cheeks were flushed an attractive red, and her clear eyes were boring into mine. There was a compelling look on her face as she gazed up into my eyes; a look I had never seen in person. But I knew exactly what it meant. I wasn’t completely oblivious after all. She wanted for me to take her. 
 
    Heat coursed through my body, but I wasn’t sure where to start. What if sex with a human was different from sex with a Thressl’n female? There was no way of knowing for sure. Still, I wasn’t going to let that stop me. 
 
    Emily gasped softly when I reached out to caress her cheek, and I nuzzled my lips against the soft nape of her neck. Desire electrified my every action, and her scent was so pure and sensual that I had to try hard to keep from inhaling deeply. I could feel myself hardening against my thigh, unsure of whether I should hide it from her or show her exactly how she made me feel. 
 
    Apparently, Emily could feel it too, because the flush on her cheeks grew darker and her arms wrapped around my waist. She was a little bit reluctant of me; clearly she had no trust for me yet, but the needs of her body had consumed her enough that she was reaching out to me and letting me in. 
 
    I ran my hands experimentally along her body; it was perplexing, to say the least. She was such a beautiful human, and I had never in my life expected to mate with anybody at all, let alone a creature from another planet. 
 
    But her amber eyes flashed with heat when they locked on mine, and my desire for her reached a new height. Suddenly, all of the modesty and inhibitions I had taken on to serve my destiny melted away, and I stood in front of Emily not as a man who repaired ships and cleaned up after others, but as a powerful man with a rapid intelligence. I stood before her as myself. 
 
    She seemed to sense the shift and grinned as though she liked me better this way, without the burden of my people weighing me down. Emily tilted her chin up at me and suddenly our lips were touching. I was electrified from the inside out by the heat of her mouth enveloping me so sensually. I never would have thought that a simple touch could generate so much longing. 
 
    At that point, all of my self-control went out the window. Emily moaned as I pushed her gently but firmly against the wall, my member firm against the heat of her middle. We both sighed in pleasure from the connection of our most sensitive sensory organs, and the fire that had been lit began to spark out of control. 
 
    Without even registering it, our clothes were stripped away until we were left pure and alone in front of one another. Neither of us had ever seen another creature from a different planet in all of its natural glory, and I had a feeling that no other human in the entire universe would compare to the brilliance of Emily’s body.  
 
    My hand reached straight for the soft, milky-white slope of her breast, and her eyes closed. Her chest was heaving as she took deep breaths, unable to fight her longing any longer. I kissed her again, and this time our naked bodies found comfort in each other, and the pleasure experienced was doubled as my member pressed against the opening between her legs. 
 
    Heat filled my loins, and a tingle of desire brought me to the edge of my self-control. I would have to be gentle with the human, since she was clearly vulnerable after her injuries, but my body wanted to tap into a power I had never been able to express before. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” I asked, using the last ounce of restraint I could muster to see to Emily’s well-being. 
 
    “Yes,” Emily whispered. 
 
    The sound of her voice renewed my longing, and before either of us could register it, I submerged myself inside of her. Her cry of pleasure electrified my entire body, and I held her close as she writhed beneath my touch. Her soft hands gripped my biceps carefully as she shifted with my member inside of her; every tiny movement coursing a new chart of bliss throughout my body. 
 
    The pleasure was breathtaking, and I explored every inch of the human curiously. She was so much smaller; so much less dense than the Thressl’n. It was clear she had the potential for high muscle definition, but it didn’t come as naturally to humans as it did to my people. My hands found their way to Emily’s waist, and I thrust hard inside of her again, steadying her slight body from the power of my burst of activity. 
 
    A low groan escaped her lips, and I couldn’t help but grin. This was the most exciting sexual experience I had ever had. I felt close to bursting already, and we had only just begun. But I wouldn’t be selfish. I wanted to see to Emily’s pleasure. 
 
    I grew still, curious to see what a human might do if allowed to take the lead. I was surprised when her eyes opened and locked on mine, a dark energy crackling between us. Emily wrapped her arms around my neck, and her legs against my waist, with her pressed her back against the wall.  
 
    “Don’t stop,” she whispered. 
 
    The unstoppable fire returned to my loins, and my brain was no longer capable of rational thought. All I could do was gratify myself inside of Emily as she gasped and panted in unmistakable ecstasy. 
 
    Still, I had to be careful. Her brain was injured by Zod, after all. But I shoved inside of her again and again, unable to restrain myself. Her gasps grew into deeper, more guttural moans of bliss until suddenly, Emily’s amber eyes widened. We held each other’s gaze as her body began to contract tightly around my member, and her climax drew me to the point of no return. 
 
    I unleashed a powerful burst of activity inside of her as her body seemed to intuitively squeeze my own until I could no longer hold back. I hissed in pleasure as my abdomen tingled fiercely and my hot flood began to escape inside of her.  
 
    I was consumed by the beauty of Emily’s face as she received me inside of her, her body trembling against the support of my own. I shoved deep inside of her one last time, and I could feel her every muscle clinging to me as if reluctant to let me go. 
 
    Finally, we parted, both of us out of breath and somewhat bewildered by what we had just experienced.  
 
    “I will set up the bed,” I said quickly, and left the room. 
 
    ***
  
 
    If Absle’s claims were going to be investigated, I would have to cleanse my house of any trace of a human. By day, I made it very clear that Emily was to stay inside my bedroom, which had its own secure locking mechanism. I had designed it myself long ago, back when I was a youth in the dormitories and I needed to ensure my safety from the other boys. By night, however, she was free to wander my home as she pleased, so long as I was there to protect her.  
 
    Our relationship hadn’t changed very much despite our tryst, though the one consequence was that it was nearly impossible to ignore the curves of her body late in the night when she happened to nestle into me. Still, it was clear that our mating had been a one-time thing, as both of us had been vulnerable, waiting for the other shoe to drop. 
 
    This didn’t happen until about twelve revolutions later, when my door was suddenly hammered upon in an authoritative manner. My stomach dropped. 
 
    “Silence!” I commanded Emily. She hadn’t heard the knock, so she glared at me in disapproval when I shoved her inside the closet and locked the door. Hopefully she would know better than to defy me by now. I only had her best interest at hearts. 
 
    “Ostra’ki!” 
 
    “Captain Zod,” I said as respectfully as I could possibly muster. His face was dark and furious, but I tried to pretend that I didn’t notice the malice rolling off of him in waves. 
 
    “I heard a report that you had my captive in your clutches.” 
 
    “Your what?” I asked, feigning bewilderment. Of course he meant Emily, but I couldn’t let him know I understood what he was talking about. 
 
    “Don’t play dumb with me, boy!” Zod exclaimed. 
 
    The shrill timbre of his voice made my blood curdle, but I simply smiled brightly at him. 
 
    “It is quite an honor to have you at my home, Captain Zod. Please, come in and enjoy a midday meal.” 
 
    Inviting the Thressl’n people you respected in for a meal was a traditional form of reverence, and Zod’s face flashed with confusion for a moment. Clearly, if I had the girl, I wouldn’t be inviting him in. 
 
    “All right,” he said, though the standard protocol would have been for him to refuse the offer. But he pushed me and searched the room unabashedly, as if looking for something. I prayed to the gods that Emily would stay silent and avoid detection. 
 
    “What would you like?” I asked cheerfully. It was surprising how easy it was for me to act friendly toward this man who I despised more than anything else I had ever hated in my life. Anybody who could harm a hair on Emily’s head should have been thrown in the pit and not allowed out. 
 
    “Surprise me,” Zod said dismissively. “I’m going to have a look around your house.” 
 
    “Oh, what an honor,” I said as if to myself, hurrying to the kitchen. With any luck, he wouldn’t go back to my bedroom before the meal was served. 
 
    I worked quickly to prepare a modest meal and used my best silverware for my guest. I laid the table out as intricately as possible and saw just as Zod stopped by the doorway of my bedroom. 
 
    “Why can’t my key open this door?” Zod demanded. 
 
    “Oh, I beg your pardon,” I said, scurrying down the hall and overriding the code I had put on the door for extra security. “I had bad experiences at dormitory and developed a special lock. It’s patented, don’t worry. It’s in use in the treasure trove of your ships.” 
 
    “I see,” Zod said darkly, eyeing me. “I heard stories about you, Ostra’ki. That you take things that don’t belong to you and that you’ve always been kind of a strange man.” 
 
    I laughed dismissively as I unlocked the door to my bedroom and we walked inside. 
 
    “It sounds like you have been speaking with my best friend, Absle. He greatly admires you. He would do just about anything to rub elbows with you and climb rank.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” Captain Zod said, as if the news was so common that it bored him. I laughed again. 
 
    “In fact, the day your ship arrived, he took the liberty of cleaning your room. I saw him just as he left with a body bag in tow.”  
 
    “What did you say?” Zod exclaimed, stopping inches away from my closet doors. I couldn’t let on how hard my hearts were racing. If he opened them, we were through. 
 
    “A body bag. Absle mentioned something about the crematorium, though it seemed to take him a while to get around to it.” 
 
    “The what?! You wait right here, and don’t you dare move, under penalty of death.” 
 
    I did my best to look surprised. 
 
    “Of course, Captain Zod. I will wait right here as you command.” 
 
    “Good,” he said.  
 
    I stared at Zod’s back as he rushed out the door. I could hear his hovercraft start and head northeast toward the crematorium, and relief flooded my breast. He had been inches away from discovering the human. 
 
    “Are you all right?” I asked, throwing the closet doors open briefly to check on Emily. 
 
    But there was no answer. Emily was gone. 
 
    ***
  
 
    My hearts banged hard in my chest as thoughts of the worst possible situation entered my mind. Emily had fled the house, possibly out of fear of both myself and Zod. But Zod was on his way to the crematorium right that moment. If she was spotted by him, then it would take a miracle to save her now. 
 
    The worst part about it was that I had been given a direct order by Zod to stay put until he returned. I had no idea how long that would take. If I left, I would appear guilty, and the whole charade would go out the window. If I didn’t, Emily’s life was at stake. The chances of her discovery were slim, but there was still the possibility, and that was what really drove me to distraction. 
 
    I paced around the room, my mind spinning with possible plans of action, but the truth was that I felt like my hands were tied. I was in the middle of being investigated, and the truth was that Emily had brought her fate onto herself by disobeying my orders. Again. When would that woman ever learn? 
 
    Just a few moments later, I heard the sound of Zod’s hovercraft speeding by. He stopped at my house as if on second thought and hopped out, coming into my home without even knocking this time. 
 
    “Ostra’ki!” 
 
    “Yes, Captain Zod?” I asked, my biggest smile plastered on my face. 
 
    “Where does that friend of yours live?” 
 
    I felt a twinge of nausea. Although he had already tried to kidnap my female, Absle truly had been the best friend I had ever had. Still, he was a controlling, bitter man who had often put me in harm’s way for his own entertainment. Not only that, but he was going to put Emily in the worst danger of her life. Unfortunately, he had left me no choice but to eternally regret his mistakes. 
 
    “He lives in the red deserts of Armath, in the cleaning sector. His lot is 108B.” 
 
    “Understood. You should know, Laike, that your friend took something very valuable from me, and destroyed a thing that is very precious. For that, he is going to pay the price.” 
 
    The nausea returned. 
 
    “What is going to happen to him, Captain Zod?” I asked. “The death penalty?” 
 
    “Even worse,” Zod said with a sneer. “I’m going to recruit him to fight in the war. I have a personal stake in it if the right side is victorious.” 
 
    The news made me uneasy, though I was relieved to know that I hadn’t caused the immediate execution of my oldest friend. Still, the guilt felt insurmountable. But I had to do the right thing. There had been no other choice. 
 
    “I see,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Don’t worry, Ostra’ki. Many thanks to you. You have been most helpful. I will find a way to reward you for your honesty. Men like you are hard to come by.” 
 
    His words left me feeling worse than ever as Zod grinned sickeningly at me and boarded his hovercraft. He sped away, leaving me alone with my guilt as I remembered the smiling face of Absle as a child. What had I done? 
 
    ***
  
 
    It took me a few moments to remember the real issue at hand. Emily had escaped from my bedroom when Zod arrived and had caused me the biggest hassle she could possibly bring to my life. Now I had no idea where on the planet Jenal’k she might be, and it was up to me to discover her whereabouts before anybody else did.  
 
    I jumped into the hovercraft and sped off toward the red desert. If she went there, her body would be unable to handle it. That is why the camps for the human females had been set up in the mountains near my home. The announcements had made it clear that humans required special accommodations, such as a lot of the fluid water and indirect sunlight. 
 
    It was frustrating to roam the lands without being able to spot my target or having any idea where to begin. Emily could have been anywhere by then, and her disappearance had really come at the worst possible time. Of course, I couldn’t blame her. Zod had been so close to the closet where I hoped she would be safe that I was certain our treachery would be discovered. 
 
    I wished I could shout Emily’s name, but it was impossible without detection. Night was already falling over the land, and humans were so small that she could have been hiding just about anywhere and I wouldn’t have known it in my craft. Still, it was the best way to cover a large amount of ground, and I hoped that because of her bright, pale complexion, she would stand out among the foliage of the mountains and I would be able to return her home sooner rather than later.  
 
    Unfortunately, no matter where I looked, I saw no trace of the human I had lost. It was crushing to drive alone in my hovercraft with nothing to think of but my betrayal toward my best friend and the danger the human female might come to should she be discovered.  
 
    Not only that, but if Zod happened to see her again, then there would be no doubt that I had been the mastermind of the scheme all along, and Absle the innocent party. Although he had only done what was right in his own mind, my stubbornness and nonconformity had been enough to send my best friend to a war-torn region of the universe. It was likely I would retrieve his body in a body bag and carry it to Kelron myself. 
 
    “Gods!” I growled, hitting the steering panel of the hovercraft hard. There seemed to be no winning at this awful game. If I hadn’t framed Absle, the female would have gone back into Zod’s evil clutches.  
 
    But what did that matter now? She had escaped off into the night, and no matter how hard I tried, there was nothing I could do to find her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Emily Hart (Director of Engineering) 
 
      
 
    I ran blindly as night began to fall over the steep hills of what Laike called Mount Zennith. Being captive in Laike’s home had left me feeling a little bit out of shape. I was sure I had gained a few pounds from the constant meals that Laike overwhelmed me with, and I had been put more or less on bedrest until my head felt better.  
 
    I honestly wasn’t sure if that was going to happen. Absle had struck me really hard when he captured me, and it seemed as if I was simply doomed to suffer at the hands of every Thressl’n man I encountered. 
 
    The thought made me feel guilty. I couldn’t honestly say that Laike had harmed me. Yes, he had captured me and made me a prisoner in his home, but it seemed like he believed he was really doing what was best for us both. I still couldn’t see it, though he had put his life on the line to keep me away from Zod. 
 
    But there was no way that I could allow myself to stay put and do nothing. I had been tinkering with the devices on the floor of his room for too long with no real progress. I had put together a little device that sent a small stream of light forward, and luckily had pocketed it just before Laike had moved me from his workspace to his bedroom.  
 
    I took it out now and allowed it to light my way, because falling over the strange rock and stick formations of the foliage in Mount Zennith was making it very difficult to make any progress. 
 
    I finally allowed myself to slow to a walk. Burning up all of my energy on this strange terrain would do me no good. It was more paramount for me to find a safe place to rest.  
 
    Suddenly, the familiar noise of a hovercraft flew above me, and my heart leaped into my throat. I dodged beneath a flowering bush to my right. The craft was moving at a thorough, slow speed, and a search light was aimed down at the ground. I remembered the terrifying sound of Zod’s voice filling Laike’s peaceful little house, and the way my panic had risen in my breast until I felt no choice but to key in the command Laike didn’t know I had memorized from his unlocking of the closet in front of me and escape from the small space. 
 
    I had managed to get out through the window in a blind panic just as Zod stopped at the doorway of the bedroom and demanded that Laike open the door. The way he berated Laike, as if his brilliance were a thing to be shunned, had made my blood boil.  
 
    But it wasn’t enough to make me stick around to defend him. I had run as fast as my legs would carry me, not knowing what direction I was heading in or what I might encounter along the way. Although it was scary and my head was aching from the blow that Absle had dealt me, it was also exciting. I had never been free on an alien planet before. And dying a free woman was better than living my whole life cooped up as a prisoner. 
 
    All I had was what was in my pockets, and that wasn’t much. A dense roll, kind of like bread but with a texture I didn’t particularly like, that I hadn’t had the heart to throw away in front of Laike, a handful of the awe-inspiring devices that Laike had sitting around the room where I had been captive for at least two weeks (I had lost track of time at this point), and my cell phone, though it had long since been broken during my abduction by Zod.  
 
    They weren’t exactly the survival tools any self-respecting pioneer would enjoy using, but it was better than nothing. The roll could last me at least two days as I wandered this planet, though I was worried about a water source. How would I survive? Did it even rain on Jenal’k? There was no way to know or find out. I wouldn’t go back to Laike’s house. I just couldn’t. Not only was there danger there, but it seemed impossible that I should willingly return anywhere that I wasn’t completely free. No matter how handsome my captor happened to be.  
 
    Finally, the thin stream of light erupting from the hovercraft moved away from the area where I was hiding and sped off, as if the driver were frustrated beyond measure. I didn’t know if it was Laike or Zod, but I wouldn’t give myself up to either man. Not now. Especially not knowing what possibilities may lay before me. Who could know; perhaps the opportunity I needed was right around the corner! 
 
    When I finally felt secure enough to escape from the bush where I was hiding, I began to crawl out. My heart froze in fear, however, when something soft brushed my leg. I hesitated for a moment, and then tried to continue out from under the bush, but my leg was again touched by the mysterious soft thing. 
 
    I turned as slowly as I could, and shone the light toward my leg, and nearly screamed. Against my leg was a rust-colored being that looked like an over-sized spider, as large, maybe even larger, than a beach ball. However, despite its spider-like legs, its head was narrow, and I could see no eyes to speak of; its entire body was covered with shaggy red hair. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do. Would this creature attack me if I moved from under its touch? Would it sting, bite, or scratch? Would it be poisonous? I had no idea. And so I remained frozen. 
 
    The creature was still for a few moments, and then I felt the heaviness of its little body’s weight against my leg. It was climbing on top of me, coming closer to my head, and I had to do everything in my power not to scream. Remembering that Zod might be out there looking for me right at that moment was motivation enough to calm me down, but my heart raced with every soft step. 
 
    Finally, the little creature paused by the base of my neck, and two of its long, hairy legs touched my head. It began to knead my hair as if it were a cat, and a strange, deep purring noise began to vibrate its body. 
 
    The pain in my head was suddenly gone, and the little creature jumped off of me and landed in front of my face, as if expecting some kind of greeting. I had no clue what to do, and felt naïve for not considering sooner that an alien planet might also have alien animal life forms. Fortunately, the soft little creature didn’t seem offended by my ignorance. In fact, it pressed its narrow little head against my forehead before scurrying along on its way. 
 
    I watched in shock and amazement as it left, and slowly got myself out from under the bush, touching my head. The pain was completely gone now. There was so much more to the universe than I had ever imagined. Hopefully, I would live long enough to find out more about it. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I woke up sore with a crick in my neck. I guess that’s what I got for trying to fall asleep in the bough of a tree. I hadn’t done that in ages, since I’d escaped from the first foster home I’d lived in. Running away had always been an easy thing for me. But that was when I had a plan, and my own familiar planet to rely on. Now, it just felt like a prolonged death sentence that I was lucky to survive. 
 
    I climbed down from the tree and stretched. My stomach rumbled, and I took out the hard roll from the front pocket of my pants and broke it in half. I nibbled it as I walked, still put off by the strange texture of the bread. But it was enough to give me the energy I needed to continue on my way, and that was what really mattered.  
 
    The morning light made it much easier to navigate the lush greenery of Mount Zennith, and I found myself feeling suddenly very optimistic. My head felt so much better after the strange little creature from the night before had worked its magic on me, and the truth was that this planet was absolutely beautiful. I had never seen anything quite like it before. The beauty was so intense it almost seemed surreal. 
 
    It was an enjoyable trek during the day, and I saw so many new plants and even a few new animals. All of them caused fear to curdle in my breast, but for the most part, they were far enough away that I was in no real danger. Still, it was anxiety-inducing not to know any of the animals that were looking you in the eye. Fortunately, none of them seemed interested in harming me and went about their business. 
 
    By the second day, however, the pleasantries of exploring a new world had been lost. My stomach rumbled furiously, and I had no idea what might be edible in the natural Thressl’n world. I didn’t recognize any of the foods that Laike had fed me. The worst part was my thirst. I had never been thirsty so frequently or so badly as I had since I had been abducted by the Thressl’n. My body was agonizing for food and drink, and I was beginning to feel weak and nauseated without it. 
 
    I decided to take a break on a large fallen log, and put my head into my hands when suddenly I heard a familiar, comforting sound. 
 
    “Please stop!”  
 
    There was a pause after the request, and then laughter. 
 
    It was the sound of another woman’s voice. Not just a woman, but a human woman. 
 
    My heart pounded in excitement, and I rushed blindly forward, eager to see one of my own kind again after such a long time of feeling alone on this bizarre new planet.  
 
    “Oh!” she said, her eyes widening. There was a group of three other human women with her. “Where did you come from?” 
 
    “I’ve escaped…nobody knows I’m here.” 
 
    “You must be Dr. Lain,” the tallest of the women said. “Your bed has been empty for a few days since the ship came in. It has caused quite a stir.” 
 
    Who was Dr. Lain? 
 
    “Please, do you have some water?” 
 
    The women laughed, a soft, tinkling sound that was music to my ears. 
 
    “Oh yes; the handsome man in charge of your ship demanded we have our fill of it. It’s quite funny; they’ve largely overcompensated.” 
 
    The women led me forward together, and I found myself approaching a large, imposing structure that looked like an oversized medic’s tent from a war zone.  
 
    “Don’t be afraid, Lain,” the tallest woman said. She urged me forward, and I thought better of defying her. Perhaps having an identity in this place already would be a good thing. Lord knew it felt good to have other humans around again. I hadn’t realized just how much I missed my own kind. 
 
    “Drink.” 
 
    I stared in shock at the giant fountain in the middle of the large room. Beds were lined against the walls, and the fountain rose high. Tubes of water were being suctioned from the fountain and dangling above each bed. Women were lazily taking sips of water as they looked through picture books full of Thressl’n words and images and chatted pleasantly across the wide room. 
 
    I drank greedily, finally satiating my thirst. 
 
    “Who is this?” a Thressl’n voice, much higher in pitch than Laike’s voice, suddenly rang out over our heads. I stopped drinking, and fear rose in my breast. 
 
    “This is Dr. Lain Brousseau!” the tall woman exclaimed proudly. “She escaped earlier, but we found her during our exercise walk.” 
 
    “It’s about time,” the Thressl’n woman said sternly. “You should be punished for your insubordination!” 
 
    “Peace, Jennai’k,” another Thressl’n woman said, touching Jennai’k’s shoulder. “The humans had no idea what was happening to them. You would have been afraid too.” 
 
    Jennai’k scowled at me but turned her back and stalked out of the tent.  
 
    “We will not punish you this time,” the kinder Thressl’n woman said. “But please mind yourself while you are here, so you do not have to come to harm.” 
 
    I nodded, my lips tight. Perhaps coming to the camps with the other women had been a bad idea. What kind of penalties would they give insubordinate Earthlings? If the Thressl’n people in charge of punishments were anything like Zod, there was no way of knowing.  
 
    “I’m sure you haven’t eaten in a while,” the kind Thressl’n woman said. “Please be patient, as a meal will be served in less than a rotation.” 
 
    “What is a rotation?” 
 
    I had heard Laike speak of rotations and revolutions, but had never felt comfortable interjecting in his thought process. His mind moved a million miles a minute, and it felt almost sinful to break into his thoughts and distract him with simple questions. Now that I finally had someone who had shown compassion toward me to ask, I took full advantage. 
 
    “A rotation is around 45 Earth minutes, I believe the calculation for conversion said; you’ll forgive me if I’m a bit rusty. A revolution is the time it takes our planet to revolve around the sun. I believe the English term you would be familiar with is a ‘year.’” 
 
    I nodded, pleased to finally learn something about the way the Thressl’n kept time. It would be interesting knowledge to bring back to the people of Earth if I was ever able to escape from this place. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was no way of knowing if there was a way out of here. From the looks of things, the women had gotten pretty comfortable in their camps. But I knew there was bound to be a catch, and I had to stay on my guard until I figured out just what exactly that catch was going to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Lain!” the tall woman shouted. 
 
    I was startled by the sound of her voice so close to my ear, and whipped around to look at her. 
 
    “I called you three times!” she exclaimed. “Do you have hearing problems or something?” 
 
    “Oh..uh…” 
 
    “You should keep that to yourself if you do,” she continued without waiting for my answer. “The Thressl’n only want women of the best genetic stock around. They might not think it’s worth the resources to keep you around if you aren’t even able to hear properly.” 
 
    “I can hear just fine,” I mumbled. It was true; my hearing was excellent. The issue was that I wasn’t used to answering to the name Lain. But nobody seemed to notice unless they were calling me. I would have to try to keep that in mind. 
 
    “Well good. Anyway, I wanted to tell you to get ready, because our men are coming soon.” 
 
    “Our men?” 
 
    My stomach dropped. Of course, this was the catch. The Thressl’n had brought women to the planet Jenal’k for breeding purposes. Not so we could have a prolonged sleepover party in their big fun tent.  
 
    “Yes…it’s actually really cute. They have been watching movies on how to court women from Earth. You know, to get them in the mood to breed. It’s quite a show.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow. I could only imagine what would happen if Laike started getting ideas from movies about how to woo me. 
 
    “But you don’t have a man yet,” she said thoughtfully. “It might be better if you stand back and watch. I doubt they have anybody scheduled for you today. It’s a long trip from the red desert where most of the men come from. It would have been too short notice to alert another.” 
 
    “How often do they come?” I asked. I was already dreading the time it would take for me to get assigned a Thressl’n man who would hope to claim me. Wasn’t two enough? 
 
    “About once or twice a week. We kind of lose track of the days in here.” 
 
    “I see,” I sighed. 
 
    “Don’t worry though; some of them are surprisingly kind.” 
 
    Laike’s handsome face flashed in my mind. I couldn’t help but miss his smile, and his sweet way of treating me. But what good was kindness when you weren’t free? 
 
    “Earth females! Prepare yourselves for date night!” 
 
    I had to stifle my laughter when Jennai’k’s grim announcement reached my ears. She looked so spiteful at us that her irritated voice proclaiming “date night” struck me as unbelievably funny. 
 
    The tall girl winked at me and then rushed to join the ranks of the other women who were standing in front of their beds with their arms crossed over their stomachs. 
 
    “Lie low, they will ignore you and set their sights only on the female they wish to mate with,” she called over her shoulder. 
 
    I nodded and stood back against the wall as, one by one, the Thressl’n men began to crowd into the tents. Many of them were carrying strange flowers and boxes wrapped with awkward bows. I could only assume they were gifts of food and sweets, as the movies had taught them.  
 
    I watched as, in a very orderly fashion, the Thressl’n men stopped in front of their women and presented their gifts. Some of the women were delighted to tear into the boxes and eat the food inside; if it tasted like Laike’s cooking, I couldn’t blame them. The gruel that Jennai’k had prepared for us was unappetizing at best. 
 
    Other women were presented exotic looking plants and held them carefully as their men jabbered on and on about how wonderful they looked. It was all incredibly funny. 
 
    My amusement was cut short, however, by a dark shadow that stopped in front of me.  
 
    “It’s your lucky day, Dr. Lain,” Jennai’k said with a vicious grin on her face. “There’s somebody here who wants to meet you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Repair and Maintenance) 
 
      
 
    The next two days without Emily in the house were the worst of my life. Not only had I traded my best friend’s freedom for her life, but I missed her terribly. I had never before felt so strongly for another before, and it seemed oddly typical of my life that the first female I should develop feelings for was a bizarre human who had no intention of ever caring about me. 
 
    Still, memories of our tryst kept me going on the days when it felt impossible, and I knew that I couldn’t give up on my search for her. Many Thressl’n men would show no mercy with a wandering human, and Thressl’n females were quite bitter at the thought that because of male stupidity, they were going to be replaced by inferior females from another world. Either way, if she was discovered, she would run into danger. It was unavoidable. 
 
    I did my best to get through work as quickly as I could so that I could return all of my efforts back to searching for Emily. I subtly informed Kelron of her disappearance, hoping that there would be a chance that he found her. However, I could only assume he was telling me the truth when he said that he had seen no sign of the human, and my search continued alone and without much progress.  
 
    I divided my time between working, moving on foot in search of Emily, and searching in the hovercraft. Two days of searching yielded no results, and I knew I finally had no choice but to check the camps. However, there was no way that anybody would offer me clearance without a good enough reason.  
 
    A sudden, sick plan formed in my mind, and as much as I hated the thought of it, I knew what had to be done. If nothing else, it was worth a try. Even if it got me into trouble. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You want what?” 
 
    I had been expecting resistance in the head office. I was a simple repair and maintenance man, while the men moving in and out of the building issuing orders and monitoring clearance into the Supreme Leader’s palace were all high-ranking officials with a permanent scowl etched on their faces. It was an intimidating place to be, particularly now that I was used to isolation on Mount Zennith. 
 
    “State your purpose,” the secretary said without bothering to look up at me from the papers on the desk in front of him. 
 
    “I want to speak with Captain Zod.” 
 
    “What?” The man caught my eye and laughed unkindly. “There is no way that Captain Zod would see someone like you.” 
 
    I glowered. 
 
    “It just so happens I found a lost valuable that the Captain has been looking for and he said that he would reward me for it. I would like to speak with him about the compensation.” 
 
    “I see,” the man said, though it was clear that he didn’t believe me. 
 
    “Please tell Captain Zod that I am here.” 
 
    “All right, all right. Have a seat.” 
 
    I refused to budge, and the man sighed heavily. He pressed a button combination on his communication device and held it up to his mouth. 
 
    “Captain Zod, there’s someone here who would like to see you. He says he returned a valuable item to you and you promised him compensation.” 
 
    The man was silent for a moment before looking up at me one more time. 
 
    “Your name?” 
 
    “Laike Ostra’ki,” I answered, standing as tall as I could. I knew that he could tell by my clothes that I was low ranking, but that didn’t mean I had to look meek. In fact, if I could, I would have wanted to knock some sense into him. 
 
    “Captain Zod says to come right up,” the man said, lowering his communication device away in surprise. “It’s room 10A.” 
 
    “That is what I thought,” I said, raising my chin up at the secretary and heading toward the elevator. “Thank you.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    The elevator ride was a little bit intimidating. The elevators were large and spacious, built to accommodate many large and busy Thressl’n bodies at a time. But when I was alone in the elevator it felt far too vast and seemed to accentuate the hollow feeling I had in my chest after losing Emily.  
 
    But that was why I was here. My whole purpose for facing this monster again was to try and help Emily out of the unfortunate situation I was sure she had gotten herself into. I had a gut instinct that I would find her at the camps. But if I was going to go, I wanted to do it properly and ensure my success. 
 
    “Captain Zod,” I said, bowing deeply in greeting. 
 
    “Nice to see you again, Ostra’ki.” 
 
    Zod didn’t smile at me, but he did look up to study my face. I took it as a good sign. 
 
    “I have a request, Captain Zod,” I said quietly. I suddenly felt insecure about my plan. But it was far too late to turn back now.  
 
    “Yes, spit it out. I’m a busy man.” 
 
    “I understand. I was wondering if there was a chance that, before all the Earth women were spoken for—” 
 
    “Women?” Zod asked, his face perplexed. 
 
    “Females,” I corrected myself. The temperature of my body was rising with the anxiety I felt. I was sure I would be discovered. Then it would be me sent to fight the wars in the great beyond, not Absle. 
 
    “I think I know where you’re going with this,” Zod said, with a sinister smile creasing his face. “You want a girl, don’t you?” 
 
    “Um. Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Well, you know that the Earth females are highly coveted, don’t you?” 
 
    “Of course, sir. That’s why I want one.” 
 
    Zod’s smile widened. “Is that right?” 
 
    I nodded, doing my best to keep my chin high in the air. If he thought I was second-guessing myself, or perceived me as weak, then he might want to toy with me even though he promised to reward me for turning Absle in to him. 
 
    “I would like a companion very much, sir.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t we all? Well, I’m afraid that many of the females are already spoken for by high ranking men. But, I will give you clearance to check the camps for yourself. If there are any females who have not been claimed yet, you have my blessing, and, I assume, the blessing of Supreme Leader Aloitus, to choose one.” 
 
    My hearts soared at this news, and Captain Zod bent over his desk to stamp a clearance pass and scribble a short message on the card. 
 
    “Take this with you to Mount Zennith. I assume this makes us even.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Thank you very much.” 
 
    I turned to leave, and Zod cleared his throat. I hesitated before crossing through the doorway. 
 
    “I don’t want to see you here again, understood? Even if you aren’t able to receive a female, we will not interact like this again.” 
 
    “I understand. Thank you, Captain Zod.” 
 
    He grunted in response, and I left the room briskly, still not convinced that he wasn’t going to change his mind. 
 
    ***
  
 
    My hands were shaking as I commanded the control panel of the hovercraft, speeding as quickly as I could without breaking the traffic laws. It was difficult for me to do, because I spent most of my time driving in the mountains, where the laws in the sky were much laxer. I was usually the only person around, so I used my craft liberally. 
 
    I was able to breathe a sigh of relief once I finally made it over the threshold of the first steep mountain range. I steadily sped up the craft, my eyes searching the horizon until I could see the peak of the tents where the human females were being kept. A surge of nausea pulsed through my body. Traffic was heavy out this way. Visiting hours must have been going on. If any of them already got their hands on Emily, I didn’t know what I was going to do. 
 
    “Laike, what are you doing here?” 
 
    I sighed. Jennai’k was a Thressl’n female who had been in my maintenance courses. She was a rather unpleasant female when you didn’t know her very well, but once you were on friendly terms with her, she was quite a loyal and kind friend. 
 
    “I got clearance for an Earth female,” I said, trying to sound proud about it. 
 
    “Oh gods, not you too!” 
 
    I frowned. “What’s wrong with it?” 
 
    “It’s as if you men think that human females are better than the females you should be mated with. We are not the ones who fueled the gender disparity. It is not our fault the better jobs are given to men, and that male children were preferred. And yet we are being punished and mocked because we do not hold the qualities of Earth females. Well, I’ll tell you something, Laike. They’re inferior to us in so many ways. We are the females you should be after, not these thin-skinned, water-based disgraces!” 
 
    I paused for a moment as it dawned on me that Jennai’k was jealous. And she had every right to be. The worst part was that she was having it rubbed in her face day in and day out that the men on this planet were overlooking Thressl’n women once again in pursuit of a new, exotic specimen from a planet known for its destructive ways. 
 
    “I am sorry that you feel that way,” I said, bowing deeply to Jannai’k. “I have never favored humans over Thressl’n, or the other way around either. I am simply searching for the one I feel I am meant to be mated with.” 
 
    Jennai’k’s face softened. 
 
    “Well…there is one female unspoken for. She had escaped the day the ships came in, and some of the humans recently found her and brought her back. Her name is Dr. Lain Brousseau.” 
 
    I almost told her no, because I knew that was not the name of my female. But something stopped me. 
 
    “Come, I will take you to her.” 
 
    My entire body felt close to bursting as Jennai’k led me through the tent. The human females were lined up in front of their beds, and each of them had a Thressl’n man in front of them. They had brought strange arrays of gifts and were presenting them to the human females proudly. 
 
    I scanned the room for Emily but didn’t see her. I felt crushed with defeat until Jennai’k stopped abruptly. 
 
    “Excuse me, but this human is spoken for,” she said. “You are expected in Camp 2.” 
 
    The Thressl’n man in front of us scowled at Jennai’k. “But I want this one!” 
 
    When he stepped out of the way, my hearts nearly jumped out of my chest. Emily was holding her arms tightly, fear on every crevice of her face. She refused to look up at any of us until I stepped forward and offered my hand out to her. 
 
    “Is it all right if I care for you?” I asked. 
 
    Emily’s golden eyes widened, and she looked from me to the other Thressl’n man and nodded. 
 
    “Great!” Jennai’k exclaimed. “Let the courtship begin!” 
 
    ***
  
 
    Emily and I stood facing each other, quiet as the rest of the Thressl’n men and Earth females jabbered amongst themselves. She was more beautiful than I remembered her being, and all I wanted to do was reach out to touch her. 
 
    But she had left my hand dangling in the air. I had no idea what she was thinking or feeling, and I had a feeling there was no way she was going to let me in on it.  
 
    “How have you been?” I finally asked. I was burning to just pick her up and take her out of this place. But there were rules in the camps. And we had to act as if we had just met. 
 
    “Does it matter?” Emily said darkly, her supple lips drawing into a frown.  
 
    “Of course it matters!” 
 
    I had forgotten how aggravating her defiance could be. But we were in a public space. I couldn’t let my temper get the best of me.  
 
    “I don’t know how you managed this,” Emily said quietly. “But thank you. I didn’t like that man.” 
 
    My anger melted away. She was just afraid. I could hardly blame her. The camps were criminally efficient, and once she was assigned to a Thressl’n, that was going to be the end of it.  
 
    At least if she was assigned to me, I could see to it that no harm came to her. Most of the men I knew would not tolerate such defiance from a female. I knew it took me everything I had not to put her in her place at times. The others weren’t like me though. They would not see the reason behind her actions. And they certainly would not empathize.  
 
    “You owe me nothing. I just want you to know that I have a plan,” I said. I lowered my voice to a whisper. “While you were gone, I had a chance to do some thinking. I think there is a solution that we can come to that will benefit us both. But I am going to need your help. You must become my mate.” 
 
    Emily’s face fell. “Is that all you think about?”  
 
    The pitch of her voice raised desperately, and I frowned. She looked sexy when she was angry, but it made me feel as if someone had punched me right in the stomach after a morning meal. 
 
    “No,” I said. “All I seem to think about is you.” 
 
    Emily’s amber eyes widened in surprise, and she fell silent. 
 
    “Please, just trust me.” 
 
    Emily didn’t speak again, and before I knew it, a bell was sounding. Visiting hours were over. 
 
    I bent down close to her face, and I could feel the charge between us. If I could have taken her right then, I would have. But right now I had to play by the rules. Luckily I had been trained all of my life for that. 
 
    “I am going to come back here for you every day,” I whispered. Her eyes stared into mine intently, and I could feel her unbridled longing. But she was too angry to give in to it. Too angry at me, and the Thressl’n in general. And perhaps that was the way it was always going to be. “I am going to come here until you are ready to visit my home again. When you do, I will have a surprise ready for you.” 
 
    Emily pursed her lips, and it became impossible for me to read her expression. She wanted nothing to do with me, or with any of us. And that is why I had to do the right thing. 
 
    The final bell rang. If I didn’t leave now, I would be banished from the camps. 
 
    “Just be advised,” I warned before I turned to leave, “that you should return before Zod locates you in this camp. You are not safe. Not anywhere. Only with me.” 
 
    And with that, I left. 
 
    ***
  
 
    The next week was busy and tedious. I had to wait until the next visiting hours for the females, and in that time, Jennai’k took the liberty of signing me up for courses on breeding with humans. We were put in an auditorium with the most absurdly simple contraption I had ever seen, as images of humans played from the projector and onto a white screen.  
 
    Every movie ended in a successful mating, and a discussion was held with Jenal’k’s own love doctor at the end. We were meant to ask questions and discover more about humans. However, the more I sat in on these “lessons,” the more laughable they seemed. It was clear that none of them had ever lived with a human female before.  
 
    And I knew, for certain, how to answer questions about sex with a female that the rest of the Thressl’n had no idea about. It often left me with an overpowering longing to have Emily back in my bed, her warm body draped over me or sighing in pleasure against me. 
 
    I went back to my empty home every night, with Emily’s face dancing in my thoughts. I would wake up in the middle of the night craving her body, and the only thing that could get me back to sleep was getting up in the middle of the night and taking a walk to my secret underground workroom. I built it as soon as I was granted permission to build my house in the mountains, just a day after the initial home was complete. 
 
    Nobody else knew that it was there because it would have been prohibited by the Thressl’n elders. But I had always been a nonconformist, and the only way I could accept my lot in life was to express myself in other ways, whether they were conventionally accepted or not.  
 
    But it was becoming more and more clear to me that I couldn’t stay on this planet. I had nothing left for me here anymore. Nobody had ever understood me. Even Absle had mocked my mind as opposed to celebrating it or showing me compassion when I was being unfairly treated by others who were greedy for the credit for my inventions. I had longed to escape for years, and now I had no reason not to. 
 
    My plan was more clear to me now than it had ever been before. I would finish a ship. The best and most advanced ship the solar system had ever seen. And I wouldn’t give it to the Thressl’n government. No, it was far too corrupt. I would keep it for myself. And when it was finished, I would do what I should have done many yeas ago. 
 
    I would escape. And I would take Emily with me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Emily Hart (Director of Engineering) 
 
      
 
    It had been shocking to see Laike standing behind the burly Thressl’n man who had immediately declared that I was going to breed him a child, preferably a male child. Laike’s gentle voice had sent a thrill of ecstasy through me, as intense as it had been the first time I had felt him push inside of me.  
 
    It had left me frazzled and confused during our conversation. It had been tempting to just take his hand and let him lead me back to his comfortable little house, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. Everybody just wanted to abduct and mate with me. Who could I trust? 
 
    And to be honest, I wasn’t sure whether or not I want to be away from the camp of women. There was something so familiar about being in a room full of other women. I had never liked being around other people much before; my intelligence was apparently intimidating to them. Besides that, it wasn’t particularly easy to relate to others. I don’t know how Laike and I had managed to get on such friendly terms. Most of my relationships were one-sided and never led anywhere.  
 
    “Lain, when’s your hottie coming again? He missed the last visitor’s day!” 
 
    The tall woman who had led me to the camps had taken quite a liking to me, and since then I’d found out that her name was Heather. She was very jealous of my pairing with Laike, and I couldn’t blame her. The Thressl’n man assigned to her was barbaric. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said, though I was wondering myself. I couldn’t keep my mind from wandering back to Laike, and the overpowering electricity that was sparked between us when he had visited the first time. I guess I had gotten comfortable with the idea that he would always come for me, but so far it seemed as if he had completely forgotten I’d existed. I hoped that he was all right. 
 
    “Well, he better get back soon. The mating dance is scheduled for next week.” 
 
    “The what?” I asked, unable to stifle a laugh. 
 
    Heather raised an eyebrow at me with a thin smile creasing her face.  
 
    “They seem to think that we need to be danced with before we will be ready to breed. Everything is guesswork with them right now. They want to ensure our fertility before actually engaging in anything sexual with us. They say it’s more efficient, but I get the feeling they’re just scared shitless of us.” 
 
    I grinned and shook my head, and Heather was summoned back to her bed by Jennai’k, who had been administering shots to us every week a few hours before the Thressl’n men came into the tents. That was a pretty good indication that it was a visitor’s day. 
 
    Sure enough, the Thressl’n men lined up one by one about three hours later, each of them standing in front of the woman he had been assigned to. Once again, I was disappointed by Laike’s absence. What could he possibly have been doing? He had asked me to trust him, but how could I when he wasn’t even there? 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    I was startled from sleep by an urgent whisper. I opened my eyes and was surprised to find a group of three women crowded around my bed. 
 
    “What’s going on?” I asked, my heart racing in panic. 
 
    “We had a question,” the first woman said. She was stout and surly looking, with dark brown hair and dark eyes. 
 
    “Couldn’t it wait?” I wasn’t known for being a pleasant morning person; let alone being woken up in the middle of the night.  
 
    “No. We were talking about it, and we had to know.” 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “How’d you do it?” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “You know. Escape and get you some low-ranking sugar daddy who leaves you the hell alone?” 
 
    I sighed. They still thought I was some woman named Lain who was supposed to have been an escape artist. I wondered what had happened to the real Lain, and if they were going to keep bothering me about it, I was half tempted to come clean to them. 
 
    “Could you just leave me alone? I’m trying to sleep.” 
 
    “This ain’t something that can wait,” a gritty woman’s voice said. She was tall and skinny, and her face was gaunt and angry. Her hair was thin and blonde, and I wondered what kind of tasteless Thressl’n jerk had chosen these women to abduct. They wouldn’t make good mothers of human children, let alone Thressl’n hybrids. 
 
    “Tell us what you know or you’re going to get it!” the third woman added.  
 
    I sighed and sat up, glaring at each of them. 
 
    “I got lucky, okay? Now just go to sleep!” 
 
    “So that’s how you wanna play it,” the stout leader of the group said, sneering and nodding at me. “We can play too. Come on, girls.” 
 
    They turned from my bed and walked away.  
 
    “Watch your back,” the third woman hissed. 
 
    I laid back down with my heart thudding hard in my chest. I had been stupid to think I might be safe in a camp full of women, even if they were my own kind. I wasn’t safe anywhere on this planet.  
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed. All I wanted was Laike. Where was he? 
 
    ***
  
 
    Another week passed without any sign of Laike. My whole body was burning with the desire to see him again. When it came time for the second visitor’s day of the week, I stayed seated glumly on my bed. 
 
    “Is that any way to greet your mate?” 
 
    Laike’s beautiful voice reached my ears, and my heart leaped in my chest. He smiled brightly at me as if nothing had ever happened. 
 
    “Where have you been?” I demanded, standing up to greet him. 
 
    “I have been very busy,” Laike said. “I had a lot of work to finish.” 
 
    “I’m sure it was much more important than me,” I sighed. The truth was that I had taken the fact that Laike was interested in me for granted all this time. Now that I saw it was possible he had lost interest, the weight of despair it made me feel was crushing. 
 
    “Nothing is more important than you,” Laike said, his eyes flashing darkly at me. “Look, I brought you something.” 
 
    I laughed when he pulled out a bouquet of strange flowers from behind his back and presented them proudly to me. I clutched them close to my breast and stared up into Laike’s handsome face. I wished I could just go home with him. But that wasn’t the way it was supposed to happen here. We weren’t allowed to leave until after the dance.  
 
    “I would like to ask you to accompany to the mating dance. It is the first in our planet’s history. I hear they have compiled an impressive collection of media for the event.” 
 
    I couldn’t be positive, but I was pretty sure that was Laike’s way of saying there would be good music. 
 
    A flush crept across my face when Laike bent down and stared deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “You must say you will go with me.” 
 
    I was glad that my trembling hands were concealed by the bouquet he had given me. 
 
    “Yes,” I finally whispered. “I will go.” 
 
    “Good,” Laike said, his handsome face pulling away from mine.  
 
    I was shocked by my crushing longing for him as he bowed to me and left without another word.  
 
    ***
  
 
    The whole camp was bustling as the Thressl’n women in charge did their best to supervise the construction of the dance. An entirely new tent had been constructed, far larger than the ones we lived in, and we had been ordered to make decorations and hang them.  
 
    To my surprise, Laike had been put in charge of doing the lighting for the event, and every once in a while he would catch my eye from across the room and smile. It would never fail to make my body respond, even though in my mind I couldn’t bring myself to accept it. It made sense. We had sex once, and now I was addicted to the danger. It didn’t mean I had feelings for Laike. I couldn’t. Not for someone who thought he could own me. 
 
    Still, the sparks between us couldn’t be denied. Even Heather had noticed, and raised her eyebrows suggestively. It was embarrassing, but my body had needs that I couldn’t deny. And right now, Laike was the object of them. 
 
    I needed to get away from him, get some air so that I could think straight. 
 
    “May I please go back to my bed? I have an idea for a decoration and would like to look at the fabric,” I lied, fixing pleading eyes upon Jennai’k. 
 
    She sighed. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    I ducked out of the tent, casting one last, secret look at Laike, who was bent over a device I could only assume was a speaker. He looked handsome from afar, especially when he was consumed in his own mind. He wasn’t trying to pretend that he was simpler than he was. He was fully in his element, and his element was sexy. 
 
    “Ugh,” I sighed, gripping the bridge of my nose as I tried to fight away the image of Laike. 
 
    “Oh no, the poor little princess is having a hard time working with her handyman.” 
 
    I groaned. The three women who had harassed me in my bed had cut off my descent to the camp. They were holding long metal rods that the Thressl’n had declared we use to cut shapes out of foam-like paper for decorations. 
 
    “What do you want from me?” I exclaimed. None of the Thressl’n women who ordinarily oversaw us were near enough to help me. That was probably just what they were counting on. 
 
    “I’ll take your man, for one!” 
 
    I cried out in surprise when a metal rod came flying at me. I dodged it just in time, but two more came at me and connected with sickening thuds. 
 
    “Cease!” Laike’s powerful voice thundered. 
 
    The women surrounding me all looked up in terror.  
 
    “If you harm a single follicle on my woman’s head, so help me, I’ll—” 
 
    Lake started menacingly toward the women, and suddenly Jennai’k was intervening. 
 
    “What is the trouble here, Laike?” she asked, her tone warning. 
 
    “These three are attempting to harm my female,” Laike said, his fists clenched into balls. The three women cowered together behind Jennai’k. 
 
    “Help us! He came at us for no reason!” one of them cried out. 
 
    Jennai’k’s face tightened, and she turned toward the women. 
 
    “I do not advise lies in this place,” she said darkly. The woman who had spoken paled. “There is a punishment suitable for you three. Come with me.” 
 
    A surge of satisfaction filled me as I watched Jennai’k lead the three women who had been harassing me away.  
 
    “Are you all right?” Laike asked, his hand gripping me lightly on the shoulder. My whole body buzzed in desire at his slightest touch, and I turned to face him. The sight of his handsome face so close to mine, with nobody else around to stop me, brought me to the edge of my self-control. 
 
    “Please,” I whispered. “Take me out of here.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    I followed Laike’s long strides through the foliage of the same forest I had fled from his home in, until he finally stopped in a small clearing.  
 
    “We can’t stay long,” he said, his face drawn. “The only way my plan will work is if you come home with me after the dance. Otherwise, they will ask questions.” 
 
    I didn’t care. I just wanted to be back at Laike’s house, with permission to be as close to him as I wanted to be whenever I wanted to be. Whether I could trust him or not was a different story. But what my body wanted wouldn’t change. 
 
    “Emily, I should tell you—” 
 
    But I didn’t want to hear it. I didn’t want to hear why he had been ignoring me. Why he had left me feeling as if I had been abandoned on this terrifying planet by the only man I wanted anything to do with. All I wanted was him. 
 
    “Laike,” I said, touching his broad face and staring into his eyes. “Just shut up.” 
 
    A muffled cry of surprise was cut short by my lips against his. Laike resisted for a moment before surrendering to my touch, his strong arms lifting me from the ground and holding me steady against his groin as we kissed. I could feel him growing hard against me, and a thrill filled my body.  
 
    All logical thoughts left my head as Laike’s hands roamed over me. It was exactly what I had been wanting for so long, and my body was on fire from every slight movement of his body against me.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Laike asked, breaking his mouth away from me and casting a worried look toward the camp. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” 
 
    “Shut up?” Laike answered, a sexy grin lighting his face.  
 
    I nodded, gasping in surprise when Laike’s mouth began tugging at my neck. Heat filled my body, and I pressed myself firmly against the mound of Laike’s groin. He swiftly stripped the undergarments off from under the gown that the Thressl’n women had demanded I wear in return for my tainted Earth clothes and I roamed my hand down his thigh to grope his member in my hands.  
 
    It was an impressive size, and I closed my eyes as I shuddered in pleasure. When I opened them again, Laike was smiling at me and warmth filled my breast. I wished so badly that I could give my all to him. But right now, all I could give him was my body. That would have to be enough, for the both of us. 
 
    I gasped as Laike’s member found its way against my middle, pressing gently into the most sensitive part of me. Pleasure coursed through my entire body as he worked his way inside of me, and soon I was filled with the hot pleasure of Laike’s member inside of me.  
 
    I gasped softly against his broad chest as he moved carefully inside of me. I could feel Laike’s gentle eyes on me as I pleasured myself against him. He was patient with my slow movements until my heavy breathing made him swell inside of me.  
 
    I could feel the tension of his self-restraint leaving his body. He kept up the slow pace for a few moments longer, but soon he was supporting me with one of his unbelievably strong arms. His thrusts began to penetrate me more swiftly, and my body exploded again and again with bursts of pleasure.  
 
    I wasn’t able to restrain myself any longer, and I could feel myself beginning to contract around Laike’s thick muscle as my climax began to build. I could feel every single inch of him as he moved himself inside of me, and my body writhed involuntarily as bliss consumed me again and again. 
 
    “You will be mine,” Laike said suddenly into my ear. The deep rumble of his voice unlocked something primal inside of me, and a sudden explosive orgasm shook me against his body. His immense muscles hardened against my body as his hot flood of pleasure filled me. I closed my eyes, relaxing fully against his body, trusting him to hold my weight as I allowed the ecstasy to consume me. 
 
    It was an oddly intimate moment, unlike any I had shared with anybody else before. Even after our orgasms had finished, Laike held me tenderly in his arms with our foreheads pressed against each other.  
 
    Finally, he lowered me gently to the ground. 
 
    “You should be returning before anybody sees that you are gone,” Laike said. The idea of parting with him suddenly felt suffocating. “But I promise you, I will return for you.” 
 
    His handsome face cast me a comforting smile, and then he was gone. 
 
    ***
  
 
    The night after seeing Laike was long and quiet, especially with the three aggressive women out of the tent. Heather had approached me to talk more about Laike; she seemed very taken with him, just as the other women had been, and it made me feel wary of her attention.  
 
    Most of our conversations revolved around Laike, and it was starting to get on my nerves. I had forgotten how petty and small-minded humans could be. Laike always seemed to have something higher on his mind than Earthlings had. It made it so much easier to talk to him.  
 
    When it was finally time for the dance to begin, I was surprised by the excitement bubbling in my breast. I would finally be able to get out of the camp and live with Laike without anybody else coming after me. 
 
    At least, that would be my ideal for the situation. Even though I would never be free so long as I remained on this planet, at least I could be with someone who I understood. 
 
    “Earth females!” Jennai’k’s voice thundered through our tent. “Listen up!” 
 
    The excited chattering in the tent hushed at the sound of Jennai’k. She wasn’t particularly kind, and since the three women had been taken to the holding chambers in punishment, nobody wanted to cross her. 
 
    “The dance is about to commence,” she continued. “We have arranged outfits made of the finest Thressl’n cloth for you to wear tonight in honor of your mates. Those of you who wish to leave the camps with your mates are free to do so. Those who do not will face special circumstances upon return to your bunks. Choose wisely.” 
 
    Many of the women exchanged worried looks. It sounded as if we were being bullied into leaving the camps to make a home with the men assigned to us. I caught a glance at Heather across the room. She looked pale. 
 
    “Now, line up in front of your beds. The gowns will now be distributed.” 
 
    We all obeyed, and beautiful dresses, more exquisite than anything I had ever been allowed to touch on Earth, were handed to us one by one. We all dressed quickly; we knew enough by then to know that when we were given something, we were to put it to use immediately. 
 
    “Now,” Jennai’k said, with a broad smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Repair and Maintenance) 
 
      
 
    The day of the mating dance had finally arrived, and I cast a final glance at myself in the mirror. I was wearing my best suit, though I knew that compared to the other men who would be in attendance, I was going to look remarkably scruffy. 
 
    Most of the human females had been assigned to generals and commanders, like Zerk’k Arkti. These men were wealthy and were sure to look dazzling in their attire. Mine was second-hand from my deceased uncle, and its style had been out of use for several revolutions. But I had no choice. I was going to have to put myself on the line for ridicule. With Emily in mind, that was easy to do. 
 
    I drove to the camps on Mount Zennith and parked among some of the most elaborate hovercraft models. Several of them I was solely responsible for designing, and yet I would never be able to afford such a craft. It seemed criminally unfair.  
 
    Still, that was the way of things. I pushed the thought out of my mind and made my way to the entrance of the tent, standing nervously among the long row of Thressl’n men waiting for the human females to emerge. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed like an unreasonably long time, a song began to play over the speakers I had rigged around the tent, and the lights dimmed. (Also my doing.) 
 
    The tent’s entrance opened, and a spotlight followed a long line of women as they walked, one by one, into the tent to greet us. Many of the women had looks of horror on their faces, but a large number of them were actually quite pacified. The tent looked magical after the crafty work of the humans, and combined with my lights and the sounds from Earth, a warm, festive environment had been created out of nearly nothing. 
 
    My hearts suddenly drummed loudly in my chest and my gaze fixed upon the single most beautiful human of them all. Emily was heading toward me, gliding in a beautiful Thressl’n gown that looked as if it were made of the stars themselves. And that was exactly where I was going to take her. 
 
    “Laike, welcome,” she said stiffly. I heard choruses of the same from the other human females and realized that she had been instructed to welcome me in such a formal manner.  
 
    “Thank you, Emily,” I said smiling. “Shall we?” 
 
    I held my elbow out in the same manner as all the other Thressl’n men; we had been instructed by Jenal’k’s love doctor after watching several of the films from Earth.  
 
    The feeling of her skin soft against my hand filled my chest with a warm feeling beyond lust or intimacy. But there was no word for such a feeling on Jenal’k.  
 
    I led Emily to the dance floor as a new song began to play. I held her close, the way we had been taught, and was surprised by how easily she moved to the sounds. They were grating and strange to my ears, but she seemed to be legitimately enjoying herself.  
 
    “I’m going to take you home,” I whispered into her ear. She pulled away from me and looked at me inquisitively. “I promise.” 
 
    Emily seemed puzzled, but soon the song changed once again, and the music was suddenly more fast paced.  
 
    “This is my jam,” I said, as I had been instructed. 
 
    Emily’s face broke into a broad smile. 
 
    “What?” she asked 
 
    I laughed sheepishly. “I don’t actually know what that means.” 
 
    Emily shook her head, and the smile spread across her face. 
 
    “So what do we do after this?” she asked.  
 
    “You will see,” I said. “For now, let’s just enjoy the dance.” 
 
    Emily nodded, a light smile playing her lips, and I held her close, my chest tightening with that warm feeling again as she laid her head gently against my shoulder. I prayed to the gods that my plan would work. It was what a woman like Emily deserved. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “I didn’t know how much I would miss this place,” Emily said, smiling as she walked through the front door. 
 
    “Don’t get too used to it,” I said, searching frantically for the bag of food I had packed before the dance. “We’re leaving.” 
 
    “What?” Emily asked, the smile falling from her face. “Where are we going?” 
 
    “Don’t ask questions; there is no time. Just follow me.” 
 
    I held my hand out to Emily. I would have to lead the way through the steep tunnel that I had dug from my closet to my underground workshop. She hesitated for a moment, and my chest burned with anxiety. If she didn’t cooperate now, there wouldn’t be any time left. Everything was ready. 
 
    I became nearly giddy with relief when Emily’s warm  hand finally pressed into mine. 
 
    “All right,” she said with a sigh. 
 
    “Great!” 
 
    I rushed through the house and into the bedroom. Emily followed silently, though I could tell she was having a hard time matching my long strides. Fortunately, we still had a fair amount of time before the pictures were published. According to the prom tradition on Earth, we had been forced into taking an image with our dates. 
 
    “What the hell is this place?” Emily exclaimed as I ducked into the steep tunnel. I didn’t answer her. Instead, I lifted her over my shoulder and carried her through the perilous terrain until we finally made it to the open space of the bunker. 
 
    “I told you,” I said, running into the ship I had built. “I’m taking you home.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes widened as I powered the ship on, and the ground above us began to quake. The large doors opened up from under the ground, making way for the ship to take off. 
 
    “If this doesn’t work, we may both be killed,” I said, glancing nervously at her from the commander’s panel. “If that happens, I am sorry I could not give you the freedom you deserve.” 
 
    Emily’s eyes filled with a strange liquid, but I didn’t have time to ask her if she was all right. I threw back the switch to ignite the engines, and a roar filled our ears. I squeezed my eyes shut with one final prayer to the gods, and hoped for the best. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Emily breathed. “I was half unconscious last time I was out here.” 
 
    I was filled with pride. My ship had apparently caused quite a stir. Several ships had left Jenal’k, but they were no match for my turbo-boosters. I knew the technology used by the other crafts inside and out, and had taken great pains to make sure my ship was the best crafted of them all. 
 
    “I have never been out in space either,” I admitted. Emily looked surprised.  
 
    “So this is new to us both, then.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. 
 
    We were quiet as I put in the coordinates for Earth. It was difficult for me to imagine leaving her there, but I knew I would be all right. There were plenty of adventures out there for us in the universe, and a lot of friendly planets who enjoyed greeting wayward travelers. I had even made a machine that could sustain us should we run out of our food sources in case it took a while between trips to restock.  
 
    I paused. I was still thinking as if Emily was going to stay with me. I wanted to make her my own, but there was no way that I could do that on Jenal’k. and it was clear to me now, after seeing the way she interacted with the other humans, that she wouldn’t be happy unless she was home. 
 
    We were mesmerized by the sights and sounds of space for a while longer before Emily yawned. 
 
    “I only had time to make one bedroom,” I said, furrowing my eyebrows. “You take it. I will sleep here.” 
 
    Emily hesitated and then shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. “I don’t want to be alone right now.” 
 
    I could understand how she felt. The universe was so large and vast; it seemed unpleasant to be left by yourself for too long. 
 
    “All right,” I said, putting the craft on autopilot and walking Emily to the bedroom. 
 
    We sat down on the bed, and she looked deeply into my eyes. 
 
    “Why are you taking me to Earth?” she asked softly. 
 
    I had a feeling that the way I answered this question would determine my fate for the rest of my life, and inhaled deeply. 
 
    “You deserve your freedom,” I said finally. “And if you stay with me, you will not feel free. What I feel for you cannot be returned if you feel like a slave.” 
 
    Emily looked down at the bed, smiling privately to herself. 
 
    “You should have asked me what I wanted then,” she said with a sigh. “Although honestly, I’m not sure I would have known how to answer that myself.” 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked, taking her hand in mine. I wanted to cherish every moment I had left with her. There was nothing more important to me than what she was feeling that moment.  
 
    “I want to see everything there is to see in the universe,” Emily said carefully. “And I’d like to do that with the man I love.” 
 
    “Love...” I said. I finally had a word that matched the feeling in my breast. 
 
    Emily smiled, her eyes shimmering with that strange liquid again, and she squeezed my hand. I held it tightly, and we stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I want to stay with you,” Emily said. “Nobody in the universe could ever treat me as well as you do.” 
 
    I smiled, and took Emily’s soft face in my hands. 
 
    “Then you will stay with me,” I said softly, kissing her sweet lips and relishing in the feeling of her body so near to mine. “Until the end of the universe and back again.” 
 
    Emily gasped in pleasure as my tongue slipped into her mouth and caressed hers sensually, and her grip tightened around my fingers. 
 
    I laid her down gently on the bed and roamed her body with my hands. She looked more beautiful than I ever could have imagined in the Thressl’n-made gown, but she was stunning without it.  
 
    I pulled it gently over her head, revealing her flawless, pale body. She shivered as the air touched her skin, and I lowered my mouth over every perfect crevice. Emily shuddered in bliss as I slowly explored every inch of her body. It had taken on a new meaning to me now, and I wanted to appreciate every moment of her. 
 
    My desire was mounting, and I freed my member from the confines of my slacks and laid on top of her, staring into her face. Her golden eyes sparkled as she looked back at me, and we began to move together in unison, our desire and love leading the way for our bodies.  
 
    Emily hitched her hips up against me and sighed softly into my ear as I buried my face into her breasts, my mouth tasting the sweet, delicate mounds of her nipples. Her skin was like silk against mine, and I ran my hand through her soft, beautiful hair as I slowly pushed myself inside of her. 
 
    Her body opened like a flower for me, and we were both lost in ecstasy as we rocked together to a rhythm only we could hear. My pleasure mounted until a hot, urgent need to release myself nearly made me lose my composure. Emily seemed to have reached her climax at just the same time, and we sighed together in bliss as I released a long stream of the physical testament to my longing deep inside of her.  
 
    Emily grinned at me, her hands roaming the ridges of my face and hair. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me, Laike Ostra’ki,” she said, love radiating from her body. 
 
    “Thank you for staying with me,” I replied. 
 
    Emily grinned, and we fell into a deep sleep.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
    Laike Ostra’ki (Karta’s Head Engineer) 
 
    
          The universe is an even more interesting entity than I ever would have guessed. Emily continues to be a huge asset in our adventures, and she built a miraculous device that helped me to understand the dialogue of all people from all worlds.  
 
    She eventually caved in, and we went back to Earth, only to find the sinister race of Vellreq working with the people in power. Thankfully, we were cloaked and able to retreat from the planet before detection. 
 
    Now, she and I are both driven to work harder than ever on technology that will help to liberate Earth from the clutches of the sinister Vellreq. We are making great strides, and have settled temporarily on the planet Karta, where the Kartugians have been keeping close tabs on the situation on Earth.  
 
    They have promised to help shield us from any of the sinister people of Jenal’k, and have even considered a liberation mission to save Absle from the war effort on the far side of the C’loggh galaxy. 
 
    Overall, I would say that we are happier together on this strange new planet than we had ever been on the planets we were born on. 
 
    We may even be expecting a child. Only time will tell what the future will bring, but the one thing I know for certain is that it is bright. Especially with Emily Hart on my side.  
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Alexa Thomas (Investigative Journalist) 
 
      
 
    “Hurry up, Lexi! Damn!” 
 
    “Chill out, Samantha; it’s not like the beach is going anywhere!” I exclaimed.  
 
    It was bad enough that my twin had drug me away from my research just so she would have a wingman during the party she was throwing herself for our birthday. She knew how important it was to me. 
 
    In fact, I felt like I was really on to something about the Vellreq, and the last thing I wanted to do was tear myself away when I just knew I was about to stumble upon something big.  
 
    Most people just accepted the Vellreq’s place on Earth without question, but I was an investigative journalist. And a successful one at that. I knew a conspiracy when I smelled it. This random alien race that was now invading our governments and distributing technology to the masses was definitely suspicious. And I needed to find out exactly what they were up to before it was too late. 
 
    “Of course the beach isn’t going to move!” Sam exclaimed, walking faster. “But we should get a spot before school is over and all the annoying kids come out.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly as my twin quickened her pace. Any faster and she would literally be running. She had always been a little more high strung than me, so I was used to it. Still, it could be kind of a pain in the ass. 
 
    “Seriously, Alexa, come on!” 
 
    “You know, maybe I would move a little faster if I wasn’t the only one carrying the bags!” 
 
    This was enough to silence my sister, and she quietly slowed to a brisk walk. She knew by now that it was better not to complain if she didn’t want to risk manual labor. Sam was always worried about becoming one of those muscular girls. It would be very upsetting to her if her body wasn’t just so. 
 
    “God, it’s about time,” Samantha said once we saw the boardwalk. “Let’s go. I want to be set up before Donny comes.” 
 
    “I thought you were seeing Bill!” 
 
    “No, he’s kind of a lightweight. Donny’s a lot more mature.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrow but said nothing. Sam’s definition of mature and mine were clearly much different. But I couldn’t judge her. After all, everybody had different priorities, right? 
 
    “This is the perfect spot. Look, isn’t it a good thing we’re early?” Samantha exclaimed, beaming proudly out at the ocean. 
 
    “The party isn’t even going to start for another two hours,” I sighed, letting the heavy bags fall from my shoulder. 
 
    “So we can scope out some nice turf, then!” 
 
    “Right…” 
 
    Sam and I began to arrange our blankets and set up the umbrellas. Still, it all felt a bit ridiculous to me. The entire beach was deserted. I had never seen it so dead in my life. It was almost a little spooky. 
 
    I decided to preoccupy myself with lathering my body with strong sunscreen. If I was going to spend two joyless hours at the beach with my twin, I might as well avoid getting a sunburn. 
 
    “Fuck!” Samantha suddenly exclaimed. “It better not be about to rain.” 
 
    I frowned and looked up at her, surprised by the dark cloud that had suddenly formed in the sky.  
 
    “It’s supposed to be clear all day,” I said. “You know the Vellreq’s meteorological technology is always right.” 
 
    “Well, then what’s with the clouds?” Samantha asked, frowning. 
 
    “I don’t know…” 
 
    I squinted up into the sky, and my blood turned to ice. 
 
    “Sam…run.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Run!” 
 
    I took off, and didn’t wait for my sister to follow. 
 
    “They spotted us!” a disjointed voice said from behind me. I groaned. The translation device I had bought online had been refurbished and was always giving me trouble. Everything anyone said in another language was translated far too slowly for my taste, and often I missed entire chunks of dialogue altogether. That’s what I got for being a cheapskate.  
 
    “Got you!” 
 
    I cried out in terror when a large, strong being grabbed my shoulders from behind and whipped me around so that I was suddenly facing the direction I had come from. I couldn’t see my captor, but an icy liquid was being injected into my neck. I searched the sprawling beach frantically for my sister, but to my dismay, it was empty. 
 
    “You’re going to have to come with me,” the voice said. And before I could reply, I sank into a deep sleep. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I woke up with a start, my lips and throat dry and my eyes straining to make out any images in the darkness of the room I was in. But it was impossible for my gaze to focus on anything because the space I found myself in was pitch black.  
 
    “What’s going on?” a panicked woman’s voice said from across the room. “I need to get to work.” 
 
    The room suddenly came alive with the murmurs of what sounded like a thousand women. 
 
    “Samantha!” I cried out. But the buzz of women’s voices deafened my calls for my sister, and all of us were suddenly drowned out by the blare of a speaker above our heads. 
 
    “Females of Earth,” the voice said.  
 
    I was involuntarily filled with warmth and closed my eyes to imagine what kind of being might have a voice like this. It was a calm, tranquil voice; the kind of voice I would have paid to listen to on an audiobook, with just the right amount of masculine timbre. Whoever he was sounded kind, although I knew I couldn’t trust my instincts about this. Kind beings didn’t kidnap hundreds of women without warning. My heart thudded when the voice began to speak again. 
 
    “Please remain calm. It has come to our attention that Earth is in danger. We are evacuating choice women for an opportunity to carry on the greatest qualities of your species. I am sorry for the inconvenience.” 
 
    I was pulled out of my strange infatuation with the voice by a seed of panic sprouting in my breast. Was that guy implying that Earth was going to be destroyed? Was it the Vellreq? I should have known! I was so close to the breakthrough in my investigation. Why had I let Sam talk me into going to the beach? I could be on Earth warning everybody right now! 
 
    Panic welled up in the room, and soon the women around me were shrieking and crying hysterically. It seemed the message had the opposite of its intended effect to keep us calm.  
 
    The speaker suddenly buzzed again, and the same voice returned. I was growing very fond of it despite myself. It had a pleasant lyrical quality that made me want to sing or fall asleep or something. I felt like I could listen to it all day. 
 
    “Females of Earth, please remain calm. We are doing our best to prevent disaster from befalling your planet. However, your cooperation will be required in efforts to repopulate the planet Jenal’k. With your compliance will come a greater effort to help humankind, despite the obvious dangers your race poses to the universe. Please understand that your journey to the planet Jenal’k and interaction with the Thressl’n race is a privilege, not a curse, and do your best to enjoy your stay.” 
 
    The voice was silent for a moment, before finally adding, “Thank you,” and clicking the speaker off. 
 
    “Who the hell thought it was a good idea to start contacting aliens again?” one woman exclaimed. “Look at where that curiosity got us. Can’t people just be happy with what we have? Stick to what we know? Curiosity killed the cat. And now it’s going to kill us, too.” 
 
    “They might not kill us,” another woman said hopefully. “They said they need us. That means they want us alive.” 
 
    “They need us to repopulate some barren planet!” another woman shouted. “Didn’t you hear what he said? We’re going to be bred like cattle! Don’t you people understand anything?” 
 
    I was quiet during the whole conversation, the journalist in me already taking notes of the high tensions and memorable phrases so that if the time came, I would be ready to share this unbelievable experience with others. I was introverted by nature as a way to observe others, which might explain my choice in career. 
 
    But if what this mysterious race of people was saying was true, then it was possible that there wouldn’t be many others left for me to share my experiences with. In fact, if my sister hadn’t been picked up by one of these ships, then I would lose the only family I had left and be alone on a foreign planet for the rest of my life. 
 
    “Samantha, you better be all right,” I whispered to myself. Sam and I had always thought that twin ESP was a made up thing, but at that moment, I would have given anything for it to be real. I squeezed my eyes closed and did my best to send messages to my sister and hope for something, anything, to hint to me that she was all right. It was worth a shot.  
 
    ***
  
 
    It was days before I was able to see anything, and every once in a while that strangely soothing voice would check in on us or calm us down when the women were panicking. Whenever we weren’t calm after the voice spoke to us, the room would fill with a dark fog and soon we would be unconscious. 
 
    I dreaded those times. Every alien movie I had ever seen showed that during times of helplessness was when the alien races did tests on the less suspecting. Being poked, prodded, and experimented on wasn’t really on my bucket list. I don’t think it was on anyone else’s either, because the other women trapped with me were surprisingly compliant. It could have been that our throats were too dry to waste energy protesting, despite the IV of fluids that was being fed into us. Who knew what else was in those bags? 
 
    “Females of Earth, we are about to arrive on the Planet Jenal’k. Please remain calm. You are the first humans ever to enter this planet. More ships with other females are on the way. Do your people proud and show the Thressl’n that not all humans are destructive creatures. I believe in you.” 
 
    My heart jolted, a combination of appreciation for the man doing the announcements and fear at the thought of leaving the comfort of our dark captivity. At least on the ship, we knew what was going on for the most part. It was almost comforting, in a way, never to have to face our captors or accept reality. What was going to happen when that was taken away from us? 
 
    Turbulence suddenly shook the craft, and the women around me whimpered and cried out in fear. I squeezed my eyes closed, my twin center stage in my mind. She had always hated flying. Sam would be near hysteria right now. The turbulence lasted a long time, and then, abruptly, the craft became still. 
 
    Nothing happened for a few moments, and then the doorway hissed open, allowing a blinding stream of light to flow inside. After days in the darkness, the light was unwelcome and painful. 
 
    A shadow interfered with its beam, and a man stepped forward. I couldn’t see him fully because of the backlight, but already I knew that he was different. I had met a Vellreq before, but they were gruff and intimidating looking, with grating voices and cold eyes.  
 
    This man was the opposite. His skin was a dark teal, and his eyes seemed expressive and kind. I was shocked by how handsome he was, and somehow knew without knowing that he was the kind man who made the announcements. 
 
    “Females of Earth,” he said, his beautiful voice washing over us in person for the first time. My heart thumped hard in my chest as he stepped inside the dark room. “We have arrived.” 
 
    *** 
 
    “Order!”  
 
    The handsome Thressl’n man had disappeared from the doorway and had been replaced by a much shorter, more impatient man with a deep frown on his face. 
 
    “We will release you one by one, and I expect full compliance! When you feel your restraints loosen, stand up beside your bed and wait to be summoned.” 
 
    Now that the little room was filled with light, I scanned the area for any sign of my sister. But it was still too hard to make anybody out, and I sighed in frustration.  
 
    “Single file lines, please! Do not push or shove each other, females. There are consequences on Jenal’k for bad behavior.” 
 
    The thought of being punished on another planet was chilling. What kind of punishments would be inflicted on us by a race who thought abducting women against their will was all right? I had feared my freedom many times, thinking I might be jailed for putting my nose where it didn’t belong throughout the course of my career. But even the thought of spending the rest of my life in a foreign country’s prison system was nothing like this terror.  
 
    It seemed best just to do as they told us, and I almost cried in relief when the restraints around my arms were released and I could stand from the uncomfortable bed I had been bound to for the past few days. 
 
    “Everybody’s doing great!” the comforting voice boomed above the chaos. I could vaguely make him out; he was standing behind the little man, who was really enjoying the process of rounding up humans like cattle, a wry expression on his face as he watched the hectic scene unfold. 
 
    “That’s it, through the corridor here and down the ramp. We will accommodate you in the camps.” 
 
    Word of a camp brought all the women to muttering. What kind of camps? What was going to happen to us? How were they going to expect us to pay our debt to Thressl’n society after oh so valiantly rescuing us from ourselves? We owed them nothing! What was going to happen next? 
 
    “Silence! Did you not hear that there will be punishments for non-compliance?” the little man exclaimed.  
 
    “Peace, Jenar’d; the Earth females are frightened. As you would be in such a situation.” 
 
    The kindness in the man’s voice warmed me. It was nice to know that, if nothing else, there was somebody like this to look out for us. But I had to get a hold of myself. There was no good to come in developing a crush on a man from an alien race responsible for my abduction. 
 
    The little man looked glumly at the ground. 
 
    “Apologies, Commander Wyl’es.” 
 
    “It is forgiven,” the taller man said kindly. He then turned his attention back to us. “Now if I may have your attention, you will follow me through the corridor and onto the planet Jenal’k. Here, we will take account of all Earth females and assign you to camps, where further instructions await you. Your cooperation is both highly advised and appreciated.” 
 
    It was strange how fluent these beings were in our tongue. Thankfully, I didn’t have to use my broken translator at all. Still, the way they delivered the words didn’t seem quite right. Like there was something missing in their grasp of the language. It just didn’t sound quite…human. 
 
    The crowd of women was escorted off the ship by the Commander and Jenar’d, and although I was burning with curiosity about the conditions on the planet Jenal’k, once my feet left the ship, a wave of terror swept through me.  
 
    And I wasn’t the only one. I could tell by the faces of my fellow Earthlings that this was probably one of the most horrifying and surreal experiences of their lives, and we were all sharing it. I doubted the Thressl’n men understood just how high tensions were. They were strolling beside us, chatting lightly in their native tongue. I caught bits and pieces of the conversation; it was frightfully dull. They clearly weren’t great friends. 
 
    The handsome Commander caught me glancing at them as I eavesdropped, and the electricity crackled between us. His eyes were so unlike human eyes; the colors were all wrong. They were a metallic gray color, hard in a way, as if he had seen and done things I couldn’t imagine. It scared me a little. And yet, I couldn’t help but be thrilled by his gaze.  
 
    “I’m not going in there!” the first woman in line shrieked. The slow pace of the line came to a halt as more and more women began shouting their protests as we neared an imposing group of cloth buildings. 
 
    Before I could even register what was happening, chaos unfolded all around me. 
 
    “Order!” Jenar’d exclaimed. 
 
    But it was futile. The women were stampeding, running in all directions and shouting. Welcome signs had been posted outside the huge tents, and they were quickly on the ground, tattered and stomped on by all manners of women’s shoes. 
 
    I knew I probably should have been afraid, or angry and rioting alongside them, but all I really wished, more than anything in the world, was that I had my camera. 
 
    The thought was suddenly brushed away when, out of the corner of my eye, I saw her.  
 
    “Sam!”  
 
    I whipped around and called her name again. We caught each other’s eye for a brief moment, and then once again, my twin was lost in the crowd and I was alone. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You Earthlings are going to pay for the damages you caused!” 
 
    We were silent in our beds, all eyes on the Thressl’n woman who was marching down the rows of the dormitory-style layout of the first tent. Her skin was light blue, and her eyes were a hard metallic purple. She looked like she had never smiled a day in her life. 
 
    “You are going to be on extra work duty in the camp until you have learned your lesson. You may even be withheld from meeting eligible Thressl’n men. You’ll just be forced to live and work in the camps until you grow old and die!” 
 
    Her voice rose harshly, and we flinched. The idea of living in this cramped tent was less than appealing, though I don’t know why any of us would even want to meet eligible Thressl’n bachelors. The tents were huge and vast, but it still didn’t seem like a lot of room for a hundred women to coexist indefinitely. 
 
    Still, many of the women who had been with us initially had been separated from us. After the riot had been quelled by brute Thressl’n forces, several of us had been assigned to this camp, while others, after disappearing for hours and being searched for, were being returned to another camp further down the mountain upon discovery. Sam was in that camp.  
 
    Or she would be eventually, if she hadn’t been found yet. God, I hoped she was all right. I don’t know what I would do with myself on this strange planet if I didn’t have my sister with me.  
 
    “It may be acceptable to destroy property on your own planet, but you are guests here, and we expect you to behave with courtesy!” 
 
    The Thressl’n woman left the tent on that note and was replaced by a much smaller, softer-seeming woman. Still, just like all the other Thressl’n, the woman was densely muscled and looked as if she could break us in half if she had any inclination to do so. 
 
    She bowed deeply at us and fixed a comforting smile on her face. I liked her more than the first woman immediately. 
 
    “Meal times will be every three to five rotations, depending on the day. Some holidays require more meal services than others, and you will be treated with the same honors as everybody else. It has recently come to our attention that constant access to water may make your kind less volatile, and a fountain will be installed in just a few moments. Please bear with the noise and try to get some rest. We have a long road ahead of us.” 
 
    She bowed deeply at us once again, and left us in the tent in silence.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Chaz’z Wyl’es (Commander of the Fleet) 
 
      
 
    “Give me the status of the females,” I demanded into my communications device. 
 
    “We’re still missing one.” 
 
    “Just one?” I sighed. It would be difficult; the suns were beginning to set, leaving the planet in darkness. The Thressl’n had a unique handicap in the dark, as we primarily received our sustenance from the suns. Our eyes were good, but in the dark, if we weren’t wearing special glasses, then our field of vision would suffer. It made navigation in space difficult, but as Commander of the Fleet, I had been given a specialized surgery that improved my night vision. 
 
    “Just one.” 
 
    “Do you know what she looks like?” I asked. 
 
    “Human?” Jenar’d said incredulously. I glowered. Many of the Thressl’n liked to joke that all humans looked the same, but I had just discovered how untrue that could be. 
 
    My mind wandered back to the female I had locked eyes with during the march to the camps, and my hearts thudded. The fact was that I had never seen anybody so beautiful before. Thressl’n women had their own charm, it was true, but I had never wanted to settle down and mate with any of them.  
 
    I figured I was doing the world a favor, leaving more women to the more worthy men on my planet. The gender disparity that had been caused by the preference of Thressl’n males over the past few centuries had left our race in dire straits. Without more females, our species was going to be extinct over the next couple of generations.  
 
    It was lucky that Commander Zerk’k Arkti had come up with such a clever solution, and had called for the retrieval of several females from Earth. It served a dual purpose; it would protect the females from the looming threat of the Vellreq, and provide Jenal’k with genetically compatible material to ensure the survival of our species. 
 
    “Come out, female,” I pleaded quietly into the foliage. Of all places for a human to get lost in, the wild forests of Mount Zennith seemed to me to be the worst. I was already freezing cold, and there were many wild creatures living here that could be dangerous. If we lost a precious human female, it would be my fault.  
 
    A sudden shriek met my ears as I stumbled over something beneath my feet, and I caught myself before falling. Despite my surgery, my vision was still often impaired in the darkness. I glared down to see what had caused my imbalance.  
 
    My irritation melted away when I saw the same face as that of the human I had met eyes with earlier. Her hair was dark, black in the night, and her clear hazel eyes flashed with anger. 
 
    “Watch where you’re going!” she cried at me. “You could have broken my ankle!” 
 
    I backed away from her dubiously. “My apologies.” 
 
    The spark that had been there the first time I’d seen her was gone. Now, we were both surly and agitated. 
 
    “Come,” I said, lifting her by her elbow. She got to her feet unhappily, the sour look on her face deepening as I led her away from her resting place. “We have to get you to the camps.” 
 
    “I’m not going anywhere! Especially not with you!”  
 
    She struggled against me, but her efforts were futile. It was clear to both of us that I was the physically superior of the two of us. 
 
    I sighed.  
 
    “You have no choice in the matter. Come willingly, or I will force you to oblige.” 
 
    The human opened her mouth once again to protest, but ultimately allowed me to lead the way back to the camps where she belonged.  
 
    *** 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus is calling a meeting. You are expected to come immediately.” 
 
    I cringed at the terse voice of Captain Zod on the other end of my communications device. 
 
    “I understand; thank you.” 
 
    It took a moment before he released the button, making me anxious that he wasn’t going to let me go that easily. But the click finally came, and I sighed in relief. The truth was that I couldn’t stand Captain Zod. He had always been an arrogant, insufferable man. To make matters worse, he was also a social climber and had somehow wriggled his way into the heart of the Supreme Leader. 
 
    Despite our ranks being decided at birth, fate being one of the most highly revered concepts in Thressl’n society, Zod was hungry for power, and he got it by getting chummy with Aloitus. I knew I couldn’t be the only one who saw it. 
 
    “Chaz’z, how nice of you to join us!” Zod exclaimed when I walked through the doors of the meeting room in the palace. 
 
    “Captain,” I said, stressing his rank meaningfully. Zod glowered at me and sat down in his chair, casting a dark look at the Supreme Leader. Aloitus was too preoccupied to notice, however, and continued looking through the documents in front of him. 
 
    I took my place at the oval-shaped table, my eyes briefly scanning the room. The men who had piloted all five of the ships to Earth were in attendance. There was Commander Zerk’k Arkti, Captain Zod, General Rog L’ankast, the Air Marshal, Blayk’k Roso’u, and myself in attendance, with Supreme Leader Aloitus at the head of the table. 
 
    “Gentlemen, many thanks for your attendance today, and for your hard work in retrieving the females from Earth,” Supreme Leader Aloitus finally said, discarding the reports and pursing his lips in an attempt at a smile. The gesture didn’t suit him. 
 
     “Greetings, Supreme Leader Aloitus,” our small group chorused. Aloitus smiled now, more earnestly, though it still wasn’t much of an improvement.  
 
    “I understand we had a bit of a problem with the females last night,” Aloitus said, turning his dark eyes on me. My hearts thudded, but there was no reason for me to be afraid. I was the third most powerful man on the planet Jenal’k, whether Aloitus and Zod liked it or not. 
 
    “Yes,” I acknowledged. “The females were not as subdued as they appeared and attempted to flee.” 
 
    “That seems dangerous, does it not?” Aloitus said, by way of reprimanding me. 
 
    “Sir, with all due respect, I designed the camps with this possibility in mind,” General Rog L’ankast interjected. “It seems that human resistance would be an inevitability. It has nothing to do with Commander Wyl’es’ judgment.” 
 
    “Was it not Captain Zod who suggested keeping the human females drugged until their arrival to Earth?” Aloitus said sweetly. “Does it not appear that this suggestion was ultimately the one acted upon in the best interests of Thressl’n and human alike?” 
 
    “It was I,” Zod said quickly, fixing a smug look on me.  
 
    “Commander Wyl’es, you insisted on doing things your own way, and it nearly cost us human females.” 
 
    “Sir, as I said, it would not have cost any females. The camps were designed to—” 
 
    “Silence, Rog! Before I have you thrown in the holding chamber!” 
 
    Rog paled and sat back in his seat, casting an apologetic glance at me. I nodded, as imperceptibly as possible, in forgiveness. I appreciated Rog stepping in. It was clear he didn’t think highly of Supreme Leader Aloitus and his relationship with Captain Zod. 
 
    “The holding chamber seems more like Chaz’z’s place, if you ask me,” Zod said, grinning. He was loving the drama. Zod’s smug expression made me even angrier than being interrogated by Aloitus. 
 
    “I didn’t ask you, Zod,” Supreme Leader Aloitus said coldly. The smug smile fell from Zod’s face, and he grew quiet. It was nice to know that Aloitus still had some grasp of the real rank here. 
 
    “I apologize for my actions, Supreme Leader,” I said. “I saw to it that all the females were relocated and assigned to a higher security camp than their peers.” 
 
    My memory of the beautiful female I had literally stumbled upon invaded my memories again. There was something about her that spoke to the loneliness deep inside of me. I wanted to protect her. Maybe even to claim her. Still, it seemed strange to me that upon relocating her, all traces of our initial connection had gone. 
 
    “That’s all I needed to hear,” Aloitus said, his horrific attempt at a smile returning to his face. “Now I wanted to announce that I am still working on assigning females to Thressl’n men. Mostly nobility and a few men who were chosen in a lottery, to give homage to Fate, of course. What many of you may be wondering, especially after seeing these exotic little beauties for yourselves, is whether or not my elite fleet will be allowed to get their dirty little hands on these Earth females. Am I right?” 
 
    Aloitus grinned, and I felt sick to my stomach. Why did he have to word it in such a base way? 
 
    “I would like my female as soon as possible,” Zod said, without waiting to hear an answer. “When may I pick her up?” 
 
    Aloitus didn’t acknowledge him. 
 
    “I want each of you to pick the female of your choice. Of course, I know one or two of us who have already gotten the pick of the litter.” 
 
    Aloituz winked at Commander Arkti, who squirmed uncomfortably in his seat.  
 
    “You can choose your females from any of the camps,” Aloitus continued. “And bring her to your homes immediately. The rest of the Thressl’n will have to be more patient and undergo the grueling process of learning how to woo their mates and get them in the mood to breed. Without breeding consent, we are the same as beasts. But I know I can trust the five of you.” 
 
    We were quiet for a moment as Aloitus cleared his throat and finally stood. 
 
    “You are dismissed.” 
 
    Zod shot through the doors, and I frowned. Something wasn’t right with that man. But I quickly forgot his strange actions as my thoughts returned to the female from the day before. A dull excitement began mounting in my breast. The way she had looked at me had replayed in my mind again and again as I attempted to sleep off the excitement the night before. If I had to choose a female, I might as well choose the one I couldn’t get out of my mind. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Right this way,” a stern Thressl’n woman said, leading me deep into Camp 6. “Nobody has shown an interest in any of the females in this camp. They are all defiant. Why would you choose to have a defiant female as a mate?” 
 
    “That really isn’t your concern,” I said darkly, my eyes scanning the rows of beds. Many were empty. Camp 6 had been constructed as an area for the trouble-makers. It seemed likely that anybody who ended up in this high-security camp would make a terrible mate. The Thressl’n highly valued cooperation and subordination in the females on Jenal’k. Defiant Earth women seemed unsuitable. 
 
    “I understand. Apologies to you.” 
 
    We continued down the rows in silence, until my eyes finally settled upon the beautiful woman from the night before. She looked a little different than I remembered her in my memories, and I thought that maybe I had simply contorted her image in my mind from conjuring it up so many times. 
 
    Still, the powerful energy that had been shared between us couldn’t be forged by a simple misremembrance. Whether she looked the same as in my memory or not, this was the woman I would bring to my home. 
 
    “It’s your lucky day,” the Thressl’n woman said, removing the gag from the woman’s mouth and releasing her hands and feet from their confines. “Commander Wyl’es has come to take you home.” 
 
    “To Earth?” the woman asked, sitting up with wide eyes. 
 
    “No, I’m afraid she means back to my home. In the Red Desert.” 
 
    “Seriously?!” the woman threw herself back against her pillow and glowered at me. “I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying here!” 
 
    “You will go where I tell you to go,” I growled, grabbing her by the arm and helping her to her feet. “You’ve caused enough trouble already. And by the looks of it, I’ll be doing everyone here a favor by taking you off their hands.” 
 
    “What are you going to do to me?” she asked, her clear eyes wide. I gazed into them for a moment, desperate to find any trace of the spark that had been there initially. I was agitated when I found myself disappointed. 
 
    “I guess we’re both going to find out.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You don’t seriously expect me to stay in here, do you?” the human said, wrinkling her nose in distaste. 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “It’s so small! And it smells funny. Do you have anything bigger?” 
 
    “No, unless you feel like sharing my bedroom.” 
 
    “Ew. No. This will just have to do, I guess.” 
 
    I pursed my lips and retreated from the room. 
 
    “I expect you to listen and obey the rules of the house,” I called as I headed to the kitchen. “I have a keeper of house and home who comes by every afternoon, and she has promised to look after you while I’m away.” 
 
    “Are you gone a lot?” the human said hopefully. 
 
    I didn’t dignify it with an answer, and soon she came out from the bedroom I had assigned to her. Sure, it was a little cluttered, but I didn’t know what she meant about a smell. Were all humans this offensive? 
 
    “I’m hungry,” she said with a pout. “Since I’m basically your pet now, do you plan to feed and water me too?” 
 
    Pet? 
 
    “I don’t understand what you mean,” I said. “But I will prepare a meal now. I am also hungry.” 
 
    She sat down at the table glumly and I began to work in silence. 
 
    “Ew, what’s that?” she exclaimed when I opened a jar of O’klati.  
 
    “It’s good for you,” I said with a sigh. I had a feeling that I had made a huge mistake in choosing this human. And now we were stuck with each other for the rest of our lives. I didn’t even know her name. 
 
    “It smells weird.”  
 
    “Does everything smell weird to you?”  
 
    “No…don’t you guys have like, pizza or something?” 
 
    Everybody throughout the galaxy was vaguely aware of the pizza phenomenon that had taken over Earth. The food that humans willingly ate was poison, pure and simple, and yet they consumed it gleefully. Didn’t humans care about the truth? Did they even care about themselves? What had Commander Arkti been thinking when he chose to bring these self-destructive creatures here? 
 
    “We do not have pizza, and you are lucky that you don’t have it anymore either.” The human pouted, but I ignored it. “What’s your name, anyway?” 
 
    She was silent for a moment, and then halted herself before she spoke. It was strange, as if she were hoping to hide something. 
 
    “Sa…So, my name is Alexa,” she said, batting her eyes falsely at me. “When will the food be ready?” 
 
    “Now,” I sighed, and served Alexa the first meal we would share in my home. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “I can’t quite put my finger on it,” Zod was saying. “There’s something off about her. I just don’t like my human!” 
 
    I tried to tune him out as we stood in line together for tickets to the celebration that night. It was customary to thank the gods for the safe return of Thressl’n ships from space, and Supreme Leader Aloitus had chosen to move the festivities up earlier to coincide with Captain Zod’s delivery of the second batch of humans.  
 
    Usually the celebrations didn’t happen until about a week after everybody had settled in, safe and sound. Apparently, it only mattered if Zod was settled in. The fact that I had arrived first was more of a fluke. 
 
    “Aren’t they supposed to serve us? They are here to save the Thressl’n race, after all. You would think that they would show us some respect!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I agreed begrudgingly. The human I had selected had spent the entire night acting like every single thing I did to make her comfortable in my home was the biggest inconvenience that she could ever endure. “Humans are rude.” 
 
    “They’re more than just rude!” Zod exclaimed. “They are pure savages! Do you know the first thing my human said to me after I brought her home and tried to get her to sleep in my bed?” 
 
    “No,” I said noncommittally, disturbed by the idea that Zod would try to force his human to move so quickly. That was in poor taste, in my opinion. Still, even if she wanted to, I wasn’t sure I would let the human in my home share my bed after the night I’d had with her. 
 
    “She said that I was the most repulsive creature she had ever seen, and that she would rather die than be my mate. You know what else she said? She said that she felt sorry for me for thinking that everything worthwhile in life could be stolen!” 
 
    I pursed my lips in a strong effort not to laugh. The idea of anybody having the nerve to say things like that to Zod, of all people, who had been spoiled beyond repair and always cheated to get what he wanted, was frankly delightful.  
 
    “That human’s going to regret her choice of words though, by the time I’m through with her,” Zod said with a grin. “She spent the night in the cellar. Maybe I’ll starve her until she learns some respect.” 
 
    “Zod, I don’t think—” 
 
    But I was cut off by the Thressl’n man in charge of the ticket booth, and Zod tuned me out as he collected his tickets to the banquet. 
 
    “I had been thinking of taking her with me to celebrate,” Zod said, walking away from me and shaking his head. “But she can forget that!” 
 
    I dissolved into silent laughter once Zod was safely at a distance, and exchanged a knowing look with the man behind the ticket counter. Zod was well-known for his hot temper and poor attitude. Nobody could fathom why the Supreme Leader had taken such a liking to him. In fact, it was alarming, and as much as I tried to stay positive, the truth seemed impossible to ignore. Corruption was in the air.  
 
    Unfortunately, I was Commander of the Fleet, and if anything did end up happening to shift the power in the Thressl’n government, chances were that my position would be highly compromised.  
 
    Not only was I already being stationed to lead the Thressl’n troops involved in the conflict at the far end of the C’loggh galaxy, but with overt tolerance of the Vellreq, my job would turn very dangerous.  
 
    The Thressl’n thought that we were fighting the Vellreq, but more and more it seemed that we were helping them to take over Kalron. Unfortunately, the Vellreq were winning in their quest for dominance, and their influence was spreading darkly throughout the universe.  
 
    I could only hope that somehow, we would stop the Vellreq in time, before any lasting damage could be done that might put an end to Thressl’n society once and for all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Alexa Thomas (Investigative Journalist) 
 
      
 
    I woke up shivering on the floor of the cold cellar where Zod had deposited me. He had completely lost his mind after I refused to sleep with him. At first, I was afraid he might force me to do it anyway, but instead, he went off on a rant about how nobody respected him and how he would give everybody what they deserved one of these days. 
 
    When he was finished yelling, he struck me hard, and then studied my face gleefully before he did it again. I was powerless against his strength, and he showed no intention of holding back. By the time Zod dragged me to the cellar, my head was aching. I had never encountered a more violent, tempestuous man before in all my life, and hoped to never again. 
 
    But he was bound to return. This was his home, after all. What was I going to do? 
 
    My heart pounded in fear when I heard the hissing of the doorway. Zod’s heavy footsteps padded across the floor, and I closed my eyes, wishing with everything I had that he would just forget I was there and leave me alone.  
 
    The cellar door creaked open, and I squeezed my eyes closed. I couldn’t take much more of this man’s cruelty. My head was aching, and I was pretty sure that I was in need of some kind of medical attention.  
 
    “Human, come here.” 
 
    I scrambled to my feet at the sound of Zod’s voice, and although I was reluctant to go toward him willingly, I was more afraid of what would happen to me if I didn’t.  
 
    “Good. Would you like to join me for an event tonight?” Zod asked, his cold metallic eyes boring into mine. My heart dropped in my stomach, but I had to stay strong. 
 
    “What kind of an event?” I asked coyly. “I don’t have anything to wear but what I have on right now.” 
 
    I glanced down at my top, which was stained with dried blood.  
 
    “Well don’t you worry about that,” Zod said with a bright smile. I recoiled but managed to compose myself before he looked back into my eyes. “I’ve got just the thing.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” I said, choking the words out. It was the way he had instructed I greet him, and I figured I’d better oblige if I didn’t want another beating. 
 
    “I think you’re going to be just the prettiest little thing in this dress,” Zod said, turning around to rummage in a bag I hadn’t noticed he had sat down behind himself. He pulled out a beautiful gown, rippling with colors I had never before seen on Earth. It was breathtaking. “Why don’t you try it on?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” I said, avoiding his eyes as he offered the dress to me. “Thank you.” 
 
    I could feel his gaze burning into my back as I disappeared into his washing room to put on the gown. How could things possibly get any more bizarre? 
 
    ***
  
 
    Zod was quiet as he drove his hovercraft through the air, and I took the chance to take in my surroundings. Nothing could possibly look fun and magical now, not after my horrible experience at the mercy of Zod. Still, the planet Jenal’k was rife with beauty, and the gown Zod had given me protected me from the suffocating heat of the planet’s three overbearing suns. Zod’s voice suddenly broke into my thoughts. 
 
    “You will need to be on your best behavior when attending the event tonight. There are going to be some very important people there. Many of them don’t have a human of their own yet, so you’d better behave yourself. When I ask you a question, you better answer me without any hesitation. When I ask you to do something, you had better do it. Is that understood?”  
 
    “Yes, my lord,” I said, trying to keep the sigh out of my voice. How the hell had I gotten into a situation like this? I was an independent woman. I had worked hard my whole life to excel at my career and become one of the most prominent investigative journalists of our time. Everybody knew my work, even if they didn’t know my name.  
 
    I had spoken time and again about the dangers of negative attitudes toward women and the men who treated them as servile objects. How had I found myself right in the middle of such a situation? What had I done to deserve this? 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Welcome, Captain Zod. And…” 
 
    “This is my human,” Zod said quickly. He hadn’t bothered to ask my name, or anything else about me. All that seemed to matter to him was that I was his. 
 
    “Welcome, human. We sincerely hope you enjoy the festivities of the night.” 
 
    The man who greeted us stared at me, his rust-colored eyes flashing with curiosity. It was almost as if he had never seen a woman before. Well, maybe he hadn’t. At least not a woman from Earth. 
 
    An unfamiliar voice suddenly spoke from behind me in Thressl’n, and my translation device worked lazily to translate for me. 
 
    “Greetings, Zod! Welcome!” 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus! What an honor. Everything looks amazing!” 
 
    It was true. We had walked into the entrance of a lush garden covered by a marquee. The lighting under the tents was ethereal and golden, giving everybody a glow that almost made the race of strange extraterrestrials look beautiful. Tables and tables filled to the brim with delicious smelling foods lined the walls, and my stomach grumbled involuntarily.  
 
    “Don’t you feed that thing, Zod?” Supreme Leader Aloitus joked. 
 
    Zod glared down at me, but laughed a little too hard at the Supreme Leader’s joke. 
 
    “Of course. But it’s been a few hours between meals. You know how busy my schedule has been. And humans couldn’t find their way around a Thressl’n kitchen if Yulso’n Vetch himself were there!” 
 
    Supreme Leader Aloitus laughed boisterously, and I glowered, feeling a bit insulted on behalf of my people. But if it meant I would get to taste one of the foods emitting such a delicious aroma, I would stay quiet.  
 
    “I placed you and your guest closest to the stage,” Supreme Leader Aloitus said, holding his arm out to usher us to the table. “I hope you enjoy the evening.” 
 
    “Of course!” Zod exclaimed. “It’s an honor to be here, sir.” 
 
    “Yes, it is an honor to have you and your female,” Supreme Leader Aloitus said, bowing graciously. 
 
    Zod bowed deeply, and nudged me hard in the side when I didn’t bow as well. I dropped my head forward, gritting my teeth in a mixture of pain and frustration. How was I going to live with this man? Would I even survive it? 
 
    “Sit, human! Have you no manners?” 
 
    Zod barked the command at me in English, and I sat down heavily in my seat. We were a few feet away from a platform with a podium and a microphone on it, and before long, a plate of food was placed in front of me. 
 
    I looked up, hoping to thank whoever had given it to me, but they had already disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “Well, eat!” Zod exclaimed, casting a sidelong glance at Supreme Leader Aloitus, who was making his rounds and greeting people in the crowd.  
 
    My gaze settled suddenly on the kind man from the ship. What was he doing there? Beside him was a human woman, though the Thressl’n man’s broad chest was blocking my view of her. When he bowed to Aloitus, my heart panged. Samantha. 
 
    It took all I had not to get up and run to her.  
 
    “Alexa?” Sam mouthed, catching my eye briefly before she was led away by the man from the ship.  
 
    Nausea swept over me. All I wanted to do was talk to my sister. 
 
    “I said eat!” Zod said menacingly into my ear. 
 
    I gripped my utensil, something between a tongue depressor and a measuring spoon, and scooped the first bite of food into my mouth. It tasted better than I expected, and my mouth was suddenly alive with the flavors of Thressl’n cooking for the first time. It was delicious. But I could tell from the looks of the meal that my twin would probably have a much harder time choking it down. She preferred not to eat over eating things she decided looked “funky,” so I guessed that right about then, whether she had been offered food at the handsome Commander’s house or not, she was just as hungry as I was.  
 
    “Zod, welcome!” Zod soon became swept up in conversation, and I took the opportunity to scan the room. Samantha and the Commander were placed at the table to my far right, and Sam’s head was craned toward me, her serious eyes staring me down. She looked angry about something, but there was no way to find out what it was. Perhaps the Commander, despite his gentle voice, had actually been a tyrant at heart who was just as bad as Zod. 
 
    “Welcome Thressl’n and Earthlings!” 
 
    The stage in front of us suddenly had a man in long metallic robes standing behind the podium, and he smiled genially at the three tables in front of him, ignoring the countless other tables behind them. The truth was that it was a huge event, but it was obvious who the most important people there were.  
 
    “It has been ages since the last time we got to celebrate the success of a command fleet returning to Jenal’k. I can’t remember the last time we’ve traveled outside the C’loggh galaxy! But our prizes were worth the danger. Now, we can say beyond the shadow of a doubt, that the Thressl’n will once again rise up and overcome the challenges that face us!” 
 
    The Thressl’n in the tent began to cheer uproariously, standing from their chairs and waving their hands in the air.  
 
    “I would like to bestow a special honor on one of the great men who made the success of this mission possible.” 
 
    The crowd fell silent, many of them with their hands still dangling in the air. 
 
    “Captain Zod Thassle. Would you please come up to the stage?” 
 
    The crowd began roaring with applause again and I couldn’t help but be surprised. What could Zod have possibly done to earn such an honor? I had half expected the Commander to be summoned. 
 
    I glanced at Samantha again, who looked at me meaningfully. She wanted me to go to her. I looked nervously up at Zod, who had quickly climbed the stage and was beaming smugly out at the crowd. This might be my only chance to talk to her.  
 
    I got up quickly and snaked through the crowd of cheering Thressl’n, making my way to Sam’s table. I hid behind a group of bulky Thressl’n men and heard Samantha’s voice say, “Where’s the ladies’ room. You know. Where do I pee!?” 
 
    Then the familiar feeling of her impatient hand gripping my wrist and pulling me through the crowd almost made me cry. My twin and I were nothing alike, but I had missed her terribly, and even the most irritating of her habits was welcome. 
 
    “In here,” Sam said quickly. We ducked into an opening I had nearly overlooked and disappeared from the crowd. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “This is so unfair!” Sam exclaimed. 
 
    I was a little taken aback. I guess I had hoped that my sister would have embraced me or asked me if I was okay. But it was true. Being abducted was unfair. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I—” 
 
    “What do you mean you know? I’m the one with the raw deal here. You get the handsome guy who’s getting awarded? I bet his house is like, way bigger than the one I’m stuck in. And it probably doesn’t smell any better, but at least the draft might make it a little less obvious.” 
 
    Samantha thought Zod was handsome? Now I had heard everything. 
 
    “Samantha, what are you—” 
 
    “Seriously, Alexa. Switch with me. I cannot stand another minute living with this guy! He’s such a freak!” 
 
    “You don’t want Zod, Sam, really. He—” 
 
    “This is just like you!” Samantha cried, her diva voice shining through. “You always get everything better than me and act like you’re the victim here. Well, I’m not going to take it, Alexa. Switch with me! Or I swear to god, I will never speak to you again.” 
 
    “Samantha, seriously, stop. You don’t want to switch with me. Just stay with the one you’ve got. Zod is not what you think. When I was there he—” 
 
    “Just shut up, Alexa. I should have known. You’d rather keep him for yourself than keep your sister in your life. I see how it is.” 
 
    “Fine!” I suddenly shouted, surprising both of us. “If you want Zod so badly, you can take him!” I stripped the gown off and threw it at Samantha, and she grinned, the self-satisfied look on her face nearly making me want to punch her in the face.  
 
    “I knew you’d come around. After all, what are sisters for, right?” Samantha said, shrugging her gown off and handing it daintily to me.  
 
    I put it on quickly and glared at Sam. 
 
    “Just don’t forget to call him, ‘my lord,’” I said darkly. “I wouldn’t want you to regret this or anything.” 
 
    A brief, puzzled expression flickered across Sam’s face, but she shrugged and beamed at me.  
 
    “I won’t,” she said. “My guy’s name is Chaz’z.” 
 
    I waited for any other information that might help make our transition into the other household a little easier, but none was forthcoming until Sam finally sighed. 
 
    “Oh, I forgot. I kind of accidentally told him that my name is your name,” Sam said with a giggle and a shrug. “That’s usually what I do when I’m scared I’ll get in trouble or something. Oops. But that should make it easier for you.” 
 
    “Seriously, Sam?!”  
 
    Samantha beamed at me. 
 
    “Come on, Alexa. We should get back before ‘my lord’ thinks that I ran off on him.” 
 
    Sam winked and trotted off through the crowd to take my place at the table. I hated the way she acted when she bullied me into getting her way. She acted almost buoyant, as if nothing could get her down when things were going the way she wanted them to, and I was left to suffer. 
 
    What she didn’t realize though was that never once in our lives had I wanted to see her suffer. In fact, as the older one by six minutes, I had always done everything I could to protect her. Not only from Zod, but from everything that might hurt her. I would have rather died than subject my sister to what Zod had done to me. But that infuriating whine of hers… 
 
    I couldn’t think any more about it. What was done was done, and Samantha had brought whatever happened to her from this point on, onto herself. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “That took a while,” Chaz’z said, his silver eyes resting on me. An involuntary jolt of fire coursed through me as I got lost in the flecks of gold and bronze in them. I opened and closed my mouth, looking for a response, and I tore myself away from his gaze and focused on the table in front of me. Unsurprisingly, Samantha hadn’t touched even a bite of food on her plate. 
 
    “It was a little hard to find the ladies room,” I lied, hoping not to have to look back up at Chaz’z.  
 
    “I understand,” he said, his voice low and kind. “These events always have been kind of crowded. All of the Thressl’n are invited to attend. Though most don’t make it past the partition. Only the honored receive tables.” 
 
    “The honored…” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the crowd of Thressl’n men and women who were still cheering for Zod. Chaz’z, however, remained glued to his plate with a deep-set frown on his face. 
 
    “Yes. Right now they are honoring Captain Zod. He seems to be favored by the Supreme Leader for some reason. I fear the worst…” 
 
    Chaz’z trailed off, and he took a deep drink of the sparkling liquid in his clear glass. I glanced at my own glass and saw that it was empty.  
 
    “Oh, would you like a drink?” Chaz’z asked, standing quickly to retrieve a bottle from the center of the table. I didn’t have to answer; he was already pouring me a glass of the bubbling pink liquid. It delighted me in a way; it was like the drinks I always imagined I would be having as an adult when I was a little kid.  
 
    “Thank you, my lord,” I said impulsively. 
 
    Chaz’z furrowed his eyebrows. 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” he said sternly, studying me closely. “Why do you seem so different? Did something happen to you on the way back from the washing room? Was somebody unkind?” 
 
    “No!” I said quickly. “I’m fine. It’s just…it’s a lot, you know. Coming to another planet and everything. It’s just a big adjustment…please don’t be angry.” 
 
    I couldn’t endure any more of the horrifying Thressl’n temper. But to my surprise, Chaz’z’s face broke out into a pleasant smile. 
 
    “Mad?” he asked. “Not at all. But I would feel a lot better if you ate something. I haven’t seen you touch a bite of food since you arrived.” 
 
    Yup, I could always stand firm in my knowledge of my twin. She would die before she put the colorful mush in her mouth. 
 
    I snuck a glance at her, worried what I’d find. But to my surprise, Zod and Sam were actually laughing together. I gasped out loud. 
 
    “What? What is it?” Chaz’z asked. I tore my gaze away before he could catch on to what had made me cry out like that, but he was too smart for me. 
 
    “I must be hallucinating,” Chaz’z said, his teal face lighting up. “Is Zod actually having a good time? What kind of human would actually enjoy his company?” 
 
    A mixture of agreement and resentment washed over me. On the one hand, of course only a person like Samantha could schmooze her way into Zod’s good graces. On the other, shouldn’t I be offended that a man who was responsible for abducting hundreds of women from Earth was questioning the moral character of my twin sister? 
 
    “Wow,” Chaz’z said suddenly. “She looks a lot like you.” 
 
    I paled, and turned frantic eyes to him. But before I could defend myself, he continued. “I guess I’m more racist than I thought. Please forgive my rude comments.” 
 
    And with that, he continued eating. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Chaz’z Wyl’es (Commander of the Fleet) 
 
      
 
    Alexa was very quiet on the way home from the event. I had been shocked by how much food she had managed to put away, even after the third course was finished. The bubbling elixir had brought out a cheerful, carefree side of her personality that I hadn’t known was there; especially after spending the night before tossing and turning as I contemplated ways to address the concerns she had with my home. 
 
    “This is beautiful,” Alexa breathed when we walked through the door. I was shocked. 
 
    “That isn’t what you were saying last night,” I said, raising a brow at her. 
 
    “It’s just…well, when humans are stressed, I guess everything looks terrible,” Alexa stammered, smiling nervously at me. “But after a while, we adapt, and things start to look a little bit brighter.” 
 
    I nodded. “That makes sense. Well, I hope you like your accommodations better tonight.” 
 
    “Better than the cellar?” Alexa said. Her cheeks reddened suddenly, and she looked into my eyes, a bright, beautiful smile on her face. Why hadn’t I noticed how beautiful her eyes were the day before? 
 
    “The cellar? Wait, that is a joke, right? Human humor. Very interesting.”  
 
    I laughed stiffly. 
 
    “I’m sure whatever you give me will do,” Alexa said. 
 
    “What changed in you tonight?” I exclaimed. “All you did last night was complain, and now you are saying you will accept whatever I give you. Maybe I should give the elixir to you every day.” 
 
    Alexa grinned, and my hearts thudded involuntarily in my chest. She was stunning. 
 
    “Well, I will try not to be so hard on you from now on, all right?” Alexa said.  
 
    “All right…” 
 
    I walked to the kitchen, and Alexa stayed in the place where I left her. I glanced back at her and raised a brow. “Is something on your mind?”  
 
    “I just…no, nothing.” 
 
    “All right…are you hungry?” 
 
    My stomach was growling. It was already time for another meal. 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll need to eat again for a year,” Alexa said, her beautiful eyes boring into me as she smiled. “Thank you for the offer though.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    She stood awkwardly in the doorway for a moment, and I got the impression that there was something she wanted to ask, but felt afraid to. 
 
    “You don’t have to be scared of me,” I said, pulling a chair out at the table. “Please, sit. I enjoy company while I cook.” 
 
    “Thanks,” she said, sitting down at the table shyly. “It’s just…do you remember me?” 
 
    “Remember you?” I asked incredulously. “How could I forget you? You squawked at me about nearly breaking your ankle, snubbed my home, and nearly made me think you had been kidnapped or had run off at the event. You’re pretty fresh in my mind.” 
 
    “I don’t mean those things,” Alexa said with a sigh. “Never mind.” 
 
    The blood rushed to my face, and I was drawn back into the moment that had kept me awake all night the day we had delivered the humans. I knew exactly what she was talking about. The way our eyes had locked and I’d felt like I had never seen a more beautiful female in all my life. How it didn’t even seem possible for anyone else so perfect to exist anywhere in the universe. 
 
    But how could I have those feelings about someone so unbelievably rude? 
 
    Still, the evening had been going quite well so far. Maybe Alexa was right. Perhaps stress just made humans do some really strange things. 
 
    ***
  
 
    After my meal was done and I was ready to sleep for the night, Alexa was still lingering nervously outside the kitchen. It was as if she were afraid to move. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I finally asked her. “Is something bothering you?” 
 
    “I just don’t know where I’m supposed to sleep,” she whispered. 
 
    “I thought you said you were over the weird smell,” I said, sighing irritably. 
 
    “I am!” Alexa said quickly, a smile brightening her worried face. “It’s just…I don’t remember where the room is. I need you to show me.” 
 
    “All right,” I said softly. I took her by the elbow and walked her as respectfully as I could down the hallway to the room I had set aside for guests. “This door. The third down. That is your bedroom. And if you don’t like it, I can remodel it for you soon. But I am about to leave for work on a mission that may take me a few revolutions to complete, so try not to let it bother you too much if you can help it. All right?” 
 
    Alexa nodded, and I tried not to focus on the warmth of her skin under my hand. She had looked good that morning after trying on the dress, but somehow it seemed to fit her even better now. The intricate Thressl’n fabrics clung to her body in all the right places, and a surge of warmth washed over me. There was no way I had chosen the wrong female. Even if she had been a little bit difficult at first, if things stayed this peaceful between us, it was possible I had finally found my mate. All I had to do from there would be to woo her. 
 
    “Here it is,” I said gently, keying in the code slowly enough for her to remember. “You get inside like this. If there’s a code you’d prefer, just tell me and we will re-set it when we’re remodeling.” 
 
    “All right,” Alexa said softly. 
 
    I had the absurd urge to kiss her then, a parting kiss as we went our separate ways down the hallway to sleep. Her gaze lingered on me for just a few moments longer, a shy smile bright on her face, before the door closed between us. Would my hearts be able to take much more of this female? 
 
    The hallway of my home had never felt more lonely than it did the moment Alexa was out of view. I lingered by the doorway for a few moments longer, wishing I could go inside and show her how I felt. Would she believe that I meant no harm? That of all the things I wanted in my life, she was quickly becoming the top of the list? 
 
    No, I couldn’t tell her a thing like that. It was alarming enough to be feeling it. Hearing it out loud would just be unnerving, probably for both of us. 
 
    I made my way miserably down the corridor until I finally reached my bedroom and keyed in the combination. 
 
    I washed in my private bath and changed into my sleeping clothes before I finally collapsed on my bed. Spending time out in space was the thing I loved more than anything in the world. Flying was always something I had been passionate about, and the fates had been kind enough to assign me as the commander of the fleet. I got to spend every day of my life doing what I loved. 
 
    But the mission to Earth had taken something out of me. We had traveled so far, for such a long time, only to invade a planet that didn’t know we existed and steal females from it. Sure, the reasoning made sense. Who knew when the Vellreq were finally going to push Earth’s leaders into detonation? According to our calculations, it was likely to happen at any moment. In truth, we had saved all of these women from a terrible demise. 
 
    And yet the truth in that statement didn’t make me feel any better about it. We had stolen them because we needed females. They hadn’t had a choice in the matter. And so, regardless of whether I wanted to mate with this female or not, I was not going to force my will upon her. Sure, we had given their lives an extension by bringing the females to Jenal’k, but that didn’t mean that we were the good guys. Not by a long shot. 
 
    Nothing made that more obvious than commanding the fleet in the war in the Kalron territory of the C’loggh galaxy. Whether I liked it or not, it was becoming more and more clear that things weren’t always as they seemed. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “What’s all this?” I asked, shocked when I woke up to find Alexa in the kitchen. She was wearing a ceremonial covering over the front of her clothing, and beaming out at me. I tried not to panic when I saw that the ceremonial cloth was full of food stains. I tried hard not to let the strain in my voice come out, but it took all the effort I had not to shout. 
 
    “I thought that I would try my hand at cooking,” Alexa said shyly, a beautiful smile lighting her face. “You know. Since you’ve been so kind to me and everything. And I love the way that your food tastes. I just wondered if I could make it myself. So, surprise, I guess. I was hoping to be done before you came out.” 
 
    “I…this is too much. Thank you, but please, allow me to help,” I said, reaching out to try to remove the ceremonial covering from her body. I gripped it, suddenly acutely aware of the closeness of my hand to her breast. I snatched my hand away and felt heat flooding my face. What was I doing? That was highly inappropriate. 
 
    “I wouldn’t refuse some help,” Alexa said, her voice defeated. She straightened the ceremonial cloth with a Kelro’ch-stained hand, leaving a bright pink smear down the front of its pure white fabric. I squeaked in anguish, but again attempted to compose myself before speaking. 
 
    “Well then, it’s a good thing I am here. The Thressl’n have a very complex cuisine, one that is coveted all across the galaxy. It makes sense that you would want to replicate it…” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was trying to comfort Alexa or myself.  
 
    “I just wanted to do something for you,” Alexa sighed. “You know. To make up for what a bitch I’ve been…apparently…” 
 
    Her wording startled me. 
 
    “Do not refer to yourself that way,” I said. “Come on, I will show you what to do next. What exactly were you going for here?” 
 
    Alexa laughed desperately. “Anything edible, I guess.” 
 
    “That’s a good place to begin. Can I ask…why do you have that hanging off of you?” 
 
    I gestured at the ceremonial covering and Alexa glanced down at it, surprised. 
 
    “You mean it’s not an apron?” she asked with a frown. 
 
    “I…um…no. It’s not. In fact, it should probably go into the tub before the stains set…” 
 
    “I’m so sorry!” Alexa cried, whipping the covering off and rushing to the bathroom. “I’ll fix it for you.” 
 
    “Please don’t,” I said as kindly as I could. “Why don’t you stay here and mix the sloshnar and Tena’k powder together. I’ll come out when you’re done, all right?” 
 
    Alexa looked crestfallen, and I pursed my lips. There was no time to tend to her feelings. The ceremonial covering had been passed down through my family for centuries. I had to get it clean. 
 
    Relief flooded me when the food washed off the cloth easily, and I returned to the kitchen feeling much lighter. But to my surprise, Alexa was hunched over the counter with her shoulders quaking. 
 
    “What… are you sick?” I asked, walking nervously toward her. “Do you need something? A medic?” 
 
    “No,” Alexa sighed, looking up at me. Her eyes were filled with an alarming clear liquid, and I backed away. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, unable to hide the disgust on my face. “What’s that in your eyes?” 
 
    Alexa stood straight and wiped her eyes with the back of her sleeve. 
 
    “Nothing to be alarmed about. It happens sometimes.” 
 
    “But why?”  
 
    “I guess if you’re sad. Sometimes if you’re really happy. I don’t know. Extreme emotions.” 
 
    “So humans expel waste from their bodies…because they feel things?” I asked incredulously.  
 
    “That’s one way to put it,” Alexa said, sighing. “I think I’m just going to leave the cooking to the experts. Sorry I messed up your robe.” 
 
    “What? You didn’t mess up anything!” I exclaimed, panicked at the thought of Alexa suffering. “I mean, you did kind of mess up the Tehh’lerah, but most people do. It’s a hard dish to master.” 
 
    Alexa grinned through her tears. 
 
    “So how do you do it right, then?” she asked. 
 
    I grabbed a spoon and smiled warmly at her. “I’ll show you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The rest of the cooking session went well, and just as we removed the Tehh’lerah from the heat, the bell rang, and my front entrance hissed open. 
 
    “Temal, come!” 
 
    My cousin entered the room, her golden eyes on the floor and her rust-colored hair styled short today.  
 
    “Alexa, this is Temal. She takes care of the house while I’m away and helps me look after things even when I am on Jenal’k.” 
 
    “Hi, Temal,” Alexa said shyly, bowing as I had showed her. It warmed me to see her attempting my customs, and she did it unthinkingly. It was such a drastic change from the person she was when she had first arrived.  
 
    “Greetings to you,” Temal said, studying my female curiously and returning Alexa’s bow. “I didn’t think that anybody had acquired a human yet.” 
 
    “Well if you would ever attend the events, you would have seen that each of the men commanding the ships to Earth had been rewarded with the first choice in females,” I said, raising a brow at her. 
 
    “They’re so boring, Chaz’z! And you know I can cook better than the food at those feasts anyway. So can you, for that matter. I taught you myself.” 
 
    Alexa shifted uncomfortably while Temal and I bantered, and I realized that she might feel left out of the conversation. 
 
    “Temal is my cousin,” I said brightly. “We were raised together because her ranking as a keeper of house and home had been decided not long after I was chosen to become Commander of the Fleet. It paired comfortably with mine, and we got along well enough to agree to be matched together.” 
 
    Unfortunately, my explanation seemed to confuse Alexa more than ever, and I backtracked. “When we are young, it is decided by a sort of lottery what we will end up doing in our futures. Because of the coveted jobs available mostly to males, the Thressl’n began to favor male children, and fewer females were born. That is why we need the women of Earth.” 
 
    “And here I was thinking you were such an advanced species,” Alexa said. Was that bitterness in her voice? Or maybe sarcasm? 
 
    “We accept our fates,” Temal interjected, looking sourly at Alexa. “We wouldn’t want to devolve into the type of chaos you are subjected to on Earth. Why do you think so few choose to frequent that side of the universe, human?” 
 
    I put my hand on Temal’s shoulder to silence her, and did my best to smile pleasantly. “We all have a lot to learn about each other. Let’s get off to a good start, shall we?” 
 
    Temal glowered and nodded her head, and Alexa smiled at me innocently. I knew that Temal didn’t like humans. She never had. Every time we received a broadcast from Earth, she fumed about it for days. And on top of that, she was one of the Thressl’n women who were considered the lowest rungs of society. There were two camps of Thressl’n females: women who were considered nurturers and powerhouses that guided business, and the women who cleaned up after those in power and were expected to smile about it. Unfortunately, my cousin was in the second camp. 
 
    Most government tasks were assigned to males, and I didn’t see the trend changing anytime soon, despite the consequences of that preference. Especially not when men like Supreme Leader Aloitus and Zod were leading the Thressl’n. Although it was highly unfair to the women on our planet, sometimes unfair was just the way people wanted it. 
 
    “Would you females like to join me for a walk through the gardens before I leave tonight? It’s going to be a few days before I return.” 
 
    Temal glanced at Alexa and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Actually, I have a lot of work to do in the house today. My day off left a lot to be desired. And apparently, there’s a horrifying mess in the kitchen.” 
 
    Alexa and I couldn’t help but laugh. Our attempt at cooking together had been delightfully disastrous. I hadn’t taken into consideration, however, how that might affect Temal. I had done my best to clean up, but the Thressl’n women in the house and home profession could see things that the naked eye often could not. It was all part of their training. 
 
    “My apologies, Temal. I will try to bring you something nice from Kelroa when I return.” 
 
    This brightened Temal’s face, as I knew it would, and she bowed deeply at me before retreating to the kitchen. 
 
    “I take it she’s not a fan of Earth,” Alexa said quietly. 
 
    “No, not really,” I admitted, though it pained me to have to do so. 
 
    “I guess I’m not much of a fan of Earth either,” Alexa said with a sigh. “Otherwise I would have chosen a different career path.” 
 
    “What career path did you choose?” I asked, my curiosity overwhelming. I had never considered the option of choosing one’s ranking in society. It seemed both startlingly unsure and exciting.  
 
    “Investigative journalist,” Alexa said. 
 
    “Ah…I don’t know what that is. Perhaps you would like to accompany me for a walk in the gardens? But if you do, maybe you should bring a parasol; the weather is hot today.” 
 
    Alexa smiled at me in a way that made the heat rise to my face. Again, I thought to myself how no creature here, or in any other universe, might compare to her beauty. 
 
    “That sounds nice,” she said. “Do you have a parasol I could borrow then?” 
 
    “Of course,” I stammered, walking briskly to the closet and retrieving one for her. “Please, take this.” 
 
    “That’s grandmother’s!” Temal exclaimed from the kitchen doorway. I looked sternly at her.  
 
    “Mind your rank!” 
 
    Temal’s eyes widened, surprised. I usually didn’t like to pull rank on her, but the way she was treating Alexa was starting to get on my nerves. You couldn’t judge a whole race of people based on singular events pushed forward by singularly greedy people. I had learned that the hard way as Commander of the Fleet, and soon I would be learning a whole lot more. 
 
    “Apologies to you,” Temal said bitterly, bowing deeply at me. She turned her back before I could give her my words of forgiveness and disappeared into the kitchen. A few moments later, I could hear her scrubbing the floor furiously, and I sighed deeply. 
 
    “Just give her some time,” Alexa said, linking my hand with hers and squeezing it gently. A sudden peace washed over me, and the heat from Alexa’s hands seemed to warm my entire body. How had I ever lived without this female in my life? 
 
    “The gardens are this way,” I said, not acknowledging my cousin’s emotional outburst. I would have to have a talk with her privately. If she continued to treat the human poorly, I would have to fire her. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful!” 
 
    Alexa’s clear hazel eyes were wide in wonderment as she gazed at all of the lush greenery of Jenal’k. Much of my collection was exotic and had come from Mount Zennith, and even I had to express amazement at the beauty of my garden. I had forsaken a large house so that I would have space for my huge sanctuary of plants, though most men in my position would have built a palace instead.  
 
    “This is my sanctuary,” I said, smiling at Alexa. “I’m gone from home so much that when I come back, I don’t need a lot of rooms in a fancy house. I need a place where I can unwind and be comfortable.” 
 
    “I love it,” Alexa said, turning her dazzling eyes on me. Her face was radiant with pleasure, and a fleeting, forbidden thought drove me to wonder just what it might look like when other types of pleasure flickered across it. 
 
    “Anyway, you still haven’t told me,” I said, trying to shove the forbidden thoughts out of my mind. It was surprisingly difficult. “What is an investigative journalist?” 
 
    Alexa looked down at her hands and laughed quietly. “It’s someone who goes around uncovering mysteries and conspiracies. Corruption in places where people are getting hurt because of other people’s greed.” 
 
    “So then…you choose to go against the wishes of your people?” I asked, surprised that one might decide on such a risky career path. 
 
    “Only the people with something to hide and more power than they deserve,” Alexa said, jutting her chin out defiantly. 
 
    “And who determines who deserves power and who doesn’t?” I asked, finding myself at odds with her words. My planet’s philosophy would dictate that we accept what we are fated with or suffer. 
 
    “How you use your power should determine whether or not you deserve to have it,” Alexa said confidently. “Some people take advantage of what they’re given and profit at the expense of others.” 
 
    “That’s no different than Earth’s concept of capitalism,” I pointed out, cleverly I thought. Alexa ignored the point though, and continued speaking. I had never heard a female so passionate about something before. It was attractive. 
 
    “Well, I think that’s wrong. There’s an unspoken moral code that one should follow, and when the people in power are doing things that hurt others for their own profit, and then lying about it, that’s when an investigative journalist should get involved and expose those lies so that nobody else falls victim to them. Are you trying to tell me that there is no such thing as corruption on Jenal’k?” 
 
    “Well, no, it’s just that we listen to our leaders. They are chosen by Fate, you understand. There are divinities that we hold very dear and who guide our way. And until recently, everything has run very smoothly upon listening to their guidance. So I don’t see any reason to—” 
 
    “Wait a second. You said ‘until recently,’ which means there is a problem with the system. When there is a problem with the system, it’s somebody’s job to speak up about it, don’t you think?” Alexa was staring hard at me, and raising questions in my mind that made me feel very uncomfortable. 
 
    I hesitated to answer. My job was to protect the secrecy of the men above me and command ships in a war that, to my knowledge, nobody on Jenal’k understood. Why the war was happening was simple, but the reasons were left obscured by distance and time. It was to the point that nobody was asking, “Why is the war happening in the Kalron territory,” and instead they would say things such as, “I hear there was a Thressl’n casualty in the war on the other side of the galaxy. What a shame.” 
 
    The Thressl’n enlisted to fight had been carefully selected. They were men with nothing to lose, or men with nothing to gain from the career paths they were already on. It was a dangerous time to be living in, but nobody knew just how little safety they had to rely on. And if I didn’t do my job right, Jenal’k itself could end up being a target. 
 
    All because Supreme Leader Aloitus was after something the Kalron had. Something I wasn’t sure was worth the lives of countless casualties. 
 
    “I don’t think I want to talk about this right now,” I said finally, clearing my throat. “But I wonder…of all the paths you could have chosen, why this one? Isn’t it dangerous? Earthlings aren’t huge fans of the truth, are they?” 
 
    Alexa laughed softly, and I noticed suddenly the way her cheeks formed into shallow, alluring dimples when she smiled. I had to tear my eyes away before she caught me staring. 
 
    “No, the truth is a difficult concept on Earth because they’ve made it such a subjective thing. It’s different for everybody.” 
 
    “But facts are facts,” I said. There was clearly a lot I had to learn about Earth. 
 
    Alexa shrugged. “I chose the path I’m on because I wanted to help people. And I love photography. It was a great way to combine two of my passions: sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong, and taking pictures.” 
 
    I grinned. “Taking pictures?” 
 
    “It probably seems silly to you. Thressl’n technology is so advanced that I doubt you would ever covet photography like I do.” 
 
    “It is a rather primitive art form, don’t you think? There are satellite feeds you can insert location points into and get a feed of an image from any date or time. Isn’t that good enough?” 
 
    Alexa looked at me as if I were the biggest idiot in the world. 
 
    “You don’t think the people doing corrupt things and owning satellites could alter images to keep themselves out of trouble?” she exclaimed. “I want my own camera.” 
 
    “You want a camera, huh?” I asked, chuckling and shaking my head. “Well, I’m not sure what to tell you about that.” 
 
    Alexa smiled at me, and all of the tension I was feeling from the conversation melted away. “That’s okay. I think I can keep myself occupied here.” 
 
    She was just so unbelievably beautiful.  
 
    “I hope so. Will you be okay while I’m gone?”  
 
    “I should be fine, though I don’t know what I’m going to eat,” she laughed. 
 
    I grinned. “That shouldn’t be a problem. I will arrange meals to be delivered if you aren’t confident after yesterday’s lesson.” 
 
    “Would you be?” she exclaimed. We both laughed. It had been a pleasant disaster.  
 
    “Like I said, meals will be arranged. But don’t let anybody inside with you. There is a lot of hostility about the humans, kind of what you’ve seen with my cousin. It would be safer if you stayed inside and kept to yourself. I would take you with me if I could.” 
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To war,” I said without thinking. 
 
    “What? I thought you guys were relatively peaceful. I mean, despite kidnapping hundreds of women and forcing them into camps where people like Zod can abduct them.” 
 
    “Zod?” I asked, thrown off-guard at the mention of him. 
 
    Alexa’s cheeks reddened deeply, and she looked quickly to the ground.  
 
    “Well, you know, he seems so arrogant. Like some of the men on Earth. So I can only imagine how he might treat a human woman if he got his hands on her.” 
 
    “He was particularly eager to claim his female,” I agreed.  
 
    Alexa glowered darkly at the row of flowers in front of us. “I’m sure he was.” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked, reaching out to touch her on the shoulder. She seemed to relax under my touch, and she turned to face me. 
 
    “Chaz’z, there’s something I should tell you,” Alexa said. “I—” 
 
    “Commander!” 
 
    The bangle on my arm barked at me, and I sighed. 
 
    “Apologies to you,” I said to Alexa, turning away to speak to Supreme Leader Aloitus. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “Take off has been moved to three rotations from now. You are expected at headquarters immediately.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Are you questioning my command?!” 
 
    “No, sir! I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 
 
    “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    I pursed my lips in irritation and turned to face Alexa. 
 
    “I’m afraid I will have to leave sooner than was thought. Please look after the home for me. I will be back as soon as I can.” 
 
    Without thinking, I embraced Alexa. She gasped at the feeling of my arms around her waist and craned her neck up to look at me. It was as if our bodies had a mind of their own, and without thinking twice, I leaned over and kissed Alexa, lightly at first, but soon a passionate fire was ignited. Waves of desire washed over me as I drank in the sweetness of her supple lips, and she gripped the cloth over my shoulders. We were both breathless when we broke away from each other, and Alexa wrapped her arms around herself and looked down modestly at the ground. 
 
    “Stay safe,” she whispered, her clear eyes shimmering with the same strange clear liquid as I had seen once before. 
 
    “That means you are sad!” I exclaimed happily, proud that I understood this strange human phenomenon. 
 
    Alexa gave me a strange look, and the smile on my face faltered. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I stammered. “Was that not appropriate?” 
 
    To my relief, the attractive dimple returned to her cheek, and her captivating eyes drew me in, deeper than I thought I could ever look into somebody else. 
 
    “It’s not offensive,” Alexa said quietly. “Because I don’t think you would ever find real pleasure in my pain.” 
 
    Alexa’s lips parted into the most dazzling smile I had ever seen, and my hearts hammered hard in my chest. I would have stared at her all day, mesmerized, were it not for the communications device around my arm. 
 
    “Commander!” Zod’s voice agitated me immediately. “You need to pick up the St’arghach for the offering! Someone forgot it! Do you want to tempt fate, Rog?!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Captain Zod,” Rog’s muffled voice said. I sighed deeply. 
 
    “I’ll pick it up.” 
 
    “Zod’s going too?” Alexa asked, her brow creasing. 
 
    “Yes, but we should be stationed in different areas, so I will survive,” I said with a dismissive laugh. The worry didn’t leave her eyes, and she smiled unconvincingly at me. “It will be all right.” 
 
    “Sure…” Alexa said. “You’d better go.” 
 
    “I’d best,” I said, reluctant, for some reason, to part with her. Why did it feel like I was risking everything by leaving her? She would still be here when I got back, wouldn’t she? 
 
    I did my best to smile at Alexa one last time, fighting the foreboding in my chest. One way or another, I would have to go. Whether I liked it or not, Alexa would have to stay on Jenal’k. I would just have to trust that when I returned, things would be just as I’d left them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Alexa Thomas (Investigative Journalist) 
 
      
 
    The first night without Chaz’z in the house was difficult. I kept expecting to run into him, or hear his soothing voice speaking into his communications device. I had grown quite fond of his little home. It was comfortable but luxurious. Seeing the gardens had been magical, and it seemed like the perfect touch for his already incredible dwelling. 
 
    He had seemed surprised that I liked it though, and again I felt anger and irritation toward my twin, who had undoubtedly snubbed Chaz’z’s kindness. In a way, I felt like she had Zod’s temper coming to her. But she was still my sister. I couldn’t just leave her there.  
 
    I waited until Temal had left and then roamed through the house quietly. If I was going to do this, I would have to do it right. Since I couldn’t trust that Zod would ever feed me, I would have to make sure my basic needs were met myself. At least, for as long as they possibly could be. 
 
    “Don’t worry Sam; I’m coming,” I whispered as I rummaged through the drawers in Chaz’z’s house. They didn’t give me much to work with, until I found a needle and thread stuffed far in the back of one drawer.  
 
    I used it to sew pockets inside my clothing so that I could hide food inside of them, and then went into the kitchen to rummage through it. There weren’t many dried goods, so I had to settle for strange packages of things I couldn’t recognize. Who knew what they were? Still, it would be better than leaving unprepared.  
 
    I rushed out the front door as quickly as I could, closing my eyes in an attempt to recall which direction Zod lived in. I would have to try to remain hidden for this to work. 
 
    Thankfully, it was a small neighborhood full of elite Thressl’n men, and most of them were gone, if the absence of a hovercraft was any indication. The neighborhood was small enough that it was easy to find my way to Zod’s home. I recognized it immediately and felt sick to my stomach at the sight of it. I couldn’t believe I was going back. And willingly. But I knew it was safe. He wouldn’t be there for another few days. It would be enough time to switch back with Samantha and save her. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Alexa! What the hell are you doing here?!” Samantha exclaimed. I had been tapping on the window for at least five minutes, and had almost given up. “What if Zod catches you?” 
 
    “Sam, just let me in.” 
 
    “No! We could get in trouble!” 
 
    “We’re not going to get in trouble. Zod isn’t going to be back for another few days. Chaz’z and Zod went out to space together. Or they will be later today.” 
 
    Sam sighed heavily. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Samantha unlatched the window, and I climbed into the kitchen, annoyed when she didn’t offer me any help. 
 
    “I’m here to switch places with you,” I said. 
 
    “What?” Samantha asked, her eyes narrowing. “Why would you want to do that?”  
 
    “Because Zod is a monster and I feel bad leaving you alone with him.” 
 
    Sam was quiet for a moment before she finally spoke. 
 
    “Well, none of the Thressl’n are super fun guys, Alexa. What makes you think I want to switch back?” 
 
    I gaped at my twin. She couldn’t possibly be serious.  
 
    “I see what’s going on here,” I said, sitting heavily on one of the kitchen chairs. The house smelled like Zod and it took everything I had not to throw up. “You’re getting Stockholm syndrome. You must think he’s actually a decent guy!” 
 
    “Who? Zod? I mean, he’s no Prince Charming, but I’ve dated worse guys than this.” 
 
    The information made my nausea worsen.  
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I said, standing up quickly and hugging my sister. She pulled away and fixed a look of disgust on me. “It must have been so hard for you. But don’t worry. Everything is going to be fine now.” 
 
    If there was one thing my sister enjoyed, it was being the center of attention. My sympathy seemed to awaken something deep within her, because suddenly her eyes turned glassy with unshed tears and her mouth puckered up into a pout. 
 
    “Life can be so unfair sometimes,” Samantha agreed. “It is awful!” 
 
    Whether she meant that about Zod, the captor she seemed to still be somewhat enamored with, or about the whole situation in general, I couldn’t help but feel terrible for my twin. I had left her alone. I could have tried harder to keep her from going home to Zod. Who knew what kind of things he had done? 
 
    “You can take my place back with Chaz’z,” I said, wiping away the small tear that had begun to fall down Samantha’s cheek. “He won’t hurt you. Not the way Zod has.” 
 
    My mind wandered to the heat of Chaz’z’s lips against mine, and I could feel my cheeks burning as I tried to push the thought away. No school-girl crush was going to get in the way of doing the right thing. Zod was the man I had been assigned to. Not Chaz’z. I wouldn’t let my sister suffer for my fate any longer. 
 
    “All right, Alexa. Thank you,” Sam said. “It was getting boring here anyway.” 
 
    Boring?  
 
    “Zod and Chaz’z won’t be here for a few days, so don’t worry. Take some time alone to heal.” 
 
    “Aww, thanks, Lexi. I owe you one!” Sam rushed to the window. “Would you mind giving me a boost out of here? It’s a little high.” 
 
    I smiled, gritting my teeth to keep from snapping at my sister for demanding the same help she had refused me. 
 
    “Sure, sis; be careful on the way down.” 
 
    When she successfully reached the ground, Sam beamed up at me. 
 
    “Do you think these guys would let us have a girls’ night sometime?” Sam asked. “That would be fun!” 
 
    The idea of Zod letting me out of his sight long enough to fraternize with another woman of my own species made me laugh out loud. But Samantha seemed to be hanging onto the hope of it happening, and I couldn’t bring myself to crush her with the harsh reality. 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Be careful going back. If you get caught, then there will be trouble.” 
 
    “Got it!” Sam said cheerfully. “See ya!” 
 
    A strange feeling washed over me as I watched my sister bound away as if she didn’t have a care in the world. It was impossible to say just how profoundly Zod had affected her. I felt better knowing that, at long last, I had done the right thing. 
 
    ***
  
 
    Over the next few days, I relished the time I had away from Zod. His home and everything about him made me tense up with fear and worry, and I couldn’t help but agonize over just how long my peaceful hiatus would last. 
 
    It was unfathomably boring in his house, where there was nothing entertaining for a human to do. I couldn’t make heads or tails of the Thressl’n written language, try as I might, and I was terrified of moving anything in case Zod would find out and take it out on me when he got home. 
 
    Every morning around the same time, an old Thressl’n woman would come to the house to tidy up. She would frown disapprovingly at me and continue on her way, sometimes sitting in the house for hours at a time before she left. I had no doubt that Zod had asked her to stick around to keep an eye on me. I couldn’t help but regret my choice to switch back with my twin. Sam was such a jerk sometimes. She had practically forced me to switch with her. Hopefully getting herself into a horrific living situation with Zod would teach her a lesson though. 
 
    On the third day alone, I heard the door open. I expected it to be the old Thressl’n woman, but I was shocked when I saw Zod’s face. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you going to welcome your master home from work?” he asked, coming toward me and planting a nauseating kiss on the top of my head. “I came back early because I missed you so much.” 
 
    What? This was a far cry from the Zod I had known. Was he trying his hand at being domestic? What kind of magic had Sam worked over him? 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” I said, keeping my eyes to the ground.  
 
    “You forgot to bow,” Zod reminded me pleasantly. “Go ahead. Don’t be shy.” 
 
    I bowed awkwardly, imitating the gesture I had seen Chaz’z and his cousin perform. 
 
    “Very nice!” Zod said. “Sooner or later you will remember the custom. I will forgive it this once.” 
 
    We stood in an awkward silence, Zod staring at me expectantly. I realized suddenly that Samantha had always been quite the air-headed conversationalist. Was Zod one of the brain-dead men who found her chatter charming?  
 
    “So, how was space?” I asked, doing my best impression of my sister. “Is it as empty as it looks?” 
 
    Zod laughed, a relieved, delighted sound. Men loved women who asked stupid questions. I had always been the more introverted of the two of us, but being a writer meant I was also a quick study of human behavior. My twin’s behavior was nearly as familiar to me as my own. Still, it felt wrong to try and take it on as my own. 
 
    “No, female. It is much more interesting than you might imagine. There are some big things happening out there! Much bigger than you could dream.” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked. “Asteroids?” 
 
    Zod cackled again. He seriously did find Sam to be quite the charmer. Maybe she didn’t have it as bad off here as I thought. 
 
    “Better than asteroids. Money.” 
 
    “There’s money out in space?” I asked conspiratorially. “Did you bring some home with you?” 
 
    “Oh, female,” Zod cackled. “No. There is money in what we are doing in space. You see, the Supreme Leader and I have a plan.” 
 
    “What kind of a plan?” 
 
    “There are these good-for-nothings out in the far reaches of space, the east end of the C’loggh galaxy. They’re sitting on a wealth of resources. But they don’t know what to do with all of them!” 
 
    I frowned. Was this what Chaz’z was talking about? If he knew about an innocent race being exploited and killed for his planet’s greed, why couldn’t he do anything to stop that? 
 
    “They don’t?” I asked, struggling to maintain my Samantha act. 
 
    “No,” Zod said with an odd snorting sound. “They are quite inferior. Many races throughout the galaxy find them to be quite simple creatures.” 
 
    “Is simple bad?”  
 
    “Of course! It makes it quite easy to get what you want from simple creatures. Isn’t that right, female?” 
 
    He came toward me and reached out. I cowered, and Zod laughed. 
 
    “Aren’t you pleasant?” 
 
    His hand settled heavily on my head, and I froze. Was Zod petting me? 
 
    If I could keep up the charade long enough, perhaps I could get more information from Zod. I couldn’t help my investigative impulses. If the planet I was stuck on might be at risk of an attack from these people, the Kalron, then shouldn’t we all be a little more informed about it? I didn’t know yet what I would do with the information, but it was a start just knowing that Chaz’z was not the man he appeared to be.  
 
    Just when I thought he was a good person. I looked at Zod as he continued talking about how great he was at manipulating the weak of will. It was hard for me to keep up because he was speaking in Thressl’n and my device was cutting in and out. I wished I could have it fixed. That, or learn the language on my own. 
 
    Zod suddenly turned to me, his eyes flashing, and said clear as day, “We are going to be masters of the universe.” 
 
    It gave me chills, and I smiled weakly, trying my best not to reveal my true feelings. Were all of the Thressl’n monsters? What was I going to do? 
 
    ***
  
 
    I spent the next few days waiting for Zod’s terrible temper to rear its head, but he seemed surprisingly cheerful as long as I maintained my Samantha act. However, one small hint of defiance would make his eyes steel, and I had to act quickly to make it seem as if I simply didn’t understand his orders. He would usually blame it on my humanness and laugh at my inferior intellect, which seriously pissed me off but would probably bounce off of my twin like nothing. I could see now why she said she had dated men worse than Zod. Had he laid a hand on her once or twice? It seemed impossible that he’d completely behaved. 
 
    “Greetings to you, female,” Zod said about two weeks later, the morning the rest of the fleet was supposed to return from space. I couldn’t help but bring my thoughts to Chaz’z, and wondered if he had made it home from the war in one piece. “There is going to be an event to commemorate the men who are risking their lives for Jenal’k. You should be ready before 5th meal.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, trying to keep my disappointment out of my voice. 
 
    Another event? I wasn’t ready to deal with another stressful situation with the elite Thressl’n men. But maybe it would be a good chance to get more information about what was happening with the Kalron. From the way Chaz’z was talking about it, nobody seemed to understand the implications of the war on the other side of the galaxy, much like the wars on Earth were all too frequently misrepresented in order to benefit the greedy men pulling the strings. 
 
    “Great. As always, I expect perfect compliance and obedience. It’s going to be a very specific crowd there tonight, and not a whole lot of outsiders are welcome.” 
 
    “Of course, my lord,” I said, bowing slightly. 
 
    “You’re getting it!” Zod exclaimed happily.  
 
    The rest of the day sped past, until I found myself in the hovercraft, wrapped in a beautiful gown made of Thressl’n fabrics full of incredible colors that, despite my situation, made me feel a little bit happy. When we landed, we were in a dark area that I assumed was something like a parking garage on Earth. We got out of the craft and walked briskly to a large booth with a plump Thressl’n man inside. 
 
    “Welcome, Captain Zod!” the man taking Zod’s tickets said pleasantly. He didn’t acknowledge me at all until Zod cleared his throat sternly. “And female.” 
 
    I began smiling in acknowledgment, but the man didn’t bother looking at me and greeted the next couple in line.  
 
    “Welcome Commander Wyl’es.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    I was electrified by the deep, musical voice behind me. Without looking back, I knew that it was Chaz’z. Despite my anger at him, I was relieved to know that he had arrived safely back on Jenal’k.  
 
    Zod and I were ushered quickly inside, and I realized immediately that this wasn’t the same type of event as the first. The first had been hosted inside a tent-like structure, though admittedly classier marquees than the tents at the camps.  
 
    Instead, this time the event was being hosted inside a huge palace. I had seen it in the distance a few times, and now being shown inside, I was overwhelmed by the vast space surrounding me and intricate Thressl’n art lining the walls. It was like nothing I had ever seen before.  
 
    “Come, female, and stay on your best behavior. All of the most important men on Jenal’k are in attendance tonight. We will be celebrating the events taking place on Kalron.” 
 
    I bristled at the news, and glanced over my shoulder at Chaz’z, who was glancing frantically around the room, his expression tense. What could possibly be on his mind? 
 
    “Captain Zod! So good to see you!”  
 
    The Supreme Leader was suddenly standing in front of us, bowing deeply at Zod. Zod smiled genially at him and returned his bow. 
 
    “Female, fetch yourself some refreshments. The Supreme Leader and I have a few things we need to discuss in private.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” I said, bowing deeply at both of them. 
 
    “I taught her that!” I heard Zod exclaim as I turned my back on them and disappeared into the crowd. 
 
    “Alexa!” 
 
    I froze in my tracks as Chaz’z came running toward me, his handsome face bright. I couldn’t help but feel my heart thud hard despite myself. He grinned at me and slid to a stop, nearly spilling his drink. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if Temal would drop you off here or not. She’s very intimidated by the palace guards.” 
 
    Did that mean that Sam might be around here somewhere? 
 
    “Um…well, I made it,” I said nervously, glancing around the crowd for my twin. But she was nowhere in sight.  
 
    “Listen, I need to talk to you. It’s kind of urgent.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked, frowning. 
 
    “Not here,” Chaz’z said, looking over my head at the crowd of mingling men behind me. “Come with me.” 
 
    Chaz’z grabbed my hand and heat coursed through my body. It had been a long time since I’d seen him, so it had been easy to downplay my attraction for him in my head. Now that he was right in front of me again though, it was a completely different matter. 
 
    We disappeared up a flight of stairs and ducked inside what looked like an elegant bedroom. 
 
    “It’s beautiful up here!” I exclaimed, walking through the room in a daze. 
 
    “Not so loud!” Chaz’z hissed. “This is highly frowned upon.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I sighed. Still, the room was beautiful, and I was mesmerized by its incredible architecture and the beautiful linen on the bed. 
 
    “No, I am sorry. I shouldn’t have snatched you away like this, but it’s important. I’ve decided to strike back.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, my heart drumming in my chest. Could he possibly mean… 
 
    “Yes,” Chaz’z said. “I want to tell the people of Jenal’k what is truly happening. They have a right to know. But I need your help.” 
 
    “My help…but how?” 
 
    Chaz’z grinned, and rummaged through a bag strapped to his waist.  
 
    “With this,” he said, offering a clunky dark object to me. It took me a moment before I realized what it was. 
 
    “A camera?” I gasped. 
 
    “Yes,” Chaz’z said, taking it back from me and hiding it back in his bag. “We are going to do this together. In return, I will grant you anything you wish.” 
 
    I was quiet for a moment, and suddenly, his broad chest was against my face, and he was embracing me tightly. I closed my eyes, basking in his masculine scent and the feeling of his strong arms holding me closely.  
 
    “I missed you,” Chaz’z said, his deep voice rumbling in my ear and sending thrills down through my body. “You were all I could think about the whole time I was gone.” 
 
    I felt guilty. I hadn’t wanted to see him again, thinking that he was too much of a coward to do the right thing. But now that I knew it wasn’t true, now that I knew what he was really like, how could I allow myself to deny my attraction to this man? 
 
    I cried out softly in a combination of surprise and pleasure when Chaz’z soft, warm lips burrowed into the nape of my neck, sending a pulse of heat down to my loins. My voice seemed to awaken something within him, and he growled, pushing me back powerfully against the bed. 
 
    We fell onto it together, Chaz’z hovering powerfully above me, the need in his eyes unmistakable. It sent a shiver of longing coursing through me, and I reached tentatively for his face, touching it gently before he dipped down to steal another long, passionate kiss from me. 
 
    I was immediately swept away in my longing for this man, who somehow made me lose myself with every slight movement of his body. I could feel the tension of his body straining not to come too close to my middle, where I knew if we made contact, there would be no turning back. He wanted so badly to respect me, to save our first time for a more appropriate time and place. I could see the conflict in his eyes. 
 
    But we had already waited so long. 
 
    I wrapped my legs around his thighs and nudged him forward, gasping at the sudden electricity of the hard mound of his impressive manhood against my middle. We both froze, overpowered by the deep rapture of each other’s bodies before Chaz’z stripped his clothes off quickly, allowing me a look at his full form for the first time since we had met. 
 
    I was shocked by the well-defined muscles of his abdomen. Instead of a simple six-pack, it seemed Thressl’n men had an extra set of abdominal muscles. He was a pale teal color all the way down his body, except for his erect member, which was more deep blue in color. He moved over me, slowly lifting the gown up over my head. His metallic silver eyes shimmered as he gazed at my body for the first time. 
 
    I shuddered as his strong hand roamed it, his four fingers sending deep thrills to my core. We breathed heavily together as he explored me, inch by inch. Every slight movement of his body against me brought me close to the edge of my self-control. 
 
    Sudden unexpected tears welled in my eyes. I didn’t want to go back to Zod. I wanted to go back home with Chaz’z, who seemed so sincerely to care for me, despite how horrible Thressl’n men may have seemed. Chaz’z, who had never laid a finger on me except lovingly. What had I done? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Chaz’z Wyl’es (Commander of the Fleet) 
 
      
 
    Alexa’s small, smooth body writhed beneath me, and I closed my eyes as I moved on top of her, my member throbbing with anticipation. I could feel the heat of her insides without even venturing in myself, and the desire to explore and conquer my human once and for all was overpowering. 
 
    When she had nudged me forward so that our sexes were touching, I had nearly taken her right then and there. But she was so unbelievably beautiful. I wanted to take a moment just to relish in the perfection of her human body. It seemed truer than ever that there was nobody else in the universe who could possibly match her. Not now, and not in any other timeframe, either. 
 
    I pulsed in longing when Alexa bucked her hips against me. It was an invitation to continue my journey inside of her. What kind of a man would I be if I refused? 
 
    Alexa moaned deeply as I pushed myself inside, gently at first, reveling in the tendrils of pleasure that electrified my body as I found myself engulfed by the warmth of her body. Alexa gripped my shoulders, breathing heavily with an expression of pure rapture on her face. She seemed to want this as much as I did. 
 
    The music at the event downstairs had begun, and it was loud enough to drown out the sounds of our love-making. Still, it was also a sign that we didn’t have much time left. There would be all the time in the world to explore her body fully when I took her home. But for now, it was time to gratify my female. 
 
    Alexa gasped, her small fingers digging into the flesh of my back as I buried myself fully inside of her. Her body rode the waves of her pleasure naturally, and I was shocked by the delicious surge of bliss I felt as her body moved against me, gyrating in a sort of unspoken dance that only she and I seemed to hear the music to.  
 
    I felt a deep need to release myself inside of her, and picked up the speed of my thrusting, until Alexa was gulping in brisk bursts of air and letting them out in little hisses and moans of pleasure that made my member harder than it had ever been before. 
 
    I paused for a moment, and we gazed tenderly at each other before I finally unleashed all of my power. To my surprise, Alexa was able to handle it just fine, gasping and moaning and thrusting right back against me as I filled her again and again, until I could feel the tingling sensation of my orgasm building in my abdomen.  
 
    She seemed to sense it and closed her eyes tightly, her muscles contracting tightly around my desperate manhood. The friction of our bodies created an explosion of fire inside us both, and the sudden eruption of my climax rocked us both. Alexa’s clear eyes opened in sudden bliss as she felt the rush of my hot fluids inside of her. She shuddered as her orgasm made her breasts rise and fall in ecstasy, until I had emptied every last drop of myself inside of her. 
 
    We collapsed on the bed, breathing heavily with our fingers intertwined. Finally, I got up and helped Alexa to her feet. 
 
    “We’d best get back to the party,” I said. 
 
    Alexa fixed a strange look on me, her eyes shimmering. 
 
    “Are you sad?” I asked, puzzled this time by her display. “Or happy?” 
 
    Alexa touched my cheek and kissed me tenderly.  
 
    “Both,” she said.  
 
    The action was unsettling, and we dressed quickly before heading back down the stairs to the party. 
 
    “Chaz’z!” I was suddenly being pulled away from Alexa and into a group of men from my platoon in the war. I searched the crowd frantically for my female, but she was already gone. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I don’t know how it happened. One minute I was standing with my female, and the next I was being dragged away to an exclusive section of the palace and being fed drink after drink by the men from the war. We were all unhappy about the state of things, and although nobody dared to say it in the royal palace, none of us agreed with Supreme Leader Aloitus’ motivations. The Kalron were innocent people. Who were we to decide that they didn’t deserve the resources they were sitting on? Even if they didn’t want to use or sell them themselves. That was their choice, not ours. There was no reason to assist the Vellreq in their quest for universal domination. 
 
    The event went on late into the night, and Aloitus eventually rounded everybody up to give his typical speech and thank us all for our service. He seemed to sense that if he didn’t do something to benefit us for continuing his immoral war, then his command would suffer. And so, unsurprisingly, at the end of the evening, all of us were loaded with bonuses and new gadgets that, despite my anger toward that man and his reign, were quite exciting.  
 
    I was completely drunk by the end of the night, and my concern suddenly became seeing to it that somebody got my female back home. Everybody laughed and agreed they would see to it that she was safe, but it seemed insincere on their parts. I knew I was in no condition to drive, and ultimately passed out in the palace bar. 
 
    I woke up in the infirmary late in the afternoon, confused and embarrassed about my display the night before. What had gotten into me? I could only blame the stress of planning a rebellion against the only government I had ever known, on top of the strange mixture of emotions I felt from finally copulating with my human. It had been the most incredible thing I had ever experienced.  
 
    And yet, something about it had left her feeling unhappy. I was sure of it. I had never seen happy tears before, but the ones she had given me were not happy. What had I done wrong? 
 
    “Chaz’z, glad to see you’re among the living,” the medic, a man named Thash’r, said. “Usually when your guys end up here it’s really bad news.” 
 
    I smiled grimly. I knew that from experience. I had been in these halls many times to visit wounded comrades. “I’m fine. Just had too much to drink.” 
 
    “So I hear,” Thash’r said, giving me a knowing smile. “Get home and get some rest, will you? You need it to lead our men out there.” 
 
    I felt a twinge of nausea but did my best to smile. 
 
    “My thanks to you,” I said with a deep bow. 
 
    “Of course,” Thash’r said, returning my gesture. “Take care of yourself. Have that human of yours prepare you some Yusha; you know it’s good for hangovers.” 
 
    “Right,” I said, laughing. “If she’s willing to go back into the kitchen after the last time.” 
 
    Thash’r grinned, and I left, feeling a surge of optimism in my breast. What was with this gloomy mood I was in? As long as I could get home and see Alexa again, everything was going to be fine. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Alexa, are you here?” I asked, stepping into my home. It was nice to be back after all the time out in battle. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Alexa stepped out, giving me a strange look. 
 
    “I see you made it home safely,” I said, smiling at her. 
 
    “Whatever,” Alexa said, turning her back on me. “I’m hungry. That chick you have doing the cooking hasn’t been coming around.” 
 
    “What? Why wouldn’t Temal come to provide meals to you?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Alexa said defiantly. “All I said was that her soup thing looked like it was going to eat me instead of vice versa. I thought it was funny.” 
 
    I furrowed my eyebrows in confusion. Alexa was acting strange again. Almost the way she had been when I had first brought her home. I suddenly remembered my gift for her. Maybe that would cheer her up. 
 
    “Why don’t you take this, then, and I’ll make you something to eat.” 
 
    I offered the camera to her, excited to see her face light up the way it had the night before. But she grabbed it without even looking at it and went into the common room, where she flopped herself into a seat and dropped the camera onto the floor. 
 
    For some reason, I was immediately filled with rage.  
 
    “What is wrong with you?” I growled, tearing into the living room and lifting the camera from the floor and stuffing it back in my bag. “Why are you acting this way?” 
 
    “What way?” Alex protested, her voice unattractively high-pitched.  
 
    “You’re acting like…like…” 
 
    I grasped for the words to describe how she was making me feel, but came up short. What was the point of trying to communicate with a human anyway? Maybe everybody else was right, and they were just lesser beings. 
 
    “Whatever,” Alexa grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest and pouting.  
 
    I was half-tempted to slam the camera down to the ground and let it fall to shatters. But I had to control my temper.  
 
    “Get out of my sight,” I said coolly. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You heard what I said. Get out of here before you regret it.” 
 
    Alexa’s eyes grew wide, and she shot off the couch and into her bedroom. The door hissed shut behind her, and I sighed, clenching my fists tightly. What the hell was going on with that female? Whatever it was, I hoped she would get over it soon. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You’re home!”  
 
    I whipped around with my fists drawn, ready to attack the next person who snuck up on me. 
 
    “Easy,” Temal said, a bemused grin on her face. “I’m just here to clean up a bit and make your stupid female something to eat.” 
 
    “She said you haven’t been coming around,” I said, raising an eyebrow at her. “I think not eating for a while makes her act strange. 
 
    “I don’t think that’s what makes her act strange,” Temal said mysteriously, brushing past me and walking into the kitchen.  
 
    “Maybe you’ve been right all along,” I sighed, leaning against the table. “What if humans really are just too inferior to try to get along with? I’m sorry for snapping at you before.” 
 
    Temal smiled. “It’s nothing. Thank you for not firing me.” 
 
    “Well I still might if you keep neglecting to feed my human when I’m gone,” I said sternly. “She’s acting really strange. Almost like a different person.” 
 
    “Actually…” 
 
    Temal trailed off and grew silent. 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t want to freak you out or anything, but I’ve seen something kind of strange. You know, you wanted me to feed your human. Not somebody else’s.” 
 
    “What? What are you talking about?” I asked, now sufficiently confused. 
 
    “That girl in there? That’s not the Alexa I met before. It’s a different Alexa.” 
 
    Now I was convinced that Temal was either messing with me or that she was just going insane. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” I exclaimed. “Stop trying to joke with me. You know it’s inappropriate.” 
 
    “I’m serious! There are two of them! And they look exactly the same.” 
 
    “I don’t understand…” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. I looked it up. It’s a phenomenon that happens mostly to humans. Their bodies are so inefficient, I swear. They—” 
 
    I glared sternly at Temal and she cleared her throat. “Anyway, they’re twins. I saw one of them take off to Zod’s house. So of course I followed her. I didn’t want to find out she was interested in Zod, of all people. That would dishonor you. But she was there talking to the twin. The twin I guess was distressed about Zod, so the other one took her place. So you have the other one right now.” 
 
    I slunk down into the chair beside the table, anger once again curdling in my breast. What was going on? What did all of this mean? 
 
    “I didn’t know whether you would be back home yet or taking care of paperwork and things like that at the palace, but I thought I would come back and check. It’s honestly bizarre. The female Zod has looks just like yours. And I’m not just saying that because I’m being racist. There’s something weird going on here.” 
 
    I was silent for a moment, summoning the image of Zod’s human. She had looked a lot like Alexa. But I thought that it was tactless for me to say so. 
 
    “Alexa!” I called finally. There was no movement, and so I shouted it again. “Alexa!” 
 
    I heard the bedroom door hiss open, and soon Alexa was standing in front of me. 
 
    “What?” she asked glumly, fixing a dark glare on me. 
 
    “Are you a twin?” 
 
    Somehow, the color of her skin turned chalky white, and I raised a brow at her menacingly. “Answer my question.” 
 
    “Well, I knew you would end up finding out eventually,” Alexa said with a shrill laugh. “Yeah. My twin is here too. Weird, huh?” 
 
    “Did the two of you switch places?” 
 
    “Umm…” 
 
    “Alexa!” I growled, my hearts palpitating quickly in anger. 
 
    “All right! Stop yelling, jeez. And my name’s not Alexa. It’s Samantha. All right? So just…stop calling me that.” 
 
    My eyes widened as I did everything in my power to control my temper. I could feel the delight rolling off of Temal, who was watching the whole spectacle in the background. As annoying as it was, it felt like she was the only person I could trust now. 
 
    “So that wasn’t you last night?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “Last night?” Sam said, raising an eyebrow suggestively at me. Another wave of fury washed over me, and I started toward her with my hands balled into fists. 
 
    “She’s just a human,” Temal said, gripping my shoulder tightly. “Let it go.” 
 
    I seethed at Samantha, but I knew Temal was right. There would be no good in harming the human. What I needed to do was talk to Alexa. Now. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Commander?” Zod asked, rubbing his head. He must have been nearly as hungover as I was, though I hadn’t seen him at the bar. Rumor had it he had disappeared early to speak privately with Supreme Leader Aloitus and hadn’t been seen for most of the duration of the event. Though he did apparently leave with an extra pile of money. 
 
    “Zod, I need to speak to you.” 
 
    I forced my way into Zod’s house, and spotted Alexa immediately. Her eyes widened, and she did her best to hide her face, but not before I saw a deep purple bruise forming on her cheek. What had Zod done to her? 
 
    “What about?” 
 
    As angry as I was at the humans, would it really do any good to bring Zod into this? If even I felt betrayed enough to raise my hand to a female, what would a man like Zod do with the information? 
 
    “I…I was thinking about what we should do the next time we go to Kalron.” 
 
    “Kalron? Commander, leave the strategizing to the men whose job it is to maintain order,” Zod said, rubbing his eyes tiredly. “I am not feeling up to discussing work. We have the day off, remember? Why don’t you go enjoy yourself for once instead of being such a tight ass all the time?” 
 
    I searched my mind for a response that didn’t involve turning Zod into a living pretzel, and once I finally had it, I smiled patiently at him. 
 
    “Of course. Good day to you, Captain. Thank you for your time.” 
 
    I bowed deeply, and glared at Alexa. She caught my eye, her eyes frantic, and I whipped around, turning my back on her icily. I left Zod’s home feeling worse than I had before I had seen Alexa. What was I going to do?  
 
    *** 
 
    “Thanks,” Samantha said, stuffing her mouth full of food and grimacing as she swallowed. “It’s been way too long since I’ve eaten something. Why don’t they make the labels of your food stuff a little more human-friendly?” 
 
    “Why don’t you make an attempt to learn to speak and read Thressl’n, now that you’re stuck living here?” I retorted darkly. It took all I had not to unleash my temper on this human, especially knowing what kinds of tricks she was capable of pulling. 
 
    Samantha shrugged and continued eating. 
 
    “I need you to switch back with Alexa,” I said as she chewed. “As soon as you possibly can.” 
 
    “But why? I don’t like Zod. He has bad breath. And he’s cranky all the time.” 
 
    “Because I need to talk to her, and if Zod finds out about this, all of us are going to be in serious trouble. Do you understand? The Supreme Leader is close to this man, and if we piss him off, it’s going to be my head. And who knows what will happen to you and your sister if things get out of hand? He’s already hit her since the last time I’ve seen her.” 
 
    “What? He hit her?” Samantha seemed genuinely shocked. “He never hit me before!” 
 
    “That…is shocking,” I grumbled, clenching my fist under the table. 
 
    “Well if he’s gonna go and hurt my sister like that, then I guess I’ll switch back. He’s always been sweet to me. It’s a little gross, really, but I’m used to him.” 
 
    “Will you be able to switch with her without being detected?” 
 
    “Sure,” Samantha exclaimed cheerfully. “We already did it once, remember?” 
 
    I sighed. “Need I remind you that you were, in fact, detected? Which is why we are having this conversation right now. That makes sense to you, right?” 
 
    Samantha glowered and nodded, taking another bite of the food she allegedly hated. 
 
    “Great. I will arrange the switch this time. I will find out when Zod is working and escort you to his home. You are not to tell him anything about the switches or your twin. When we arrive at his home, we will act like it is a social call. But when I leave, I will be leaving with your sister. She has a lot of explaining to do.” 
 
    Samantha eyed me curiously, but mercifully said nothing else. If this was going to go right, she would have to keep her mouth shut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Alexa Thomas (Investigative Journalist) 
 
      
 
    “Sam! What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Surprise,” Sam said with a nervous laugh. My eyes widened when Chaz’z guided her roughly inside of Zod’s abode. 
 
    “I knew it,” I sighed, squeezing my eyes closed. Ever since Chaz’z had been to Zod’s home the week before, I had been worried that he found out our secret. But I thought that he would come for me sooner, or make a scene with Zod. “You told him.” 
 
    “Well, one of you had to!” Chaz’z exclaimed. “What would have happened if Zod found out first? Do either of you have any idea what kind of trouble you could get into? He has the Supreme Leader on his side! All of us could be killed for this!” 
 
    I glowered at the floor. It wasn’t bad enough that I had been assigned to the worst man ever to exist in any stage of the universe’s life; I also had to have this happen. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I tried to tell you the night that—” 
 
    “I don’t want to hear any of your lies, Alexa. If that’s even your real name!” 
 
    “It is,” Samantha said cheerfully, glancing up from staring at her fingernails. “Her middle name is Anne.” 
 
    “Shut up!” I exclaimed to my twin. “You think Gayle is much better?!” 
 
    Sam stuck her tongue out at me, and I glowered, ready to strangle her with my bare hands. Living with Zod again had brought me to a level I never wanted to be in. 
 
    “There is only one way the two of you can make up for this without me turning you in to the Supreme Leader myself,” Chaz’z said, his eyes flashing at me. I felt a chill as he stared hard at me. He was much more angry with me than he was with Samantha, and I didn’t have to try very hard to see why. 
 
    “What do you want me to do?” I whispered, unable to meet his eye any longer. There was no use in trying to explain. 
 
    “This,” Chaz’z said, throwing something hard at me. I grimaced when it hit my shoulder and picked it up. It was the camera. “I need you to use this while you’re here.” 
 
    “What? I thought you said she was leaving with you!” Samantha whined. “I thought I’d get to stay with Zod. You’ve been such a cranky ass lately.” 
 
    “Well, I had a change of heart. I was thinking over the past week, and this is the only way that I will succeed. If you do not do your part in helping me uncover the scandal, then you are useless to me. Is that clear?” 
 
    His words stung more than anything I had ever endured before, and I squeezed my eyes closed as hot tears involuntarily fell to the floor. 
 
    “Do not manipulate me with your human emotions, female,” Chaz’z said, grabbing Sam’s arm and leading her toward the door. “This is your life at stake. You had best think twice before crossing a man like me again. I am Commander of the Fleet. You have no clue what I am capable of.” 
 
    I held the camera tightly, unable to speak. Before Chaz’z disappeared out the door, he turned his cold eyes on me one last time. 
 
    “I will be back soon for your progress. Do not disappoint me.” 
 
    “Okay,” I whispered weakly.  
 
    Sam cast me an unhappy look, and I shook my head in defeat. There was no way to fix things now. What had we done? 
 
    ***
  
 
    A few hours later, Zod returned to the house, and furrowed his brow. 
 
    “Was somebody here?” he asked suddenly. 
 
    “A commander and his female stopped by, but they left when they saw you weren’t here,” I said. 
 
    “I see,” Zod said. “Must have been Wyl’es. He’s been anxious to get to work on our next strategy. Was it the same guy who dropped in before?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. In fact, Chaz’z was the only visitor I had ever seen to Zod’s home, other than his elderly housekeeper, of course. It was kind of sad in a way.  
 
    “He’s just going to have to get off his high horse and talk to the strategists themselves. I don’t know why he thinks it’s so important to talk to me about it.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s because you are the most powerful of all of them,” I said smoothly. Stroking the ego was a great way to get Zod to open up about his exploits. Perhaps I would be able to get information out of him that way.  
 
    “Yes,” Zod agreed, smirking. “I’m excited about the progress we are making. Of course, the Vellreq may get in the way of our plans, but that is no matter.” 
 
    “Are the Vellreq those ugly guys that tell us what the weather is going to be like?” I asked, thankful for my dead-on Samantha impression. 
 
    Zod cackled. “Yes, dear.” 
 
    “What plans do they want to get in the way of? Can I help?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m afraid you would just get in the way,” Zod said, waving his hand dismissively at the thought of getting Sam involved. At least he had some common sense. “Besides, it’s far too dangerous. We’re competing for the resources on Kalron, the place I told you about, remember? Where I’m a celebrated war hero.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, smiling brightly at him. “You kick those Kalron asses!” 
 
    Zod beamed at me. “Well, I do what I can to liberate inferior races of resources they cannot manage themselves. It is quite a unique skill.” 
 
    “How do you do that?” I asked coming closer to him, staring in what I hoped looked like an expression of wonder and excitement. 
 
    “Well, while the mooks are out fighting their little battles, I go to the planet and do some delegation.” 
 
    “Dele…what?” 
 
    Zod chortled and patted my leg fondly. 
 
    “I talk to the people of the planet. We try to do things in a civil matter. They are all so terrified of the guns and violence that they would say and do just about anything we ask them to if it means that the war will come to an end. The Vellreq know a lot about using fear to control others. That’s how they got their hands on your little planet.” 
 
    “Yeah, things we don’t understand are pretty scary,” I agreed. 
 
    “Indeed,” Zod said kindly. “And the Vellreq have been trying to colonize the Kalron long enough that they are just sick and tired of war. And it works out great for the Thressl’n, because they blame the Vellreq for the disasters and the people being killed. They trust us, not them. And the Vellreq understand this. They said if we colonize the planet and split the resources with them, we can maintain our rule there just as the Vellreq are doing on Earth. Isn’t that fantastic?!” 
 
    My stomach dropped. They were working with the Vellreq so that they could take over a planet of innocent people and use their planet for their own gain. Chaz’z wasn’t going to like this. But it was just spoken, there was no evidence I could photograph. I didn’t even have a way to record Zod’s voice. How was I going to get the information out to the Thressl’n masses? 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Zod asked, his voice suddenly hard. Apparently, I wasn’t basking in his joy enough. 
 
    “I just…I don’t really understand what you’re talking about,” I said, laughing airily. The anger in Zod’s face melted away, and soon he was laughing once again, petting my leg before he stood up. 
 
    “That’s all right, human. There is no need for you to understand. You will be safe so long as you are mine.” 
 
    He bowed courteously at me, the first time I had ever seen him bow to a lowly human before, before disappearing down the hall and into his chambers. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I woke up late that evening with a start, torn from a horrible dream that involved the wrath of Chaz’z. I had been begging him for forgiveness, and suddenly he had turned into Zod and was striking me until I was cowering in the corner. I was trembling when I awoke, and quietly slipped out of the huge bed I shared with Zod. 
 
    Right from the very beginning, Zod had insisted I sleep in the bed with him, but it seemed that he had little to no interest or understanding in sex and hadn’t tried anything unseemly with me. It was bizarre, as if the only way he got himself off was through violence. Or, perhaps, he was getting to like Sam enough to respect her boundaries. 
 
    Whatever the case, he was surprisingly courteous with me in that regard. He seemed simply to like having the company of a woman who adored him and praised him at every turn.  
 
    I had never felt more terrible in my life. My chest contracted in pain every time I thought of Chaz’z or remembered the intimate moments we had shared. I couldn’t blame him for being so angry. After all, I had betrayed him. I had lied. I could have told him the truth from the get-go, but I hadn’t. And then, when it counted the most, I had failed. 
 
    All because I was trying to help my stupid sister, who seemed to have it a lot easier in her situation with Zod than she was letting on when I spoke to her. Still, that didn’t mean he was a joy to be around. I guessed I had brought all of this misery upon myself. I couldn’t blame anyone for hating me. 
 
    I crept from the bedroom and into the kitchen, where I ate the leftovers of my fifth meal that day. The Thressl’n had huge appetites, that was for sure. I usually had a lot of food left over to work with. I hadn’t had to worry about starving since Sam had worked her magic on Zod. Now I had to worry I would offend him by not eating enough. 
 
    “Why aren’t you sleeping, female?” Zod asked, rubbing his eyes sleepily as he walked into the kitchen. “You woke me when you got up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I guess I just miss Earth.” 
 
    I thought I was making it up on the spot, but it suddenly struck me just how true that was. I had been stolen from the only planet I had ever known right in the middle of the day. Sure, I had stumbled upon the truth about the Vellreq. The mysteries I had been trying to unravel for my own species were basically solved. But that didn’t mean I would be able to help any of them from the planet Jenal’k. In fact, I was powerless. 
 
    “Earth…what’s to enjoy about that little planet?” Zod asked, trundling to the fridge and getting himself a glass full of Yusha. “It’s a dismal little place. Aren’t you happy here with me?” 
 
    The question was so sudden and sincere that I felt put on the spot to answer it honestly. No, I wasn’t happy. But it seemed like Samantha had been growing fond of Zod. Maybe I should answer on her behalf. 
 
    “Sure, you’re great! You’re like a Thressl’n superhero or something. I just had friends on Earth too, you know. I’ll never see it again. It’s weird.” 
 
    “Who said you would never see it again?” Zod asked, surprised. “If the Vellreq leave it in once piece, we may return all the humans there once the hybrid children have been born. Wouldn’t you like that?” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said, hoping he wouldn’t see the falter in my smile. “Thank you. We should go back to sleep.” 
 
    “Of course,” Zod said, finishing his drink and leading the way to the bedroom. “Next time you miss Earth, try not to be so loud about it. I have work tomorrow.” 
 
    “Sorry, my lord,” I said. 
 
    We lay back down, and Zod was immediately asleep. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t get the hurt in Chaz’z’s eyes out of my head, and continued to toss and turn for the rest of the night. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You can do this,” I whispered to myself. 
 
    The housekeeper had just left, and I was standing in front of the doorway to Zod’s study. He tried to keep the code private, but I had been walking by at just the right time every day to get a new number to the combination. I would do anything to get back in Chaz’z’s good graces.  
 
    I swallowed hard and typed in the key-code, terrified that if it didn’t work, a blaring alarm would go off and Zod would return home from work and severely punish me. 
 
    I was relieved beyond measure when my first attempt registered as successful, and I walked with shaking hands into the study room. My fingers gripped the camera tightly, and I studied it for the first time up close. At first, I had assumed it was like a polaroid, but I quickly realized that in fact, it was a highly advanced camera that could not only capture high-resolution images, but could also take video recordings.  
 
    It took me a few minutes of fumbling with the machine before I was able to work the settings, as the words were all written in Thressl’n, but I had always been skilled with language and had pieced together little bits of Thressl’n through careful study and observation.  
 
    “There,” I said, holding my camera firmly and walking toward Zod’s desk. If anything important was kept in Zod’s home, it would be here and not anywhere else in the house. This was where I would find the goldmine of information that would make Chaz’z happy again. I couldn’t let him down. 
 
    The desk was cluttered with papers, and I cursed, not knowing Thressl’n well enough to decipher which of the documents might be the most telling. I focused on trying to recognize just a few keywords, such as Vellreq and Kalron, snapping pictures blindly as I went through every document available on the desk and placing them back exactly as they had been before. 
 
    Next, I rummaged through the drawers, disturbed by some of the things I found inside of them, until I found a thick brown envelope marked confidential. Now that looked juicy. 
 
    I excitedly pulled the folder out of the drawer and spread the contents out carefully on the floor in front of me, taking pictures of each and every sheet. I hoped that it could be useful to Chaz’z. I was risking my life to get the information for him, after all. What good would it be if he didn’t forgive me? 
 
    I pursed my lips together. Why was I thinking like Sam? I didn’t need to do the right thing just because it would win the approval of the guy I liked. I needed to do the right thing because it was the right thing. Whether Chaz’z and I ever made up or not, I couldn’t let the people of Kalron suffer just because I was too cowardly to do my part in uncovering the horrible truth of their situation. It could very well be the same thing happening on Earth. 
 
    No matter what happened, what I was doing was important. And whether Chaz’z forgave me for my betrayal or not, that was what counted the most. Wasn’t it? 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Female, come!” 
 
    My heart lurched and I shoved my camera back into its hiding place, deep in a wad of human clothing that I left in the back of the drawer Zod had assigned me. 
 
    “Female!” 
 
    “Coming!” I cried, closing the drawer quickly. “Sorry, I was trying to find a good outfit to wear to surprise you, but I feel like I just have the three gowns.” 
 
    Zod appeared puzzled. “Do humans require more than three outfits?” 
 
    I snorted, knowing just how Samantha would react to that question. “A human can go through three outfits in a single day alone. I had a huge wardrobe on Earth! The envy of many other humans!” 
 
    “Well,” Zod said, smiling smugly. “It seems my female was quite a status symbol on her planet. How lucky I am to have chosen such an esteemed human.” 
 
    I smiled the way I thought my twin would have before I remembered to bow at him for coming home. 
 
    “Welcome home, my lord,” I said. I was starting to get used to bowing to him, but I hated it more and more every single time I did it. It was a strange combination of muscle memory and agitation. 
 
    “Thank you, female. I came to tell you not to eat your fifth meal. Commander Wyl’es and I are going to have a meal together at one of the most highly esteemed restaurants on Jenal’k, and you are to accompany me.” 
 
    I surge of panic coursed through me at the thought of enduring a dinner with Chaz’z. Even worse, what if he brought Sam along? Zod would be beside himself with fury. 
 
    “Are you sure humans are welcome in such a nice place?” I asked, trying to find any reason to get out of going. What was Chaz’z thinking, inviting us to go out with him? Or had it been the other way around? Surely Chaz’z would keep Sam at home. Unless he wanted to out our secret once and for all and punish me for all I had done. 
 
    “It is generally frowned upon for anybody without a Thressl’n pallet to attend, but being who I am, they won’t mind.” 
 
    Ah. So the reality was that Zod wanted to bring his female with him to gloat. If even the lower class Thressl’n couldn’t attend, what kind of a snub would it be for him to bring a lower class being from the opposite end of the universe and rub it in their faces? A person who couldn’t even begin to appreciate the subtleties of the Thressl’n cuisine? 
 
    “As always, you impress me, my lord,” I said, with another deep bow. “Please allow me to finish dressing myself. I’ll choose a different gown for the evening.” 
 
    Zod’s eyes sparkled, and I disappeared back into the bedroom, where I dressed quickly and tossed the camera into the handbag Sam had brought with her from Earth. It would be the only way to sneak out with it. Hopefully Zod wouldn’t say anything about it. 
 
    “Ready!” I said cheerfully. 
 
    Zod looked at the bag, his brow drawn, and my heart thudded in fear. 
 
    “All right,” he said finally. “Let’s get this over with.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Chaz’z Wyl’es (Commander of the Fleet) 
 
      
 
    I paced in anticipation as I waited for Samantha to finish getting herself ready.  
 
    “Aren’t you done yet?” I exclaimed. “It’s not like anybody is going to see you. You are going to be hiding in the washing room until you see Alexa.” 
 
    “A girl has to have standards!” Sam shouted back at me. “And I am not going to the most high-class restaurant on this planet without looking my absolute best!” 
 
    I growled in agitation before Samantha finally emerged, looking not unlike she had when she had first gone in. but I knew that drawing attention to the fact would only delay the meeting further. 
 
    Whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was craving the sight of Alexa’s face. I didn’t want to be, but it was the obnoxious fact. She had betrayed me. That much was certain. I wasn’t even sure if I could ever trust her again. But wasn’t it possible that she had done it with the best of intentions? I did remember her attempting to speak to me before I had left to war. Perhaps she had intended to come clean to me then. 
 
    Still, the sting of her betrayal was poignant, and living with her sister was like salt in the wound. The female was unbearable. I was eager to switch them back as soon as possible. Not only was I anxious to have a more harmonious household, but tensions were high within the fleet, and without the evidence that I hoped Alexa was getting for me, it was possible that things would only get worse. 
 
    “When we walk inside, I want you to go immediately to the washing room and do not come out until Alexa goes in and the two of you have switched clothing.” 
 
    “All right, all right. I get it,” Samantha said, sighing irritably. “You had better hope that she gets what’s going on. If she doesn’t, then what are you going to do? Didn’t you say that Zod isn’t going anywhere for a while?” 
 
    “Just stay quiet and don’t undermine me.” 
 
    Samantha pouted and followed behind me until we reached the hovercraft. I had taken great pains to leave early, and instructed Sam to act as if she were sick from the meal. She would have to pass the news on to her sister so that when I collected her, she could keep her face hidden in case Zod hadn’t left yet, though I hoped that wouldn’t be a concern.  
 
    When we arrived, I saw with relief that the coast was clear. We were the only ones there, and I walked Samantha to the washing rooms.  
 
    “Stay hidden from view in one of the stalls until your sister comes in,” I instructed. “Act as if you are crying or sick so that nobody becomes suspicious. I will instruct the staff to leave you be until my meeting is over. They will do as I command.” 
 
    Samantha said nothing, but disappeared into the washing room. I headed to my table and ordered a drink, then sat in wait until I heard Zod’s unpleasant voice from behind me. 
 
    “They don’t usually let humans in here,” Zod was bragging. “See how much power I have?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, knowing that soon the humans would be normalized in our culture and their presence in establishments like these would be welcomed rather than frowned upon. Still, I didn’t interject, and held my breath until Zod and Alexa were sitting in front of me. 
 
    My hearts skipped a beat when I caught a glance at Alexa, who looked immediately down at the table without meeting my gaze. She was looking well; I had been expecting her to show some signs of damage. It was a relief to know that Zod had been holding his temper. 
 
    “Greetings to you,” I said finally, bowing to Zod. He smirked and bowed back without the greeting. It was infuriating, because he was supposed to greet me first, as it was the rule of our rank. But buddying up with the Supreme Leader had left him feeling infallible, and whenever he could get away with it, he would dishonor those who ranked higher than he did. 
 
    I let it go, though, and continued. 
 
    “I had wanted to speak more of Kalron…” 
 
    “Didn’t I tell you!” Zod interjected, elbowing Alexa in the side. She flinched at his touch, but he didn’t seem to notice. “This guy is obsessed with work. He must trust my guidance more than he trusts that of the Supreme Leader himself. Tell me, Chaz’z, why not hold audience with Supreme Leader Aloitus about your concerns? Why speak to me?” 
 
    I sighed. “Because I know you have been assigned as diplomat on Kalron, and considering I’m in charge of the most powerful war machine frequenting their planet, I was wondering what you think the people of Kalron want.” 
 
    “What they want?” Zod said, laughing dismissively. “They want, of course, to be left alone. Don’t you understand what’s going on here?” 
 
    Zod was silent and looked at me hard. I really wasn’t sure, but if I showed any suspicion of corruption being hidden from the masses, it would be my head and likely Zod to replace my command. 
 
    “Of course,” I finally said. “I was just wondering what your thoughts were. It would be nice to speak to you personally on such matters. Reports and transcripts are such cold ways of learning things.” 
 
    I looked meaningfully at Alexa, whose clear hazel eyes I could feel staring at me now that my focus was on Zod. She got my drift immediately and nodded, almost imperceptibly. She had brought the evidence I needed. My chest hammered in excitement. This was really happening.   
 
    Zod laughed dismissively. “This really is quite strange, Chaz’z. We’re in the middle of a war that most people just don’t know anything about. It’s up to us to stick together on this. Nobody else will be able to relate to the way we feel about this. I know I am not the most agreeable person on the fleet, but I do hope that you can learn to trust me.” 
 
    His sentiment seemed completely sincere, and I found it very surprising. He wasn’t asking, exactly, to be friends. Just to be treated as I treated all of our other comrades. But it was so difficult. Zod was a disagreeable little man, and we all knew that Aloitus favored him for whatever reason. I would have to look at the evidence that Alexa had accumulated before my next mission to Kalron. Everything we were doing just felt wrong. 
 
    “I do trust you, Zod,” I said. “Despite my reservations, I believe in the power of Fate.” 
 
    The words felt hollow as I spoke them, and I could only hope that Zod didn’t hear them the same way I did. 
 
    “Great! Then let us feast.” 
 
    I nodded as the food was served, wondering how in the hell I would manage to get Alexa into the washing room before dinner was over. 
 
    ***
  
 
    Fortunately, nature ran its course and Alexa slipped into the washing room a little while later, excusing herself with a deep bow that made me feel a little bit sorry for her. Zod was a man who liked a subservient female more than most, so it seemed he was training her hard in the ways of docility. 
 
    “Welcome back, female!” Zod said. 
 
    “Hi, Zod!” Samantha said cheerfully. He glanced at her, surprised but pleased by her enthusiasm.  
 
    “It’s ‘my Lord.’ Remember?” he reprimanded gently. I wasn’t sure if he was holding his temper back on my account or if he was sincerely feeling tender toward the female. Alexa had a tendency of bringing that out in people, I thought bitterly. I couldn’t wait to have a stern talk with her. It had been far too long. 
 
    “Thanks to you, Commander, for the meal,” Zod said finally, bowing and nudging Sam to follow suit. She smiled at me as she bowed, apparently just as glad to be rid of me as I was glad to be rid of her. 
 
    “It was my pleasure, Captain. Wishes to safe travel for you and your female.” 
 
    Zod left with Samantha in tow, talking his ear off about how nice the restaurant was. His stern demeanor seemed to relax and brighten with Samantha chattering beside him, and I shook my head. What an unlikely couple. But perhaps there was a strong fated thread that was pulling all of us together. That was the only possible way to reconcile the idea of a female actually enjoying Zod’s company, and vice versa. 
 
    “Are you all right in there, female?” I asked into the women’s washing room. 
 
    “Fine,” Alexa’s gentle voice reached my ears, and it felt like a soothing balm on my very injured soul. The wound that had been inflicted upon me was one that only she could fix, and if she couldn’t, then at the very least, she would be able to help me figure out whether or not I was doing the right thing by honoring Fate’s code and the people guiding my planet into a dark age. 
 
    “Come on out now; it is time for us to head back home,” I said, surprised by how right it felt to refer to my home as Alexa’s home as well. But I couldn’t let myself get drawn in by sentiment. There was work to do, and the female had betrayed me. 
 
    “All right,” Alexa said, coming out of the room tentatively, still clutching the bag that she had brought with her when she’d entered with Zod.  
 
    Heat coursed through my body as I took her in; she still wore Thressl’n clothing much more naturally than her sister, and the curves of her body seemed snug inside the fabric. It brought my mind back to the memory of her soft gasps as I roamed those curves the night of the fleet’s event at the palace, and how distraught I had been to lose her in the crowd so soon after expressing, what I thought, was a vow for us to stay together. 
 
    “The craft is this way,” I said, clearing my throat and attempting not to let those memories pave the way toward any unwanted feelings. Alexa followed, keeping her eyes on the ground until we got in the hovercraft. The silence as I drove was unbearable, and Alexa suddenly turned her beautiful clear eyes upon me. 
 
    “I should have told you sooner,” she said desperately. “I tried. I didn’t want to leave that night with Zod, but he found me in the crowd and forced me back with him. I am really afraid of him, Chaz’z. He’s the first Thressl’n man I was assigned to and left me cold in his cellar without food or water after beating me senseless. I didn’t know what to do; I couldn’t just…” 
 
    I was silent as Alexa’s words poured from her lips. I could imagine how afraid she must have been, and my hatred toward Zod doubled upon hearing how he treated his female. But it still didn’t make up for the betrayal. No matter what she said, I was hurt. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say to you right now,” I said, sighing deeply. We soon pulled into my home, and we sat in the craft, the tension between us thick. “I thought that I could trust you.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Alexa said, touching my arm gently. It felt so right to have her touching me, but I was still conflicted. “I’ll tell you everything.” 
 
    I thought it over for a few moments. It couldn’t hurt to talk things over. And afterward, whatever conclusion we arrived at, I would be able to learn the truth about Zod, Aloitus, and my government’s actions. It was worth a try. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alexa was trembling as we sat on my long couch together, staring at her hands as she attempted to gather her words. 
 
    “It started when we went to the first event. The woman you said looked like me is my sister, which you know now. She’s insufferable, but I have a feeling you know that too. So when she forced me into switching places with her, I was almost relieved in a way, not to be forced into suffering…to let my twin suffer in my place the way I always have for her.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” I agreed. I had seen for myself just how willful Samantha could be. And I was quickly learning that there really was nothing more aggravating than a willful, spoiled Earth female. It wasn’t a lifestyle I was anxious to live. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Chaz’z,” Alexa said, dropping her head into her hands miserably. “I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t stand the thought of Zod being cruel to her, so I left. And we were too afraid to tell either one of you.” 
 
    “You could have told me,” I said. “Perhaps before we joined bodies, you should have.” 
 
    Alexa grimaced. 
 
    “You’re right. I should have. I don’t know why I didn’t. I guess it’s just terrifying to be here. To not know what to expect of the people around you. After Zod treated me the way he did, I guess I just wasn’t comfortable testing your temper. I was worried something might happen to me and Sam if I told anybody.” 
 
    “But you just disappeared,” I exclaimed. “How do you think it made me feel to discover that it wasn’t you, it was your sister who was nearly invited to my bed? Do you realize just how complicated things could have gotten?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, I—” 
 
    “I don’t want Samantha,” I said, looking Alexa hard in the eye. “I want you. And I don’t know how long it will take before I can trust you again.” 
 
    Alexa’s eyes filled with pain, and she nodded, pulling the bag she had been carrying onto her lap and pulling the camera out for me. 
 
    “Here,” she said. “I hope these are useful because I risked my life for them.” 
 
    I grabbed the camera eagerly and immediately began scanning the images on it through its projection lens. 
 
    “Where did you get that, anyway?” Alexa asked. “It’s so similar to cameras on Earth, but so much better.” 
 
    “A man named Laike made it when I asked him. He is quite inventive, and is responsible for the design of my ships.” 
 
    “Well he did a good job,” Alexa said. 
 
    But I barely heard her. I was taking in the information on the photographs, confused and shocked by what I was seeing. 
 
    “Are you sure this was in Zod’s room?” I demanded, flipping through the images again. 
 
    “I’m sure,” Alexa said defiantly. “I didn’t have anywhere else to go to look for information.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it,” I breathed. “I can’t believe it. Not without confirmation…these could be decoys.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    But there was no time to explain. 
 
    “Put this back in your bag,” I said, thrusting the camera at Alexa. “We have to go back to the palace.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Alexa hissed. It irritated me to be second-guessed. 
 
    “Please keep quiet. This is the only way.” 
 
    She sighed and followed me to the room where the Supreme Leader worked.  
 
    “Stay here.” 
 
    Alexa nodded. She already knew the plan. I had enlisted some of the men from my fleet, who were convinced of the Supreme Leader’s corruption, to create a diversion outside the palace gates. All hands would be required, and Aloitus and I would go to see what the trouble was. Alexa would sneak into the office and get whatever information she could, at whatever cost. 
 
    I felt guilty using her in such a way, but it seemed I had no choice. There was more at stake than my personal feelings for this Earthling. And it would do her planet good, too, to learn the true motives of the Thressl’n and the Vellreq. 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus,” I said, bowing deeply. “Greetings to you.” 
 
    “Commander Chaz’z, this is quite a surprise. Welcome.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, perching on the seat across from the Supreme Leader’s desk. His frightening attempt at a smile appeared on his face, and I tried my best to return it.  
 
    “What is it you seek from me, today? Zod tells me you have been quite interested in the people of Kalron; is that right?” 
 
    “That’s right, sir. That is why I am here today. I thought perhaps you could use more ground forces. Men who might put the Kalron at ease despite the war raging around them. Docility may make our mission easier to accomplish, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Well, Commander, the fact is—” 
 
    A sudden alarm blared throughout the palace, and Aloitus’ eyes widened. 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus, you will have to come with me. It seems there is danger and your life may be at risk.” 
 
    I was surprised that the small diversion I had organized had escalated to such a fearful event for the Supreme Leader, and Aloitus looked pleadingly at me. 
 
    “Please, accompany me to my chambers. I shall feel safe with you there.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” I said, taking my laser gun out and leading the way out of the room. “As you wish.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Alexa Thomas (Investigative Journalist) 
 
      
 
    I watched quietly, slinking into the background as all of the guards bustled about the palace and headed to defend it. Soon, Chaz’z and the Supreme Leader rushed past, neither even noticing I was there, and the guards outside the doors were suddenly creating a wall around Aloitus and leading him up a grand stairway.  
 
    I waited until they were out of sight before I crept inside the office. In all the panic, Chaz’z had slyly disarmed the security system by planting an override device on the door. He said it was one of the many gadgets he had requested from Laike, the brilliant but humble man who had been responsible for building my camera. 
 
    I clutched it tightly as I walked through the doorway, my blood like ice as I glanced around the room. It was highly organized, and I’d been instructed to remove the override device and use it on the drawers of Aloitus’ office. 
 
    I had gotten myself into a lot of sticky situations in my days as an investigative journalist, but nothing quite so terrifying as exploring the office of an extraterrestrial leader who may have been responsible for the colonization of my species. It was a whole new level of work. 
 
    And yet, I was thrilled to be doing it. I had always known there would be a day when my skills would come in handy to me personally, but I hadn’t realized that I would actually be working to try and save the world. 
 
    The override device worked quickly on the drawers of the Supreme Leader’s desk, and I quickly took out the classified documents. Many of them were stored in projectors I had no idea how to operate, but luckily Chaz’z and Laike had kept that in mind and given me a little port, kind of like a USB stick, that would copy all electronic information and save it.  
 
    As it copied, I busied myself taking as many photos as I possibly could of every single document that looked important. I had to trust my instincts and my limited knowledge of the written Thressl’n language. 
 
    My heart lurched when I heard heavy footfalls coming toward the office, and I scrambled to put everything away as I had found it and get the override device back on the door before I was discovered. 
 
    The door hissed open, and I nearly cried out in fear when I saw the dark silhouette of a body in front of me. 
 
    “Did you get it?” 
 
    Chaz’z’s comforting, masculine voice electrified me, and I ran out of the room in tears, grabbing the override device as I went. 
 
    “Yes, let’s get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Chaz’z nodded and before I knew it, we were back in his hovercraft and heading for home. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked me gently when we were nearly back to his dwelling. I was surprised by the concern in his voice. He had been so angry and hurt by the betrayal, I almost wondered if I was imagining things. 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I hope I was able to get enough information for you.” 
 
    “You did your best,” Chaz’z said, glancing at his rearview mirror. He had been doing that a lot since we left the palace. It was almost as if he didn’t trust that the surveillance had been cut off; another nifty trick Chaz’z had received from Laike. 
 
    “Will Laike get in trouble if anybody finds out about this?” I asked. He had been so helpful. And although I’d never met him, I felt like I owed him a lot for making my job easier. 
 
    “We would all get in trouble,” Chaz’z said distantly, gazing at his window again. “But don’t worry about him. He’s planning an escape from here. Most of the underappreciated are recruited in the cursed war. But he is leaving with his Earth female, and they will not be looking back. They will be all right.” 
 
    “We could leave too,” I said. “If things got too bad, then…” 
 
    “They won’t,” Chaz’z said, turning his serious eyes onto me. A tremor coursed through me. I had forgotten just how sensual his gaze could be.  
 
    “All right,” I said, shifting uncomfortably and looking away. I couldn’t let myself get caught up in my attraction for Chaz’z. Not when there was so much at stake and he had to sort his feelings for me out. It wouldn’t be fair to either of us. 
 
    We arrived at Chaz’z’s dwelling, and I was alarmed when Chaz’z shouted, “Oh Gods!” 
 
    I looked out the window, and my stomach dropped. Zod and Samantha were standing in front of the doorway of the house, Zod with his hands crossed over his chest. Sam was wincing at the ground, her cheek swollen and bruised. 
 
    “Zod, what is the meaning of this?” Chaz’z demanded, leaping from the car. I followed, impulsively running toward my sister.  
 
    “You have my female!” Zod exclaimed, stomping toward me and grabbing me by the hair. Pain and fear coursed through me and I dropped the bag on the ground. Chaz’z eyed it briefly before his eyes flickered back to me.  
 
    “Let her be, Zod!” 
 
    “These two thought they could pull a fast one on us, Chaz’z. They need to be punished!” 
 
    I cried out in agony as pain flooded my every nerve ending. Zod had pressed a cold bar against my neck, and a painful electrical current was coursing through my body, leaving me dazed. 
 
    “Enough!” Chaz’z barked. 
 
    Zod shoved me forward, and I fell to the ground in front of my sister. She knelt down and scooped my limp body in her arms, and we cowered in fear together on the ground. 
 
    “Do not dare to harm a hair on either one of these humans!” Chaz’z growled. “Unless you want to live to regret it.” 
 
    Zod sneered, and I could see the control break from Chaz’z’s face as he lunged forward. 
 
    “Don’t!” I cried. I couldn’t bear the thought of Chaz’z going through the agony my body was in. 
 
    He didn’t listen to me, and I winced as a sickening thud filled the air. Zod’s face had been struck by Chaz’z, leaving it a bleeding mess. Who would have thought that the Thressl’n had such purple blood? 
 
    “You are going to pay for this,” Zod said, getting to his feet and launching at Chaz’z. Chaz’z avoided Zod’s staff and dodged behind him, pushing him forward onto his face. 
 
    “Remember your rank, Captain!” Chaz’z warned.  
 
    Zod growled in fury and stood again, running toward Chaz’z with the staff out in front of him. It connected with Chaz’z’s skin, and he cried out in pain.  
 
    “Chaz’z!” I shouted. 
 
    But miraculously, he didn’t drop to his knees. Instead, he glared at Zod through the pain and gripped the staff, thrusting it over his knee and breaking it in half.  
 
    “Commander!” Zod whined, looking down in shock at the broken pieces of his weapon.  
 
    I was flooded with desire as I watched Chaz’z move his powerful body. He leaped in front of us, standing between Sam and me and Zod’s fury. 
 
    Zod ran forward again, this time a high-pitched sound emanating from his lips. He landed a blow on Chaz’z’s broad chest, but Chaz’z had had enough. He unleashed his full power on Zod, striking him again and again until he fell back on the ground, purple blood pouring onto the ground. 
 
    “If you ever harm either one of these females again, I won’t go easy on you,” Chaz’z said darkly into Zod’s face. “One of these females is mine, and the other is yours. And my rank is higher, so I choose which one I want. Not you!” 
 
    Chaz’z stalked toward me and Sam and knelt down in front of us. He lifted me gingerly from Samantha’s protective grasp and glared down at Zod. 
 
    “And if you mistreat this one, then I will keep them both. Do you understand?” 
 
    Zod’s face filled with fear and he nodded frantically. 
 
    “Get out of my sight,” Chaz’z said.  
 
    He stood like that, holding me gingerly, until Samantha and Zod had made it inside Zod’s house down the street. Chaz’z knelt down swiftly and picked up the bag with all of the research in it and carried me inside. 
 
    ***
  
 
    Chaz’z carried me carefully through the halls of his home and laid me down on his bed, caressing me gently. 
 
    “Are you all right?” he asked, concern apparent on his handsome face.  
 
    “Yeah,” I said, smiling up at the face of my savior. “Thanks to you.” 
 
    “That is good,” Chaz’z said, stroking my cheek. The tenderness in his eyes made me feel overwhelmingly guilty. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do that, though,” I said, turning my eyes away from him. “I can’t forgive myself for hurting you like that.” 
 
    To my surprise, Chaz’z laughed heartily. “Oh female. You still don’t know how I feel for you, do you?” 
 
    “Um…angry?” I guessed. 
 
    Chaz’z smiled at me. 
 
    “I was angry. But feelings are fleeting, female. All but two. Care, and hate.” 
 
    “And you don’t hate me?” I asked, propping myself up on the bed. The feeling of Chaz’z’s strong hand stroking my cheek and moving down to the soft, sensitive skin on my neck was almost too good to be true. 
 
    “Of course not,” Chaz’z said.  
 
    His face was inches from mine, and I studied the beautiful flecks of gold in his silver eyes. How had I been lucky enough to find such a perfect being, when men from my own planet had left me wanting? I had never been more grateful to meet someone in all my life. 
 
    Chaz’z seemed to sense my sentiment, because his face creased in a handsome smile. He slowly bent his head down and kissed me lightly on the lips. The feeling of his body near mine filled me with heat, and soon his lips were pressing more urgently against mine, our need for each other awakened in a sudden, fierce wave of longing. 
 
    I cried out as his hands circled under me, and he sat in front of me on the bed, sitting me up in front of him holding me close to his muscular torso as his hands roamed every inch of me. I gasped as his lips found their way to the sensitive mound of my nipple, and he lifted my shirt eagerly, the heat of his mouth suddenly enveloping it and sending a shiver of pleasure down my spine. 
 
    He broke away just long enough to strip us both fully, his long, strong fingers sending wave after wave of bliss coursing through my body. I couldn’t help but gaze at the perfection of his sculpted muscles, and he grinned at me as if he could sense just how aroused his body made me. 
 
    I cried out in pleasure when he pushed me gently back on the bed, gripping my hips gently in his big hands as I lay on my back. I could feel the deep, hot thrill of having his member so close to my middle, and he showered me with hot, passionate kisses as he slowly made his way inside me. 
 
    I could feel myself opening for him like a flower as my desire for him canceled out anything else on my mind, and he hissed in pleasure as my body closed around him. I closed my eyes, basking in the feeling of his manhood pulsing inside of me. Chaz’z kissed me again, long, languid laps of his tongue, making me forget the world around me and focus only on the pleasure of our bodies intertwined.  
 
    Chaz’z looked into my eyes and thrust suddenly inside of me. I could feel his power parting me in half, and writhed under his touch as pleasure surged through my body. I could feel every inch of his impressive muscle inside of me, and gripped his shoulders as, again and again, my Earth was shattered by his blissful force. 
 
    “I never want to be with anybody but you,” Chaz’z said, turning his majestic eyes onto me and touching my face. His powerful thrusts stopped momentarily, leaving me suspended in anticipation. 
 
    “I love you,” I whispered, unable to keep the words from spilling from my lips. “I’ve never loved anybody like this before.”  
 
    “Love…” Chaz’z said, as if testing the flavor of the word. He then smiled down at me, a shockingly beautiful smile that I got momentarily lost in. “I love you as well, Alexa.” 
 
    His smiled broadened, and he buried his face in the nape of my neck, sending little shivers of ecstasy coursing through me. My body was shocked as he resumed thrusting inside of me, and I felt myself beginning to quake beneath him. I had never been so close to such a powerful climax before, but as Chaz’z continued to push inside my body, I could feel myself coming closer and closer to something powerful. 
 
    I cried out, trying my best to hold back, but Chaz’z hissed in rapture as his powerful orgasm began to erupt inside of me. I moaned deeply, my body succumbing to the force of his hips, and a sudden explosion of pleasure left me quaking beneath Chaz’z’s powerful body. I held tightly to his strong biceps, bracing myself as wave after wave of ecstasy filled me. 
 
    Chaz’z slowly brought me back down from the height of my pleasure by gently lessening the fervor of his thrusts, emptying the final drops of his desire inside of me before we parted. He scooped me up into his strong arms, and we lay together on his bed, panting deeply.  
 
    “Thank you for coming back to me,” Chaz’z said, kissing my forehead.  
 
    I held him tightly and smiled. “Thank you for letting me.” 
 
    We laid like that in a pleasant silence until, before I knew it, I had fallen into a blissful sleep beside the man I loved. 
 
   


  
 


 
    Epilogue 
 
    Chaz’z Wyl’es (Commander of the Fleet) 
 
      
 
    “You mean it’s true?” I asked in shock. 
 
    Supreme Leader Aloitus sighed and nodded his head. 
 
    “I had hoped it wouldn’t come to this,” he said, his voice low. 
 
    “I’m sorry, sir. I had no idea…” 
 
    Aloitus pushed the documents back to me and sighed deeply. 
 
    “The Vellreq are such a powerful force. The only way to fight them has been to work smart, in secret. If they think we are helping them, it will make it easier for us to help ourselves. I know you understand.” 
 
    “I know now,” I said quietly. “I am sorry for doubting you.” 
 
    “It’s all right,” Aloitus said, smiling brightly. “I am proud to have a man like you on my team. If I truly was working with the Vellreq, it would be a disaster. As it stands, this is the only way to keep them from invading Jenal’k. You know we are low on manpower. It would be a genocide.” 
 
    “Fate truly chose you as Supreme Leader. Only you could navigate us through such a crisis.” 
 
    “It’s not easy to be detested, but it was what the oracle suggested. For Zod and I alike are meant to be seen as fearful, and silently go about our roles as leaders of men without any of the credit.” 
 
    “It’s hard to believe Zod’s personality is all an act,” I mumbled. 
 
    Supreme Leader Aloitus grinned. “It’s not an act. That’s why he was chosen. But there is good in him, too. A strong drive to do what is right. He has been most useful in the diplomatic matters. The Vellreq believe in his dark side. I choose to believe in the light.” 
 
    “I see…and you’re sure there will be no repercussions? The men will be relieved to know the truth. Why have you kept it from us for so long?” I asked. 
 
    “The fewer who know, the better. It is safest. But don’t worry, Chaz’z. There is a plan. Fate has a way of handling these things, and the situation is more in our favor now than it ever has been before. Trust me when I say, the Thressl’n will rise, greater and more respected throughout the universe than we have ever been before. The Vellreq will be defeated.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” I said, standing up and bowing deeply. I felt so foolish for ever doubting my faith. Fate always had a reason for the way things were. And now, it was more important than ever that I play my part. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “That’s incredible,” Alexa breathed, embracing me tightly. “You mean Earth isn’t doomed?” 
 
    “No,” I said, smiling broadly at her. “Earth isn’t doomed.” 
 
    “I have to tell Sam!” she exclaimed, running to the door. She paused before she opened it and turned to me, her beautiful face bright. She grew more beautiful every day. “I love you, Chaz’z.” 
 
    “I love you, Alexa,” I replied. “You’d best go now! Zod is still working. I know he has turned over a new leaf and all, but he still doesn’t like people visiting when he isn’t home. His work is very sensitive.” 
 
    “Right!” Alexa said, bounding off. 
 
    I smiled to myself and walked to the back of the house, to the little room that used to be Alexa’s. I walked inside and gazed down at our beautiful little baby boy. He was the first hybrid to be born, and had my skin and his mother’s beautiful eyes. 
 
    Together, Alexa and I were beginning a legacy. One that would ultimately provide the Thressl’n with the esteem we deserved and restore our people’s faith in the government, and in Fate. 
 
    I lifted my son, and we smiled at each other. 
 
    “Looks like it’s just you and me,” I said, kissing his soft head. “But I have a feeling your Aunt Samantha will be over soon.” 
 
    We sat in the rocking chair beside the crib, both of us anxious for the woman we loved most in the universe to come back home. 
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    Chapter 1 
 
    Melinda Jefferson (Daughter of the Prime Minister) 
 
      
 
    “A recent string of disappearances leaves police investigators looking to the sky. Chemical trails found leaving Earth’s atmosphere—” 
 
    I clicked the television set off with a sigh. My father had done a lot of stupid things in his time, but buddying up with the Vellreq when they came to our planet was the worst of them.  
 
    “My lady, you’ve been summoned.” 
 
    I cringed at the grating sound of the voice of the Vellreq servant that King Korta had assigned me.  
 
    “All right,” I sighed, standing and following her to Korta’s quarters. 
 
    “Your father hasn’t gotten back to me yet,” Korta said darkly, without greeting me.  
 
    “About what?” I asked.  
 
    “It doesn’t matter. I want you to get in touch with him.” 
 
    “If you can’t get in touch, what makes you think that I can?” I asked, glowering.  
 
    My father had always treated his political career as the most important thing in either of our lives, and now that he had forced me into marrying the King of the Vellreq to gain his favor, it felt like my life was a constant tug of war between the two of them. 
 
    Korta turned his black eyes to me, and I shivered as a cold chill went down my spine.  
 
    “Just get him in here, or you will regret it.”  
 
    I bowed rigidly at him, forcing myself to bite back my angered words. They would get me nowhere. I had crossed Korta once before, and it hadn’t ended in my favor. There was not a good enough reason to willingly cross the King of the Vellreq. 
 
    I left Korta’s quarters, my heart hammering angrily in my chest as I grabbed my jacket from the hooks. It was a Vellreq design; one I frankly found hideously ugly. But Korta had insisted I stay up to date on all of the latest fashion trends for Vellreq nobility, and I was forced to do everything wearing uncomfortable clothes that always felt a little bit too starchy.  
 
    “Where to, my lady?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I told you not to call me that, Kirk. The Vellreq aren’t in the car. It’s not like they can hear you.” 
 
    “Still,” Kirk said nervously, rolling our windows up and putting the car in drive. “I don’t want them to overhear and think that I’m disrespecting their new queen.” 
 
    “I’m not the queen yet,” I said. And thank the stars for small miracles. “The ceremony won’t take place until Korta and my father finally agree on the terms.” 
 
    Kirk sighed, driving me to the end of the long, winding property where we had to await permission at the gate. “They’re back to treating women like cattle huh?” 
 
    “Are you surprised? The Vellreq look like something that walked straight out of the dark ages. I’d be more surprised if they actually respected me.” 
 
    Kirk shrugged mildly and asked, again, “So, where to?” 
 
    “Korta wants me to talk to my father. Again. He’s hemming and hawing about the latest change to the contract. Before Korta announces me queen, they have to agree on all terms and my father is making it very difficult.” 
 
    “With all due respect,” Kirk said, “your father has always struck me as a little bit hungry for power. I know you shouldn’t say that about your own Prime Minister, but…” 
 
    “It’s all right, Kirk. I could never be offended by you.” 
 
    Kirk and I had grown up together on the estate before the Vellreq had come to Earth and claimed it for their own. They had somehow concluded that my father was the most powerful man on the planet, probably due to the immense media coverage he received worldwide (and not for being a generous, caring leader either, mind you). In fact, they were so convinced of his superior status that I was immediately listed as a marriage prospect, offering much in the way of glittering goods to my father, who wanted to be seen as being responsible for heralding in a new age of evolution for humanity and our technology. 
 
    The only small catch was that his daughter was to be put in the hands of the ugliest, most cold-hearted man in all the galaxy; at least he was as far as I was concerned. King Korta Kl’ortus. 
 
    Kirk grinned, and I warmed at the familiar sight. He had always been one of my closest friends. I couldn’t imagine life without him. 
 
    “How does your father like the island, anyway?” he asked, changing the subject. Kirk had always been sensitive to my opinion and didn’t tread very long in controversial opinions near me. It was somewhat maddening at times, but I understood his desire to look good in front of me. I had long suspected him of a crush, but I hoped that wasn’t the case. It would be far too strange to date him. He was more like a friend and a brother than a boyfriend. 
 
    “He loves it. Apparently it’s like his own private getaway,” I said, glowering out the window.  
 
    “I thought he might enjoy it,” Kirk chuckled. “The Vellreq have him living in one of their ships. I don’t think he realizes he’s under constant surveillance in there.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t mind. He’s in love with the technology. He thinks being diplomatic with them is going to put him in the history books. As if it’s his skill and knowledge that put him in this position and not blind luck.” 
 
    Kirk grinned again, and we turned down the road leading to the docks where we would take a ship together to the island where my father was being held. In my mind, he was more like a prisoner to the Vellreq than an indispensable tool in the creation of a great new world. If he crossed the line, all they had to do was get rid of him. Nobody would be any the wiser. 
 
    Except for Kirk and me. But nobody would listen to us anyway. The Vellreq had the ball in their court, and they had been playing the game much, much longer than we had. It would take nothing to conquer a race of willfully ignorant people, and it would just put me in danger to try to say anything about it.  
 
    I was torn about what to do, but if even my father believed in the Vellreq, as far as I was concerned, all hope was lost. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Melinda, what are you doing here?” my father asked, surprised when I walked through the doorway. King Korta had a tendency to change the code to the doors of the ship where my father was living so that we could get in but he couldn’t get out unless instructed. Still, somehow he felt he had a special relationship with the Vellreq and that being their prisoner was some kind of honor. 
 
    “Korta is demanding an answer,” I said with a sigh. My father raised his eyebrow at me. 
 
    “Is that the way I taught you to treat nobility?” he scolded. 
 
    “Sorry. King Korta. Why have you been ignoring him?” 
 
    “Can’t a man have some time to think?” my father exclaimed, throwing his hands dramatically in the air. “There is so much to consider. You are my only daughter after all…” 
 
    I was almost touched by the sentiment, but of course, my father had to continue speaking. 
 
    “…you would think that he would consider that aspect of it when negotiating terms. I feel like he’s trying to get the better end of the deal when it should clearly be mutually beneficial. I should profit as much as King Korta would from the union!” 
 
    I didn’t know why I let myself try to believe my father would ever say a nice or selfless thing and genuinely mean it without putting himself first. He was clearly incapable. But I always tried to hope for the best. Who didn’t want to hear their dad say something caring? 
 
    “I am doing humanity a favor here! Being on speaking terms with the Vellreq is an honor that is not for the faint of heart. They are going to change the world we live in!” 
 
    “And line your pockets and those of the other officials who are willing to help them while they’re at it, right?” I said, staring at him dully. He continued to speak as if I weren’t in the room. 
 
    “I guess what I’m trying to say is…no. No, I will not be having any daughters in the future. The Vellreq are just going to have to look to another fantastic gene pool for their mates. You can tell that to your husband.”  
 
    My father waved his hand dismissively at me and turned his back, bowing his head as if lost in thought.  
 
    I gaped at my father as he continued to pace about the bunker, mumbling incoherently as he did so. Not only was I shocked by the thought of the Vellreq demanding to know whether or not my father was planning on reproducing any other human offspring they could have their way with, but I was disgusted and hurt by my father’s seeming lack of consideration for the implications of that.  
 
    “He is not my husband yet,” I said darkly. “I will not be queen until the ceremony. And even then, I will not call him my husband. He will always just be Korta, King of the Vellreq to me.” 
 
    I stared hard at my father, but he was still in his own little world. I sighed and left the bunker, where Kirk was waiting for me outside. 
 
    “Did everything go okay?” Kirk asked, his eyes filled with concern. 
 
    “Let’s just get the hell out of here,” I sighed. “You were right. All he cares about is himself.” 
 
    Kirk laid a kind hand on my shoulder and we walked to the docks together. I sat in the boat staring out over the water. Was there any way to get out of this horrible situation? I didn’t know what Korta had planned for me on our wedding night, but I would have rather died right then and there than found out. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “This isn’t the palace,” I said, opening my eyes and blinking hard. I had fallen asleep on the ride home, and now that I had woken up, I was puzzled. Kirk had driven me far out of the way of the estate where Korta was still awaiting my father’s answer. “Where are we?” 
 
    Kirk smiled at me from the driver’s seat.  
 
    “Look out the window.” 
 
    I did, and my heart pounded in excitement and pain. 
 
    “Funworld?!” 
 
    Kirk grinned and got out of the car, opening my door and bowing melodramatically. “My lady.” 
 
    “Stop it,” I said, shoving him away with a laugh. “What are we doing here? We could get in trouble!” 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t too far from the island,” Kirk said. “I figure Korta won’t miss you for a little while. Besides, you looked like you could use some fun after what happened back there.” 
 
    My heart panged in sadness, and I smiled at Kirk, trying not to let my emotions show through my actions. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Don’t thank me, just get in here before the security guards make their rounds.” 
 
    “You really think they would arrest King Korta’s bride-to-be?” I asked with a laugh. 
 
    “No, but they would definitely lock her lowly driver in the dungeon and throw away the key,” Kirk said. “So come on.” 
 
    I shook my head and followed Kirk through the rusted gates of the abandoned amusement park where we had spent countless hours of fun as children. Although it had been shut down years ago, it had remained a special place in our hearts. Every once in a while, Kirk and I would escape to the comfortable inner walls of our childhood together. I hadn’t even thought of Funland since the Vellreq had come to Earth. In fact, it had been impossible to bring my thoughts to anything positive at all. 
 
    “I can’t believe I’m here,” I whispered, following Kirk through the deserted sidewalks.  
 
    “I thought you could use a break,” he said, climbing onto an empty carousel. The paint on the horses was chipping, but I could still remember fondly the days when they were in pristine condition, and Kirk and I could ride them for hours. 
 
    “I think I needed it,” I said, climbing up with him.  
 
    We sat in pleasant silence for a few moments as I looked around the old place, remembering all of the happiness Kirk and I had shared. When I turned my gaze onto Kirk, I was surprised by how serious his expression had grown. 
 
    “I don’t want you to marry the Vellreq king,” Kirk said, his eyes fixed on the rusting metal bolt in between us.  
 
    “Well trust me, if I had any choice in the matter, I wouldn’t do it.” 
 
    “Run away with me,” Kirk said, looking up, his eyes pleading. “We can get out of here. You don’t have to—” 
 
    Kirk’s words were cut off by a sudden gust of wind that blew the sand around the carousel up and into our eyes. We coughed as a dark cloud hovered over us. 
 
    “It’s not supposed to rain,” I whispered.  
 
    I looked over at my friend, squinting through the pain of the sand. Kirk’s eyes were wide, and he was looking up into the sky. At first, I had no idea what he was looking at, but soon, I saw it. 
 
    A beautiful being, no, more like a man than a creature, was hovering down majestically from beneath a dark shadow that was unmoving in the sky. I was mesmerized; his fluttering capes were glittering with beautiful colors I had never before seen, and his teal skin shone almost iridescently in the sunlight.  
 
    “Run!” Kirk urged me. He nudged my shoulder before getting to his feet and disappearing around the other side of the carousel.  
 
    But I was entranced. A peace filled me as I watched the man descend, my heart pounding hard as he drew nearer and nearer to me. Even through the thin fabric of his clothing, I could tell he was well-muscled – an abdomen that men on Earth would work a lifetime to get. A confusing surge of desire electrified me. Who was he? 
 
    When he finally landed, he turned his startling purple eyes onto me. I was frozen, locked in this man’s gaze, unable to do anything but stare in wonder at the flecks of gold and blue in his metallic eyes. I had never seen a being so lovely in all my life, and when he reached his hand out to me, I did the only thing that I could. I took it. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Welcome.” 
 
    I was shocked by the contrast in this man’s voice compared to the growling, gravelly sound of the cruel Vellreq king. It was pleasant and lyrical as opposed to dark and menacing. 
 
    “Where am I?” I asked, my voice shaking. 
 
    “Please sit,” the man said, pointing to a large, throne-like seat. 
 
    I had been dazed as we boarded the ship, the only thoughts in my head being just how attractive this other-worldly being was. I had hardly registered the fact that I was being very easily abducted. 
 
    I sat down heavily, my thoughts beginning to crash down on me. I had left Kirk at the carousel in Funland. He looked as if he had been about to tell me something serious. Something personal. 
 
    And now, here I was, in front of this entrancing man, whose long black hair was partly tied behind his head and partly left to fall over his broad shoulders as he looked at me with those overwhelming purple eyes. 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus, secure your female. We will be initiating launch soon,” a smaller, but capable-looking man of similar features said. 
 
    “Of course,” Aloitus said, crossing the distance between us quickly and strapping me into the large chair. “This should keep you safe, Earthling. We are about to embark upon a long journey. One my people have made several times now. I have learned from their mistakes and hope to keep you as comfortable as possible.” 
 
    Aloitus nodded, and suddenly the smaller man walked toward me and plunged a needle deep into my neck. I tried to cry out, but my voice came out strangled. I struggled against the confines of the chair, but I couldn’t move. 
 
    Aloitus’ handsome face broke into a bright smile, and despite myself, I was captivated by him. Never had I seen anybody quite so intoxicating in my life. But if I was understanding the situation correctly, then that meant that I was being abducted from Earth, forcibly, like the other women who had disappeared recently.  
 
    “The injection should work quickly now, Jerd,” Aloitus said to the smaller man standing beside him. They were both watching me carefully, their metallic eyes curious and thoughtful. “It is much more efficient than the gas. The gas was just more practical for large-scale harvesting. A single female requires fewer resources.” 
 
    “I see,” the smaller man, apparently named Jerd, said. “Very good, Supreme Leader Aloitus. Now secure yourself for launch. The turbulence experienced leaving Earth is much more difficult on the ships than entering is.” 
 
    “We should have Laike Ostra’ki have a look at the designs then,” Aloitus said irritably. “Since our engineers are as good as useless.” 
 
    Jerd shifted uncomfortably. “Sir, Laike fled the planet Jenal’k. It is believed that he had a female in tow.” 
 
    “What?” Aloitus exclaimed, anger flashing in his eyes. He was quiet for a moment and then laughed. Despite my fear, it was a wonderful sound. “Well good for him. There was nothing left for him on Jenal’k anyway. But we need to find him. The future of the universe is at stake. You must locate him at once.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    The smaller man left the room, leaving me alone with Supreme Leader Aloitus, who stared quietly at me, as if looking for flaws in my exterior. His scrutiny was unbearable. Of course I would never impress a being so physically masterful as this. I was just a human. 
 
    “You are going to come back with us, female,” Aloitus said, looking into my eyes. His gaze was thrilling, but at the same time, I was beginning to despise the man. I had nothing but contempt for someone who could hold someone hostage without thinking twice. “You will live on the Planet Jenal’k among the Thressl’n race. That is to be your new home.” 
 
    I tried to cry out, to break away from the chair and run back down the ramp Aloitus had led me up. I would have given anything to return to Earth. To see Kirk’s face again. Even to hear the ugly voice of the Vellreq King who had chosen to claim me. But all of that was about to be ripped from my life forever. A tear managed to fall from my eyes, and I furrowed my brow at Aloitus, feeling somehow betrayed by the cruelty I found beneath his unbelievable beauty.  
 
    Aloitus bowed deeply at me, surprising me out of my struggles. It seemed such a respectful thing to do to somebody you cared so little for. 
 
    “Don’t worry, female. No harm shall come to you. You are more important than you could ever know.” 
 
    And with that, he left. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
    Aloitus Cloch’h (Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n) 
 
      
 
    I retired to my chambers soon after securing the Earth female on my throne. It seemed the only place suited her. Despite having my fun with a few of the human females who had been brought to Jenal’k (apparently all races had females who sought power through their intimate relationships), none of them had affected me quite so profoundly as this human. 
 
    She was dubbed Melinda, and was soon to be Queen of the Vellreq. Korta had chosen her because of her high standing in Earthling society. Her father was Prime Minister in one of the larger, more powerful human sectors, and so the Vellreq had certainly gotten what they were after on Earth at that point. It seemed there was no other likelihood. War was approaching. 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus, should I water the female yet?” Jerd asked from the communications device, breaking into my thoughts. 
 
    “No, not yet,” I said. “Give it another rotation.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Jerd said, clicking off of the communications device. 
 
    I paced my quarters, my thoughts jumbled up in my head. There was so much to do and so little time with which to do it. I would need to make sure the Thressl’n on Jenal’k were prepared to wage full-on war with the Vellreq. I hadn’t made it a secret that I, the Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n, had abducted the Vellreq’s soon to be queen. I was expecting retaliation. But I knew the Vellreq. The only way to ensure Korta’s presence in the flesh was to take the one thing he had claimed as his and his alone: his female. 
 
    However, I hadn’t been counting on the possibility of the human being quite so…different…from the rest. The humans were funny, exotic little creatures, and sure, I had enjoyed entertaining them in the palace. But they were just humans. Lowly and inferior to the Thressl’n, although they would do to solve the breeding crisis our people were having. 
 
    So why was it so difficult to get this particular human out of my mind? I had only seen her for a few moments, but when our hands touched, I felt as if my entire life had changed. It seemed like a millennia that our eyes were locked, and suddenly I knew what was meant by claiming your female. Despite her inferior origins, I wanted this human to be mine. And I was going to do anything in my power to make it so. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “We will be arriving on Jenal’k in just a few moments,” Jerd’s voice informed me from my communications device. I held my arm up and put my lips close to the bangle so that my voice would come in loudly on the other side. 
 
    “Delay our landing. I must inform the human of her role before we get to the palace. It is going to be confusing for her.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Whenever you’re ready.” 
 
    I relaxed as the ship slowed to a hover, and I walked briskly to the throne room, where the human was still strapped to my chair.  
 
    “Human,” I said. 
 
    Melinda’s beautiful green eyes peered into my own, and I felt my hearts tremor. Of course, she couldn’t speak to me, but it was enough to know that she could listen. What I had to say was important. 
 
    “It is crucial that you know the ways of Thressl’n society. As the female of the Supreme Leader, you will be expected to do everything I command, and do it swiftly. The other Thressl’n may not like the idea of their leader having a human as a mate, and you may face adversity. You will be counseled on how to deal with negative situations with the utmost courtesy during your stay on the planet Jenal’k.” 
 
    I hesitated before adding the words I had prepared before actually laying eyes on the human. I wasn’t so sure they applied any longer, but as a diplomatic tactic, I decided it was best to say them anyway. 
 
    “Depending on the situation on Earth and with the Vellreq, you may end up stationed back on Earth at some point if you cooperate fully.” 
 
    Instead of looking excited, the human’s eyes just seemed sad. I pursed my lips in thought before continuing. “You are to stand without speaking and follow us to the palace without creating more of a scene than will already be present. That is your command. Do you understand what is expected of you?” 
 
    Melinda couldn’t answer, and I sighed, fumbling in my pocket for the elixir that would provide the female’s body with a full range of motion.  
 
    “Tell me,” I repeated. “Do you understand?” 
 
    Melinda’s eyes narrowed, and she stood shakily from my throne. 
 
    “Yes,” she said hoarsely. “I understand.” 
 
    Melinda seemed very angry, and we stared at each other firmly, the electricity between us crackling. 
 
    “Good,” I said evenly, lifting my communications bangle to my lips. “Let us commence the landing.” 
 
    Melinda and I stood together until the turbulence threw her off her feet. I cringed and caught her before she harmed herself on the ground, and she looked at me strangely. 
 
    “Are you all right, female?” I asked her, helping her to her feet as the turbulence shook the ship. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” she said haughtily.  
 
    I guided her back to the seat and strapped her in again. 
 
    “Just until the landing,” I promised. 
 
    She said nothing, and glared over my shoulder and avoided my gaze. 
 
    I sighed irritably and stalked out of the room, bracing myself against the wall as the ship continued to make its way into Jenal’k’s atmosphere. 
 
    Finally, we came to a stop, and the ship began to hiss as it depressurized. 
 
    “We have made it successfully back to Jenal’k,” Jerd informed me through the communications device. 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I shall retrieve the human.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    The crowd at the landing site cheered and threw ceremonial Hur’da in the air, coloring the sky with bright, glittering tassels. The human stared up at the sky as the colors rained down on us, her beautiful eyes shining as she took in the brilliant sight. It was a view I never grew tired of, and it happened rarely enough that it felt special every time it happened. As Supreme Leader, it was rare for me to leave my station on Jenal’k. But desperate times called for desperate measures. 
 
    “Welcome back, Supreme Leader Aloitus! I see your quest to retrieve the female was successful!” 
 
    Lera’k shoved his microphone at me, and I smiled graciously, though I was actually very anxious to get the whole event over with and disappear into the palace with the human.  
 
    “Yes, it was successful,” I said. “Now if you will excuse us, I would like to help the female get settled into the palace.” 
 
    “Of course! Are you free for an interview later?” 
 
    “Of course, Lera’k. Get in touch with my publicist as always.” 
 
    Lera’k nodded enthusiastically, and I turned my back to the deafening cheers and continued into the palace, the female at my side. 
 
    “Whoa,” she breathed when we walked through the arching doorway. I felt a surge of pride. Yes, the palace was magnificent. Much more beautiful than any of the buildings on Earth. Thressl’n architecture was sublime. It had to be to cope with the drastic climate on Jenal’k.  
 
    “Were you all right out there, female?” I asked. “We are in the Red Deserts of Armath. Most humans find the climate in the mountains to be more pleasurable.” 
 
    “Actually, I was fine,” Melinda said, refusing to look at me. I didn’t know whether to take her at her word or assume she was just trying to get out of having any sort of conversation with me.  
 
    “Is that right?” I persisted.  
 
    “Yes,” she said, turning her sharp green eyes on me. I felt frozen for a moment as her beautiful brow furrowed. “I vacationed in the deserts on Earth. My mother was a native.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, relieved that this female wasn’t just attempting to brush me off. “Then you should find the climate in the Red Desert suitable.” 
 
    “Nothing about this is suitable,” she said sharply. I thanked the gods that we were already inside the palace and away from the press. Knowing that the Supreme Leader had chosen to associate himself with a defiant, crude human would be tabloid fodder if there ever was any. 
 
    “Let me show you to your room,” I said, choosing to ignore her bitter remark. I could hardly blame her agitation. She was a highly coveted female in the universe, and she didn’t know her role in the grand scheme of things. And frankly, I was in no position to tell her anything about my plans. It was too soon. If she knew, they might backfire. There was no telling whether or not she had any allegiance to the King of Vellreq. We would have to keep her under careful surveillance until her true feelings were clear. 
 
    “Whatever,” Melinda sighed, striding beside me. She was so near that I could have reached out and touched her, but something deep inside of me prevented it. She had a cool air about her; a sophistication that made me want to keep my distance and admire her from afar. Perhaps learn more about her so I could slowly make my move to claim her. 
 
    The way Melinda carried herself was so unlike the other humans who had thrown themselves at me upon learning that I was the leader of this planet; she seemed to want little to do with me. It was strange; I was so used to being praised and coveted that the opposite was almost a thrill to me. I had to have her. There was no doubt.  
 
    “Here it is,” I said, clearing my throat and ducking into the biggest guest bedroom in the palace. It was, in my opinion, also the most beautiful room of all, outside of my own bedroom and the office in which I worked most of my days.  
 
    Melinda seemed unimpressed, however, and sat dully on the edge of the bed with a heavy sigh.  
 
    “I’d really like to be alone for a while,” she said, studying her hands. “This is all kind of overwhelming.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said, bowing courteously. “Peko will attend to you.” 
 
    I snapped my fingers and Peko appeared. She stood in the doorway, her eyes narrowed as she judged the human female in the room. 
 
    “Peko, this is Melinda. She is our special guest, and I expect you to take good care of her. This is for the good of our people, do you understand? I am entrusting you with a sacred task.” 
 
    Melinda looked up from her hands and gazed at me, confusion, or maybe curiosity, etched on her face. Still, she said nothing until Peko bowed at her. 
 
    “Greetings to you, my lady.” 
 
    “Don’t call me that,” Melinda said, though she didn’t say it unkindly. Peko straightened her back up and looked from Melinda to me, unsure of how to proceed. 
 
    “What would you like to be called then?” I asked her, easing Peko’s burden. 
 
    “Just call me by my name,” she said. “Melinda.” 
 
    “Of course, my…Melinda,” Peko said, bowing deeply. “My apologies.” 
 
    “All right then,” I said. “I will leave you two alone. I will be back soon to pick you up for the celebration.” 
 
    “Celebration?” Melinda asked, her face falling. “You kidnap me from my home, and now you’re going to celebrate it in front of me?” 
 
    I suddenly felt nervous, being on the receiving end of this beautiful female’s wrath. What was I to say to ease her temper? Was there anything? 
 
    “I…perhaps in time you will come to understand my reasons,” I managed to grumble. “Be ready when I come for you.” 
 
    I slammed the bedroom door shut and leaned against it. Never had a female ever left me feeling so tired. 
 
    But this was the only way. I would just have to do my best to stay on track and continue on with the plan. Whether the female liked me or not. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus!” Zerk’k Arkti exclaimed, rushing toward me and bowing deeply.  
 
    “Greetings to you, Second in Command,” I said.  
 
    “I’ve been in touch with the Commander of the Fleet,” Zerk’k said, bowing again. “I feel as if I owe you an apology. All this time, I thought…” 
 
    “Nonsense, Zerk’k,” I said, touching his shoulder and urging him to rise. “You are not to blame.” 
 
    “But sir—” 
 
    “I’m proud to have such men working under me. It only proves that Fate has not abandoned the Thressl’n yet. We shall rise stronger than before.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Zerk’k said, though his eyes were still downcast in shame. 
 
    “Come now,” I said with a frown. “Do not waste time on regret. How were you to know my plan to combat the Vellreq when you were forming your opinion of me? This is my burden alone. There is much to do. Make it up to me by working harder than you ever have before. It is crucial to the survival of our species.” 
 
    “Of course. Where would you like me to begin?” 
 
    “I need you to help me locate Laike Ostra’ki.” 
 
    “Repair and Maintenance?” Zerk’k asked, puzzled. “I thought he—” 
 
    “He left, and nobody informed me, probably to protect him. But I feel if we explain the whole of the situation to him, he will return. We need his expertise.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can do,” Zerk’k said dubiously. “But Chaz’z was always closer to Laike than anybody else. They could talk ships all day long.” 
 
    “Then tell the Commander of the Fleet to send out a search party and bring Laike back. We need him now more than ever. And send him my most humble apologies for allowing my engineers to take credit for his work. I understand why he left. I fully intend to make it up to him.” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” 
 
    “Can I expect to see you at the celebration?” I asked. I had always quite liked Zerk’k Arkti. He was an upright man, who always did what was right. Of course, my training as Supreme Leader had left me alienated from the other Thressl’n, and despite being bred to be quite insufferable to most because of my extreme focus on Jenal’k’s affairs, Zerk’k had always done his best to be patient with me. If all went well, I would reward him with the highest of honors. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Zerk’k said, bowing once again at me. I bowed to him as well by way of saying goodbye, and continued to my quarters to get ready for the celebration. 
 
    But the truth was that I did not feel very much like celebrating at all. Not when there was so much going wrong in the universe. And, even as we readied the lights and music and feasts, the Vellreq were probably plotting their revenge. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Commander Arkti?” Peko’s voice squeaked from my communications device. 
 
    I sighed, shrugging on my best suit jacket. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “We have something of a situation here.” 
 
    “What kind of a situation?” I demanded. Getting these cuff links on by myself was hard enough without having to try to carry on a pointless conversation. 
 
    “The female does not want to attend the festivities. She is feeling unwell.” 
 
    “Unwell?” I asked. “Or unreasonable?” 
 
    Peko was quiet for a moment before replying, “Perhaps both? Maybe you can speak to her. The Thressl’n are really counting on meeting her tonight. It would boost morale considering what’s to come.” 
 
    “Of course,” I sighed. “Just let me finish getting ready, will you?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Peko said.  
 
    “And try to get her dressed!” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Peko said, clicking off from the communications device. 
 
    I growled in frustration. If the human wasn’t going to be cooperative, the night might very well blow up in all of our faces. I had been hoping to use her as a way to rally support from the Thressl’n. Get them in the mood to protect the humans at all costs. But I couldn’t tell her what I was planning yet. The reality would be too frightening. 
 
    I finally finished putting my suit on and gave myself a look in the mirror. The only thing I was missing was the robe and crown, and I held the delicate crown in my hands for a few moments. It might be that I would soon have to pass this crown on to Zerk’k. I didn’t know whether or not I would survive the impending attacks. I stroked the intricate designs, made with a beautiful precious metal called Grallos that shone white, copper, and blue when under the light of the three suns. It had been an honor to wear the crown up until now. 
 
    But this was no time to be sentimental. If my plan was going to be executed without a hitch, that would mean I would have to force the human female to submit to my authority much sooner than I had hoped. As much as it pained me to make her fear me, it seemed there was no other option. She would either obey or be damned. The choice was hers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
    Melinda Jefferson (Daughter of the Prime Minister) 
 
      
 
    I winced when I heard a fist pound on the doorway of the bedroom. It betrayed me by hissing open immediately and revealing the Supreme Leader.  
 
    My heart thudded at the sight of him. He was dressed elegantly; far more so than any of the costumes I had ever seen on Earth. The suit he was wearing clung to his powerfully muscular body in all the right places, and he was wearing a beautiful, elegant crown that accentuated the fine, chiseled features of his face. 
 
    “I hear there’s an issue, Earthling. Please, tell me what is troubling you so we are not late to the event.” 
 
    “I…don’t want to go,” I stammered. “I would just like to rest.” 
 
    Aloitus sighed deeply and looked down at the floor pensively before looking up at me, his face composed despite his obvious impatience.  
 
    “I understand. I would like nothing more than the same. Unfortunately, it is my duty to lead my people, the Thressl’n, and try to keep them happy. What they expect is an appearance by their leader and the female who is to be a fixture in the palace from this time onward.” 
 
    I cringed. I didn’t want to be a fixture. Beautiful or not, this palace was not my home. The Thressl’n were not my people. I had gone from being one alien’s prisoner to another, and now I was to be paraded in front of the people of this strange planet. At least the Vellreq were relatively private about their affairs. We attended formal dinners with leaders from all over Earth, but those were mostly organized by my father. The Vellreq preferred not to rub elbows with the humans. Probably because we were considered lower lifeforms.  
 
    “If I am to be a fixture then there will be plenty of time for gawkers to catch a glimpse of me,” I said, frowning defiantly. “What is the hurry?” 
 
    “Ceremony is the hurry,” Aloitus exclaimed. “It is important to my people to have a ceremony to look to in times of tension, and whether you like it or not, you have been claimed by the Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n and that means that you are to be part of my welcoming ceremony. Is that understood?” 
 
    “I’ve been claimed?” I asked, raising my eyebrow at this man. Whether he was attractive or not, the idea of anybody “claiming” me was infuriating. He shifted uncomfortably in the doorway, clearly attempting to figure out what to say next. 
 
    “If you do not come, there will be consequences,” he finally said, a stern gleam in his eyes.  
 
    I was shocked by how chilling it was; I hadn’t considered this man to be much of a threat, mostly because of how every time I looked at him, I seemed to be distracted by his ethereal beauty, but looks could be deceiving. Just because he was mesmerizing didn’t mean that he was a good person…or Thressl’n, as it were.  
 
    “What kind of consequences?” I asked, frowning. I couldn’t let him feel like he had the upper hand. If he thought that women were just commodities throughout the universe, there for his taking, then he had another thing coming. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to find out?” Aloitus replied, his eyes darkening. I was thoroughly afraid now, and finally shook my head. Maybe it would be better to stay out of trouble while I was stuck here in this unfamiliar world.  
 
    “That is what I figured,” Aloitus said. “Dress quickly now. Peko will help you. If you are not on my arm in a few moments, there will be actions taken against you, and you will have only yourself to blame for it. Now go.” 
 
    I shuddered as the door hissed closed between us, and Peko was suddenly at my side, tugging off my last remnants of Earth and replacing them with soft, luminous fabrics that probably suited the Thressl’n much more. I was surprised by how light the cloth was; it reminded me of the coverings we had worn in the desert when I was a child. The colors glinting in the soft white fabric were just as whimsical as my childhood memories, but I was far too angry to appreciate them. 
 
    “Go to the Supreme Leader now,” Peko said, urging me toward the door. “He does not like to be kept waiting.” 
 
    What a surprise. An impatient, powerful man who wanted everything whenever he demanded it. Were there any stereotypes that weren’t true beyond Earth? Why was it that women were always supposed to play the supporting roles to men who wanted to control them? 
 
    “Great,” Aloitus said, gripping my arm and lacing it through his own without even looking at me. “It is time to make our appearance. You do not have to smile, but do not speak or make any other inappropriate sounds. You may be asked questions, but it is all right to feign a language barrier to keep from having to answer.” 
 
    He spoke in a breathless stream as he walked briskly, leading me down a winding spiral staircase and into an elegant ballroom. Except the ballroom was deserted and a thin veil was placed between it and another large room. I could hear soft murmuring from the other side, but it was too dark to make out any figures that might have been responsible for the noise. It was kind of spooky. 
 
    We sat down at a single table in the back of the room, on a raised platform. It seemed odd to me, but being the daughter of the Prime Minister gave me some idea of how to conduct myself under the circumstances. Surely all would be revealed soon enough. 
 
    “Welcome!” Aloitus said loudly and suddenly, startling me so badly that goosebumps ran down my arms.  
 
    The veil parted and a light shone onto us. Deafening applause filled the room, and Aloitus stood, nudging me to stand with him, and bowed deeply. He shot me a warning look, and I followed his lead. 
 
    “Thank you all for coming to the ceremony! It has been a long time since I’ve traveled across the universe. But as always, the trip was worthwhile, and it will surely bring the Thressl’n good fortune in the days to come.” 
 
    Another round of roaring applause filled the room as lights began to turn on over the crowd. I saw a seemingly endless sea of Thressl’n faces, men and women alike. My heart thudded hard when in the front rows, sitting at large, octagonal banquet tables, I saw the pale flesh of other humans; more specifically, human women like myself. 
 
    Their faces were bright, however, and they, too, cheered for me. We stood, finally, from the low bow and Aloitus smiled charmingly out at the crowd, his teeth large and dazzlingly white against the soft teal color of his face.  
 
    “I would like to welcome you all to the palace. Please, eat, drink, and feast. I hope you have saved room for fifth meal today!” 
 
    Fifth meal? 
 
    Aloitus seemed to sense me looking at him in surprise, because he chuckled. 
 
    “The human, who goes by the name Melinda Jefferson, is new to Jenal’k and our customs. In fact, she has only been on the planet for a matter of a few rotations, so please, do what you can to make her feel welcome and show her the proper Thressl’n customs. She is very far from home.” 
 
    I felt a pang of pain course through me at the mention of home, and looked up at Aloitus, unsure of whether or not he understood just what that meant to me. I doubted if he would care, though. So many men simply wanted to conquest and pick the prettiest flowers only to let them wilt and die, just for the sake of saying they picked it. It appeared that Aloitus was just the same. 
 
    What was to become of me with a man like this? As much as I despised the Vellreq, at least I hadn’t been stolen away from my home. King Korta had taken over my father’s estate, but I had been allowed to remain living on the same planet I had grown up on, right in the same house I had grown up in. It seemed to be a better deal so far, whether the Thressl’n were a better-looking race than the Vellreq or not.  
 
    “Welcome, Melinda on High!” several Thressl’n in the crowd began shouting. Small flowers were thrown across the large ballroom and landed upon the raised platform surrounding Aloitus and me. He smiled out at the crowd, though I could see the tension in his face. Perhaps the event hadn’t been something he was looking forward to.  
 
    I bowed again instinctively, and the crowd seemed to go wild, applause and shouts filling the room for a third time. I could feel Aloitus turn his surprised gaze onto me, and then nod approvingly. My heart fluttered despite itself. What did this man’s approval mean to me? It was surely meaningless.  
 
    “And now, let us feast and honor the gods for allowing our safe return to Jenal’k! Let us ask that they continue to favor our plans!” 
 
    The crowd clamored in agreement, and raised large glasses in the air, almost like a toast. But there were no words or speeches, just cheering before the Thressl’n drank the sweet-looking pink liquid in their goblets.  
 
    “Please, partake,” Aloitus said, handing me a similar glass. I was reluctant to put anything into my mouth in this strange land, especially not knowing what was in it or how it could affect me, but Aloitus was pressuring me coldly with his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” I mumbled in English. His lips curled into a satisfied smile as I brought the goblet to my lips and drank. 
 
    Surprisingly, it was a refreshing, berry flavor that was more sour than sweet, and it fizzled pleasantly in my mouth. It left a sweet aftertaste once it made its way down my throat, and I immediately felt the warmth similar to the effects of alcohol.  
 
    “What do you think, human?” someone from the crowd called. The other Thressl’n laughed pleasantly at the look on my face, surely a look of surprise and consideration, and Aloitus looked at me curiously. Probably wondering whether or not I would pretend that I couldn’t understand the Thressl’n tongue through the translation implant I’d received as the daughter of one of Earth’s most notable diplomats. 
 
    “It’s quite delicious,” I said, smiling out at the crowd to whomever may have spoken. The Thressl’n roared with laughter, and I managed to catch the eye of one of the human women. She looked shockingly familiar, and I frowned, attempting to place her face. 
 
    Before I could, however, a huge plate of food was set before Aloitus and me, and my stomach rumbled loudly. Only Aloitus seemed to hear it though, and he cast a small, bemused smile in my direction. I couldn’t help but smile back, even though officially, I detested him. Still, it was nice to feel like I had some kind of companionship on this lonely stage, in front of a crowd of people I had never seen before. 
 
    “I recommend you begin with the Thrasha, on this side. Then follow it with the u’kdara. The u’kdara is sweeter, and brings out the flavor,” Aloitus said, situating himself in front of his food.  
 
    “All right,” I said reluctantly. I tried to meet his eyes, but he refused to look at me. 
 
    I sighed and dug into my food, wondering just how long this evening was going to last. 
 
    ***
  
 
    After a long evening of eating, drinking, and dancing, the crowd within the palace began to thin out, until finally Aloitus and I were left alone with his attendants.  
 
    “Did you enjoy yourself?” Aloitus asked, standing from his seat and reaching behind himself to smooth his long cape. 
 
    The truth was, I had. The Thressl’n were actually very warm and entertaining people. But that still didn’t excuse my abduction, and if I answered with the truth, I was afraid that Aloitus might mistake my appreciation as some sort of consent. I was not happy to be there. Quite the contrary. 
 
    “I would like to go back to my room now,” I said, avoiding the question altogether. “I’m quite tired.” 
 
    “As you wish,” Aloitus said, barely glancing at me. “Peko, take the human back to her quarters. I have a meeting to tend to.” 
 
    I was surprised. A meeting right after such a long ceremony? When did Aloitus intend to rest himself? Or were the Thressl’n just big muscular machines that didn’t need any sleep? I had already found out the hard way that they didn’t rely on water the same way that humans did. I was expected to get my drinking water from a large fountain that had been set up in the palace decoratively. It was a relief they had any of the substance at all, really. 
 
    Soon, Peko was ushering me quickly down the hall, and I found myself taking note of every twist and turn of the palace. The sooner I knew my way around, the better. Perhaps there would be a way for me to escape. But I would have to stay diligent.  
 
    “Here you are, Melinda on High,” Peko said. I cringed. Apparently, the nickname was going to stick. But what had I done to deserve that? Besides being abducted by the Thressl’n’s supreme leader, I didn’t deserve any sort of title on this planet. Especially not when there was a possibility I might still be able to find a way home. “I should inform you, you have a visitor. She is waiting in your chambers.” 
 
    She? 
 
    My heart thudded. Perhaps it was the human woman I had seen at the ceremony. I hadn’t been able to place her face or remember her name yet, but I knew her from somewhere. I was certain of it. Maybe she recognized me, too. 
 
    I rushed into the bedroom and cried out in surprise. 
 
    “Are you all right?” Kirk asked, crossing the room quickly and touching my arm. 
 
    “Kirk?! What the hell are you doing here?” I hissed, shocked to the core. I never thought I would be able to see my best friend’s face again. His eyes softened, and he grinned. 
 
    “I snuck in after you!” Kirk exclaimed. “I couldn’t just let them abduct you like that!” 
 
    “Kirk, you shouldn’t have done that! We could both be in serious danger!” 
 
    Kirk scoffed. “You said that same thing right before I made that epic dive off the cliff at Funland too. But you were too chicken to go with me.” 
 
    “Well, excuse me for having some sense in my noodle of a head,” I scoffed. “Seriously, I’m so glad to see you, but what the hell!” 
 
    He laughed lightly, his blue eyes dim. He was growing stubble, and he looked exhausted. 
 
    “Are you hungry? How have you been drinking water? How did you get here?” 
 
    “I stowed away on the ship,” Kirk said with a laugh. “And I was planning a picnic with you at Funland, so I’ve been getting by with what was in my backpack.” 
 
    “Still,” I said, shocked that anybody would go to that kind of trouble for me. “Why would you do that? I’m just…” 
 
    Kirk took my hands in his and looked into my eyes. He had the same expression on his face that he’d had when we were sitting together on the carousel. “You’re not just anything. You’re everything to me.” 
 
    I felt a little twinge of nausea and pulled my hands away. I didn’t want to be everything to anybody. Especially Kirk of all people. He had been my goofy best friend for years. That didn’t mean we were meant to get married or anything. 
 
    “Well, you’re a dummy for coming here. What happens if they find you?” 
 
    “They won’t find me,” Kirk said. “I was your friend for a reason, remember? I’ve been training my whole life to become a bodyguard to the palace. Incognito is my middle name!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “So where do you plan to stay then?”  
 
    “Right here!” he said, beaming at me. “Did you see the size of that closet? It’s comfortable enough for a herd of baby elephants!” 
 
    “And what, exactly, are you planning on doing about my being kidnapped? Just watch me go everywhere? It’s not like you can pilot a ship home!” 
 
    “No,” Kirk said, his eyes shining. “But I know somebody who can.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    But Kirk refused to say anymore, and gave me a big bear hug. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re safe. Hey, grab me some scraps every once in a while, all right? I don’t need anything fancy but…you know…I’m going to need some energy while I’m here. Be prepared in case it comes down to a brawl. These Thressl’n guys are massive!” 
 
    My chest warmed at the thought of Aloitus and his brilliantly built body, but with Kirk just inches from me, I felt an appropriate amount of self-disgust. What was I thinking, sexualizing the man who had abducted me? If there was a chance for me to get the hell out of here and head back to Earth, I was just going to have to take it. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to turn in,” Kirk said, grabbing one of the satiny pillows from the bed and pushing himself into the closet. “G’night.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. Apparently, my best friend had decided to tag along on what was amounting to be the most bizarre experience of my life. And as was Kirk’s singular talent, somehow he had already managed to make it even more strange.  
 
    I suddenly felt uncomfortable changing my clothes in the room I was in, and lay down in the exquisite Thressl’n gown. If Aloitus caught me with another man in my room, both of us were bound to be dead. As much as I hated it, I was going to have to ask Kirk to find somewhere else to stay. It would be safer for us both that way. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to fall into a fitful sleep, and I spent the next few hours tossing and turning as I fought away images of Earth, the Vellreq, and my father. Every once in a while, I’d dream of a man who gave everything for me. But it wasn’t Kirk. It was Aloitus. But when I would awaken, the room would feel empty and cold, and the thought of Aloitus would fill me with fear.  
 
    Everything was just too confusing. What was I going to do? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
    Aloitus Cloch’h (Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n) 
 
      
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus, I came as soon as I heard the news. Please, tell me it’s not true!” 
 
    I sighed and looked across my desk into the sincere face of Laike Ostra’ki. He was a handsome young man I had come to depend on throughout my reign. Unfortunately, the engineers that fate had decreed were quite difficult to work with and rarely had innovative ideas of their own.  
 
    However, Laike Ostra’ki had always been independent and, frankly, brilliant in his work. I had always known who was behind it when a new breakthrough in Thressl’n technology occurred, and I was beginning to suspect Laike’s family of selling his calling to a wealthier Thressl’n family who were dying for their son to be an engineer for the palace.  
 
    In fact, I had been privately investigating the matter in the little spare time I had, hoping for any chance to bring Laike closer to my orbit. His knowledge was essential. 
 
    “I’m afraid it is true, Laike. The Vellreq have been questing for dominance for years now. And they’ve finally found the race of vulnerable people they can use to accomplish the task. If Earth is not liberated of their virus once and for all, it could mean the end of us all.” 
 
    “I understand, Supreme Leader Aloitus. But what would you have me do about it? I’m but a simple Repair and Maintenance man.” 
 
    “Laike, you are far more than that, and we both know it. In fact, I suspect one of your caretakers of treason.” 
 
    “With all due respect, sir, I was orphaned and would like to maintain a positive memory of my family if at all possible.” 
 
    Laike’s face had fallen, but I could not allow him to feel that Fate had betrayed him any longer. There were more sinister elements at play. It would do him well to receive the proper ranking once and for all. 
 
    “Perhaps it was for your rank that your parents were killed,” I said thoughtfully. “But I digress. You were meant to be an engineer. To be by my side. And I’ve been conducting my investigation to try to put you in the place where you belong. I am very sorry that there was no breakthrough before you decided you’d had enough with Jenal’k.” 
 
    Laike grinned cheerfully. “Please don’t apologize, sir. I should be sorry for abandoning my post.” 
 
    “It is not your rightful post. Your post is on my team, fighting with the most brilliant and capable men on Jenal’k to subdue this threat. We need machines, Laike. Large machines that will handle whatever the Vellreq can throw at us. They are coming, with alarming speed. My ship was surely spotted, and they will recognize our crest.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to second-guess your command,” Laike said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. “But the Vellreq are quite offensive in their approach. Perhaps we should work on defending Jenal’k and its people first, and weapons technology after.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment, and although I didn’t like it when others spoke out of turn and corrected my thinking, I realized that Laike just might be on to something. 
 
    “Is it possible…do you think….to create the ultimate weapon within a shield?” I asked, unsure as to how to bring my thoughts to life in a way that Laike would understand. I was envisioning something cutting-edge. Something that had never been done before. A shield that acted as a superweapon.  
 
    Fortunately, Laike’s eyes lit up, and I knew he had a handle on my idea. 
 
    “That’s brilliant, sir! My wife and I have been exploring the galaxies, learning everything we can about the Vellreq. I know much of their strategies and the way they fight. It would be an honor to serve you.” 
 
    “Wife?” 
 
    “She’s an engineer from Earth. We can do so much together!” Laike exclaimed. “I have a lab at home; I’d prefer to work there if it’s all right. I can’t wait to tell her the good news!” 
 
    Laike stood from his seat and bowed deeply at me before scurrying to the door. He turned to me with a lopsided grin, and I had to smile despite myself. Laike’s cooperation was a huge relief to me. The burden of the upcoming attack was weighing heavily on my soul. 
 
    “I can’t wait to get to work! Thank you, Supreme Leader Aloitus!” 
 
    And with that, he disappeared from my office, leaving me to continue drawing up my plans of attack. 
 
    ***
  
 
    With Laike Ostra’ki on my side, a victory was beginning to look fathomable. It was quite a relief, though there was still much work to be done. 
 
    However, there was the small matter of the Earth female, roaming the halls of my palace and creating needless distraction after needless distraction. Not because she meant to be a nuisance, of course, but because she had a power over me that left me captive to her intoxicating beauty. And she was strange. Never in my life had I encountered such a bizarre, fascinating creature.  
 
    We had taken to eating meals together, as I could not, for the life of me, get her face out of my head. It followed me everywhere, despite the focus I desperately needed for my studies. The Vellreq were a dangerous enemy. Now was certainly not the time to be distracted by the foibles of beauty.  
 
    “It is third meal time,” Peko’s voice informed me through my communications device. I was tempted to skip the meal to focus on my studies and avoid another awkward meal at the table with the woman who had been driving me to distraction, but my stomach was gurgling. How unfair that Thressl’n metabolism could be so cruelly inconvenient! 
 
    “All right, thanks to you, Peko,” I said with a deep sigh.  
 
    “Of course, sir. Chef made your favorite today. We all know you’re under a lot of pressure. Please remember to take care of yourself.” 
 
    I considered whether or not to respond, and decided against it. The sentiment was warming, but there was little time to think of myself. Not when my people were in such grave peril. 
 
    I had to have faith in my plan. Only then would we make it out of this alive. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Greetings to you, female,” I said, sitting down at the head of the table. I glanced down as a tray of steaming hot food was set down in front of me, and I realized that I had already skipped one meal that day. My body would begin to deteriorate if I made that a habit. 
 
    “My name is Melinda, not female,” the defiant creature stated. She had been getting under my skin, the way she tilted her head up regally as if she had been born above the Thressl’n and would always hold a position on her pedestal to look down upon the rest of us from. It was as infuriating as it was alluring, and I ignored her statement. 
 
    “Thanks to you, Peko. Chef.” 
 
    The members of my staff bowed elegantly. At least some people around here knew how to treat me with respect.  
 
    The staff disappeared to their quarters, leaving me alone with Melinda, who was picking at her third meal as she always tended to. We had been together for about three rotations at that point, and I was growing used to her strange habits, such as the way she didn’t seem to need to eat five to seven meals a day, and the way she pilfered food to snack on in her bedroom for those times when she did end up feeling hungry.  
 
    We were quiet until the sudden clank of Melinda’s utensil on her plate startled me into looking at her. 
 
    “I’m bored here,” she said, eyeing me contemptuously. “If you’re going to keep me captive on this planet, isn’t there anything more fun to do than look at all this fancy furniture in the palace?” 
 
    I was surprised by the prospect of boredom. As supreme leader of the Thressl’n, it was rare for my time to be free for any pleasurable endeavors. 
 
    “Boredom is unfortunately a luxury I am not familiar with,” I said, looking sternly across the table at my female. Her supple lip pouted and a shocking wave of heat coursed through me. She was quite voluptuous and tempting, it was true. But all of her bad habits made her unapproachable. 
 
    “Don’t you guys have anything fun to do here? I might as well be stuck on Earth with Korta where I can’t do anything.” 
 
    “Korta?” I said, my hearts pounding. Of course! I had kept the human with me all this time and hadn’t thought to ask her if she knew any of the Vellreq’s secrets. Of course, she was just a human. It was doubtful that the Vellreq would have shared anything of interest with her.  
 
    Still, she had been in close proximity to them for much longer than anybody I knew personally had, except an old prisoner of war who had passed on a decade beforehand. 
 
    “He’s not much fun either; I can tell you that,” Melinda sighed. “He keeps me locked in my room all day until he wants me to do something.” 
 
    “What can you tell me?” I asked. 
 
    Melinda’s eyebrow arched, and the superior beauty once again made her face shine with an insufferable sensuality. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What do you know about King Korta?” I demanded, slamming my fist into the table. If there was anything she knew, it could save the lives of my people and hers as well. She had to tell me. 
 
    “God, I’m not going to tell you anything if you’re going to be such a brute about it!” Melinda exclaimed, rising from her seat and glaring at me from across the table. 
 
    “Apologies to you,” I said tersely. “But I am under a lot of pressure right now, and every bit of information can help.” 
 
    “Why do you need to know about the Vellreq anyway?” Melinda asked. “Is something happening?” 
 
    I cringed. I couldn’t let the human know of the dangers that were surrounding us. If she had any clue that she had been used as the card to initiate war against the Vellreq, she might not be able to handle it. Being abducted at all was difficult enough. 
 
    “I am just curious. There are many threats to the universe, the Vellreq being among the top tier. Of course, you would know that, wouldn’t you? Being engaged to one?” 
 
    Melinda snorted. “I’m not engaged to anybody. My father practically sold me like a pig at an auction.” 
 
    I was sincerely disturbed to hear that. Although females often occupied a lower rung on the power hierarchy, the Thressl’n truly revered them. They were considered sacred bringers of life, and without them, our mighty race would be nothing.  
 
    Unfortunately, because of the corrupt Thressl’n throughout history, who were infamous for attempting to cheat fate by ridding themselves of daughters for a greater chance at posterity and power, the females of our planet were beginning to feel underappreciated and had come to resent the females from Earth that had been brought to Jenal’k to make up for the disparity between males and females. I would have to find a way to make it up to them if we survived the war that was brewing. 
 
    “As I said before, apologies to you. The Vellreq are a vicious breed, Melinda. In a way, I had thought you might be relieved to be rid of your initial captors.” 
 
    “And just sing a song of gratitude to be bodily removed from my own planet and captured by another race of well-meaning but completely misogynistic aliens? I don’t think so!” 
 
    Melinda stormed out of the dining hall, and I looked from her to my plate of food. It was still hot, and the reality was I was quite hungry. But somehow, I couldn’t fathom eating knowing that she was so upset.  
 
    “Melinda, wait!” I called. I stood and followed her out of the dining room. Earth females were more trouble than they were worth, I decided. But somehow, regardless of her crude behavior, defiance, and infuriating tendency to talk back to me, she had a power over me that nobody else ever had. And I was determined to do whatever I possibly could to see to it that she was mine.  
 
    Even if that meant bearing the brunt of her baffling emotions. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Go away!” Melinda exclaimed, her head buried into the huge pillows of the bed. Oddly enough, the one I had placed there for safe keeping, tailored by my grandmother, seemed to be missing. Perhaps it was being laundered.  
 
    “I am not going anywhere,” I said with a heavy sigh. “I know this is not an easy transition for you, and I have been quite consumed by my work, so I have not made things any easier. Let us go, then, to a special place that will not bore you. Perhaps a change of scenery will help you feel a little bit better. I do not wish you harm, female…erm…Melinda.” 
 
    Melinda lifted her head miserably and looked at me with a disbelieving expression on her face. 
 
    “Where do you plan to take me? I was hoping I could just go with Peko or something.” 
 
    “Peko does not know how to navigate the area I intend to take you to. It is dangerous for the Thressl’n to travel that way unless they are adapted to the temperature.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Melinda asked, real puzzlement creasing her beautiful features. I couldn’t believe what was coming out of my mouth. I was swamped with work and hadn’t eaten in two meals now. How could I possibly continue pushing my responsibilities aside for this female just to make her happy? 
 
    But that was exactly what I was doing. The sight of her restlessness, anger, and fear was growing tiresome. I wanted to show her the truth of myself. But not in a place where others might see it. No, I would take her to the place I had spent most of my happiest times as a boy. We would go to the rivers of Mount Zennith. 
 
    “I’m sure that as the daughter of one of Earth’s Prime Ministers, you understand there are few places safe to travel among the populace. I am the Supreme Leader. I would be hounded by questions and conversations I am not ready to have outside the public domain, and so would you. Instead, I shall take you to a special place that was discovered as a comforting, beautiful safe-haven for a supreme leader in training.” 
 
    Melinda was quiet, listening to my proposition carefully. 
 
    “Where is it? How should I dress?” 
 
    “Your human attire should be fine. It is not like the Red Deserts. We will go beyond that point.” 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    Melinda stood from the bed and walked slowly toward me. It pained me that she was unsure about me when all I wanted to do was show her the reality of my life. That I was not the monster everybody thought that I was. I had been trained to play a villain all of my life. The guardians of the scrolls had told me from day one that the masses need a powerhead that they could easily loathe during bad times, and love during the good. I was not to make friends, or even show myself as vulnerable, likable, or emotional in the least. 
 
    Because of it, I hadn’t made friends, and everybody always saw me as an insufferable, arrogant man. It had never bothered me before. My only goal was to protect my people, whatever the cost. But now, when Melinda’s eyes narrowed as she perceived me the way everybody else seemed to, I felt an urgent need to correct her. I was not a bad man. I did not want to be cruel to her. 
 
    “This way,” I said, leading her through the winding corridors of the palace until we reached the underground garage where my private hovercrafts were parked. The glass was tinted so that nobody could see inside, but the outside looked as plain as any other hovercraft you might encounter. It was how I made my private escapes during those times when I needed a break from the strenuous tension of leading a planet full of Thressl’n. 
 
    “You’re going to drive?” Melinda exclaimed, amusement and delight in her voice. I smiled at her, surprised to see her cheeks flush red. 
 
    “Yes. Is that not the custom on Earth?” I asked. 
 
    “My father has everybody drive him everywhere. Ever since he got into politics, he’s hired people to escort him anywhere he needs to go.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked, puzzled. “Does he not value his independence?” 
 
    Melinda snorted, a funny, surprising sound that brought a bubble of laughter to my chest. It was difficult to suppress it. I was not supposed to show any emotion to others. Especially not a human. They were considered the lowest of the low. The only person I was to show myself to was my mate. What would the Thressl’n think if I took this female as my mate publicly? It would be chaos. 
 
    “My dad doesn’t value much except money,” Melinda said, completely oblivious to my internal struggle. “It’s really hard for him to think about anything except himself and his own comfort.” 
 
    “I see,” I said, unable to filter the disapproval from my voice. And how could I? I spent every waking hour doing everything I could to protect others. Even if I had to look unlikable and selfish, my truest mission was to serve my people. It was not the kind of job that allowed me time to wallow in my own petty desires. 
 
    “Yeah,” Melinda said quietly. 
 
    We fell silent as Melinda became entranced by the beautiful view of the Thressl’n settlement in the Red Deserts. It made me proud to see the astonished look on her face. There truly were few sights more remarkable than the smallest sun setting mid-day over the Red Deserts.  
 
    Tendrils of colors snaked through the sand and buildings, bringing all of the colors natural to the planet Jenal’k shimmering to light. Beings from all over the galaxy came to view the sight but once in their lives, and tourism was a great source of funding. One I had unfortunately been forced to dip into to take on the Vellreq once and for all. 
 
    I glanced from the sight below us to Melinda, whose face was completely at peace for the first time since I had laid eyes on her. She was absolutely the most stunning creature I had ever seen. Whether my people approved or not, I knew deep in my heart of hearts, I would have her as my own. And soon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
    Melinda Jefferson (Daughter of the Prime Minister) 
 
      
 
    The brilliant suns in the skies of Jenal’k were breathtaking; particularly as the smallest and brightest of them began to set. It left a beautiful red glow over the landscape that made the whole world seem unbelievably beautiful. The sand lit up like a diamond in colors I had never even seen before. I couldn’t help but appreciate every little hill and crevice in the landscape as Aloitus quietly drove the hovercraft above the sandy plains below.  
 
    By the time the littlest sun had disappeared from sight, casting a purple glow from the east that was easily dissipated by the brightness of the bigger suns, we were zooming over a lush green meadow that was quickly becoming more and more mountainous terrain. Directly below the craft was a large clearing, with small white tents that were spaced far apart on the compound. Little pink figures were being herded by little teal figures, and I suddenly realized that it was a camp full of human women. 
 
    “What’s that?” I asked, pointing down at the women. “What are they doing to them?” 
 
    “Those are the human women that were brought to Jenal’k. We are getting them acclimated to the world here. When they are ready, they will be able to go home with a mate.” 
 
    “You brought them here to breed?” I asked, disgusted. Is that what I had been brought to do? Despicable!  
 
    “It was that or fall victim to the Vellreq. It is the lesser of two evils. And it’s not like they’re being forced into it. There is a courting process.” 
 
    I mulled this over briefly as we passed above the heads of the other women. They seemed all right, but as far as I could tell, they were still slaves who had been kidnapped and stolen away to a planet that was not their home. 
 
    “And what about me?” I asked, frowning. “You just took me from my home to yours.” 
 
    Aloitus was silent and continued staring ahead as he drove. I sighed. At least he wasn’t actively trying to get me into bed with him. He seemed too busy for that. At least for now. What would happen if he ever had free time on his hands? 
 
    Although the thought should have disgusted me, for some reason a surge of heat pulsed through my body. Aloitus was an astonishingly attractive man. Would it really be so bad to have him as a mate? 
 
    I was appalled at myself for the thought. Of course, it would be bad! It was every type of wrong in the book. Just because he wasn’t the worst captor I’d had in the past year didn’t mean that he was the kind of person I should be opening myself up to, even if it was just physical pleasure. 
 
    I hadn’t been allowed to date very much growing up. Being the daughter of a politician meant that I was always under strict surveillance. Anything I did wrong could have reflected badly upon my father’s career, so he always had strict rules for me to abide by. The strictest was no dating.  
 
    It had left me very curious, and although I’d had a few secret boyfriends that I was smart enough to keep the tabloids off the trail of, I still had never had a good sexual experience with a man I trusted. Most of the men I’d been with had only seemed interested in gratifying themselves, and I’d lost interest in trying. 
 
    That is, until I had seen Aloitus ascending toward me from the sky. Now it seemed I couldn’t get him out of my head. As much as he irritated me, I was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. There was just something about him that I craved. Even in the dead of night, knowing I shouldn’t be allowing myself to harbor such feelings, I was unfortunately powerless to stop them. 
 
    “We will land here,” Aloitus said, his lyrical voice breaking into my thoughts. “I think you will enjoy this place as I have.” 
 
    The hovercraft began landing softly in the lush forest surrounding us, into a patch of dirt that seemed a well-worn parking lot for one. Aloitus pressed a sequence of buttons, and the doors of the hovercraft opened, letting in the sweet smell of the jungle. It was unbelievably uplifting, and I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply.  
 
    “That smells good,” I said softly. 
 
    “Yes,” Aloitus agreed, hopping cheerfully out of the hovercraft. He quickly rounded the craft until he was at my doorway and offered his hand up to me. 
 
    I peered down at him as I took it, shocked by how different he seemed already. It was as if this place had brought out a different side of the man, and he was feeling comfortable and lively. The loose smile suited him, and I found myself lost once again in his rich beauty. 
 
    I cried out in surprise when he seemed tired of waiting for me to hop down from the craft and lifted me easily, his strong, huge hands wrapping themselves around my waist and sending jolts of forbidden pleasure through my loins. He was unbelievably strong, and I was set down gently beside the craft. Aloitus hummed to himself as he closed the doors to the hovercraft. 
 
    “It is this way. Follow me and stay close. It can be dangerous here.” 
 
    Dangerous? How? 
 
    But Aloitus was already walking forward briskly, and I had to jog to catch up. I wished he would slow down so I could take some time to enjoy my surroundings. I had always loved being out in natural areas, and the jungles of Jenal’k were unlike anything I had ever seen before.  
 
    Aloitus looked over his shoulder at me, his purple eyes twinkling. “You are going to like this.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but be endeared to him as he led the way, his powerful body stepping over obstacles and holding large leaves and branches out of my way. He was actually quite a gentleman when he set his mind to it, and the desire that I tried so hard to repress came back to me in powerful, unexpected waves. 
 
    Suddenly, Aloitus grew rigid and stopped. 
 
    “What are you—” 
 
    “Shh!” he hissed. 
 
    At first, I was hurt and angered by it, but before I could give him a piece of my mind, a dark shadow fell over us, and Aloitus sighed. 
 
    “You better hope skipping third meal was worth it,” Aloitus mumbled. 
 
    Suddenly his strong hands were on me again, and I was being whipped through the air. I cried out in surprise and fear when I saw that, in the spot where I had been standing, there was now a giant thorn buried in the ground that was nearly as tall as I was. 
 
    “What the hell…” 
 
    But Aloitus didn’t answer. He flung me behind his body and glared up into the sky at what appeared to be a giant flower-like monster. It towered above us, its head as high as the tallest trees in the forest, and Aloitus frowned deeply, drawing his weapon. It looked like a gun at first, but when he powered it on, a long beam of bright white light shone from it, and Aloitus charged at the creature.  
 
    It threw another thorn down at Aloitus, but he dodged masterfully, his broad, powerful body moving with the finesse of a panther. I was mesmerized by the scene. I had never seen a man so capable. If he could move like this in battle, imagine what he might be able to do elsewhere! 
 
    I was shocked out of the thought by the sound of Aloitus’ voice. He had cried out in pain, and I was horrified to see his arm wrapped in what looked like a vine controlled by the creature towering above us. He had dropped his weapon and was tugging his arm, fighting helplessly to free himself. 
 
    I couldn’t bear to see him in pain, and without thinking, I ran to him and picked up the weapon that had been cast to the ground. I didn’t know how to work it, but I handed it to Aloitus. 
 
    His purple eyes widened in surprise, gratitude, and what looked like fear. 
 
    “Get away before you are injured! Go hide in the shade; this is a being that seeks the power of the suns. It will avoid you there.” 
 
    I hesitated. I didn’t want to go until I knew Aloitus would be all right. He seemed to sense this and gritted his teeth, slicing the creature’s vine and freeing himself. A high pitched whistling noise filled the air, and the creature lashed out again at Aloitus. 
 
    “I said hide!” Aloitus demanded, before tearing his gaze from mine and running straight for the creature. But I was too horrified. I didn’t want to see him injured.  
 
    To my surprise, the whistling sound intensified as Aloitus plunged his laser deep into the center of the creature’s stalk, and began running up it, dragging the blade behind him. It was being torn in half as Aloitus ran, climbing it like a tree until he reached the top. 
 
    I watched in horror and amazement as Aloitus managed to get on the creature’s shoulders, plunging his blade deep into its neck. A strangled whistling sound was emitted as it collapsed to the ground, and Aloitus held tightly to its terrifying head as it fell forward. 
 
    “Look out!” Aloitus called, riding the creature down to the ground. I scrambled out of the way just as it landed beside me, and Aloitus climbed off and grinned. “Are you all right?”  
 
    I nodded dumbly, and Aloitus put his weapon away. 
 
    “Those guys are pretty destructive. They’re an invasive species from a planet not too far from here. They like to incubate here as seeds, but they completely destroy the foliage. It is partly due to them that the Red Deserts are so vast, though that is a good thing for our people as we prefer the warmer climate. But there are other creatures who are native to Jenal’k that need the jungles to survive. Everybody’s home here is important.” 
 
    As Aloitus continued to walk ahead of me, I felt the last of my self-control wavering. He was so handsome and considerate. And, he had just saved my life. My body was on fire, and I wanted him more than I had ever wanted anything in my life. The feeling was scary but thrilling, and I gripped Aloitus by the hand. 
 
    He turned to me, startled, and then his face softened and his four fingers closed gently around mine. “Come,” he said. “We are nearly there.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    I stared in disbelief, stunned by the beautiful rivers of Mount Zennith. Aloitus had more than delivered on his promise that I would like the scenery here; in truth, I had never seen a natural landscape more beautiful. 
 
    The hills were rolling and beautiful as the suns streamed down upon the water, casting dazzling and beautiful sparkles of color that I had never seen in the waters of Earth. 
 
    “How is this possible?” I asked Aloitus breathlessly. “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    We had sat at the river’s edge, and Aloitus had rolled up the legs of his trousers and removed his stuffy combat boots to dip his feet in the cool water. He had invited me to do the same, but I couldn’t imagine muddying the beautiful sight with my feet.  
 
    “This is the source of Jenal’k’s fresh water. We do not need it to survive as humans do, of course, but all the same, it is here. But as it courses through the land and becomes filtered, minerals enter it that are wonderful for humans and Thressl’n alike. But it is an optional source of nutrition as opposed to a necessary one.” 
 
    “So…it’s basically a Thressl’n health craze, then,” I said, mulling this information over. Aloitus laughed, a surprising and pleasant sound. 
 
    “Yes,” he said. “It is a lot like that.” 
 
    We sat in silence for a few moments longer, enjoying the soothing sounds of the water flowing past us. I couldn’t help but feel that it was the most romantic moment I had ever shared with another living soul, and turned tentatively to Aloitus, a question burning on my mind that had been bothering since I had first laid eyes on him. 
 
    “Why am I here?” I managed to whisper. “Are you planning to breed with me?” 
 
    Aloitus turned to me, his brow raised high in surprise. 
 
    “The time is too young to tell such a thing,” he said, turning to face me, his purple eyes boring into mine. “There are so many tasks I must fulfill. My obligations to the planet are more urgent than my obligations to future races of Thressl’n. As much as I’d like to, finding a mate should not be my main priority right now.” 
 
    He seemed as if he was going to say more, but he bit the words back and turned away from me, casting his stormy purple eyes back out over the water. I felt a strong urge to hold him close to me then, to try and tell him that he was doing a great job. Although I resented being his prisoner, everybody at the palace was worried about him. Even I had noticed that he was growing thin and gaunt, with a permanent expression of weariness and determination etched on his face. 
 
    “You know, this is the first time I’ve seen you look so at peace,” I said quietly. “Maybe we should come here more often.” 
 
    Aloitus turned to me, his face bright. “So you like it then?” 
 
    I smiled at him, warmed by his handsome features lighting up at my approval. “I love it.” 
 
    We were quiet for a few more moments, and then I sighed. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “What? Why?” Aloitus asked, taking another deep breath of the sweet air before turning his gaze to me. 
 
    “Thank you. For saving my life back there. I don’t know how to…” 
 
    Before I could finish speaking, my words were cut off by the soft, sensual thrill of Aloitus’s lips. He kissed me tenderly, sending gentle, tingling waves of pleasure creeping from my lips and deeper and deeper inside of me.  
 
    I knew I should push him away. There was no way I could condone being one of Aloitus’s conquests, especially after being abducted from my home.  
 
    But with every touch, he awakened a new desire within me, and soon, his gentle kiss had become more lingering and passionate. As his tongue massaged my own, the soft, sensual pleasures had begun to awaken into deep, hot flames with a desperate appetite. They were hungry for something only Aloitus could provide, and now that I had surrendered myself to them, there would be no stopping until they got exactly what they wanted. 
 
    ***
  
 
    My body was electrified as Aloitus pulled me close to him, his broad chest heaving and his purple eyes dark and steady upon me. I opened and closed my mouth, trying to get myself to protest; there was no way I should be allowing myself to fall into this trap with him. 
 
    But instead of telling him to stop, I gasped in pleasure as Aloitus roamed the curves of my breasts with his hand and buried his lips into the tender nape of my neck, sending deep thrills all the way to my core. Aloitus explored my body tenderly, with a gentleness and precision I should have expected from a man like him. And yet it surprised me just the same.  
 
    He pulled away just to examine the look on my face, and I gasped, closing my eyes as his lips found mine again, and he climbed above me. Our middles met, and suddenly I felt the urgency of his desire, firm against me. It sent an overpowering fire through my body, and I gripped Aloitus by the shoulders, bracing myself as he began to lift the fabrics of my clothes and leave trails of fire behind his gentle, exploratory touches. 
 
    “You are mine,” Aloitus said firmly into my ear. I wanted to tell him no. I didn’t belong to anybody. But instead, the concept of his claiming me thrilled me deeply, and I surrendered to his unbelievable power. 
 
    Aloitus stripped me quickly, careful not to tear any of the fabrics of my clothing from Earth. He studied my naked body, his eyes shining with need. I shivered beneath him, and again, my body was covered in sweet, gentle kisses. I never would have guessed Aloitus to be the type to be so caring, but he surprised me again and again as he generously filled my body with pleasure beyond anything I had ever hoped to experience. 
 
    But soon, his desire became apparent, and I moaned softly when Aloitus stripped away the layers of his outfit, revealing his unbelievably powerful body in full. I gazed at him, in awe of the rippling muscles of his abdomen. I gasped suddenly as Aloitus thrust his hips against mine, and I felt his rock hard member press against the boundaries of my middle. It sent a shock all the way through me, and he smiled down at me as if he knew exactly what I was feeling. 
 
    It was both embarrassing and thrilling, and he teased me once more with his hips, dragging the length of himself against my sensitive mound, until I was writhing beneath Aloitus in pleasure and anticipation.  
 
    I touched his broad chest, letting my hand fall down the pronounced muscle of Aloitus’s abdomen. His skin was surprisingly soft here, but he was dense and tight, compactly muscled even beyond his abs. Even his member was impressive; just the brief sight of it made me hot with anticipation. 
 
    I caught him grinning down at me before his mouth closed over mine again. I couldn’t help but moan as I began to feel him pressing inside of me. I could feel myself being pried blissfully open by the power of his unbelievable body, and I sighed in pleasure as Aloitus took his time, studying me and the effects his touch had on me. He seemed to relish in my every little reaction and did whatever he could to provide me with the height of my pleasure at every turn. 
 
    Never in my life had I experienced anything even close to this. I’d slept with two other boyfriends, but both had been lackluster experiences. Of course, my body would learn what it was fully capable of with a man from another planet. That figured. 
 
    Still, I was in no position to complain as Aloitus moved his powerful hips against me, plunging suddenly inside of me with all of his force. I cried out in pleasure and surprise, Aloitus showing no signs of going easy on me now that his member was buried inside of me. And I didn’t want him to show any mercy. I had been on fire for this man since the moment I had laid eyes on him. And now, only he had the ability to quell the flames. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
    Aloitus Cloch’h (Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n) 
 
      
 
    I gazed down at the beautiful human beneath me. Her long golden hair was spread out beneath her, almost like a bed of silk to blanket her from the grassy shore. Her breasts were rising and falling hypnotically as she panted, getting used to the feeling of having me inside of her. 
 
    I closed my eyes, focused on the immense heat enveloping me. I had never felt such a thrill. Having this female beneath me was the single most sensual experience of my life. 
 
    When her long-lashed lids fluttered open, her eyes locked onto mine. The pink flush on her cheeks gave her look an ethereal quality that sent urgent spikes of desire through me. I felt the pull of longing urge my body to continue its quest, and I obliged. 
 
    Melinda gasped in pleasure as I plunged myself inside. I had never gone about claiming any female as my own. I had always had the understanding that the one you were fated to mate with would make herself known. And as I continued to explore Melinda’s body, a hot tingle began to rise deep in my abdomen, and I knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that this was the one I was meant to be matched to for all of my life and more. 
 
    But would she ever agree to that? Well, it wouldn’t matter. Fate would sort matters out. 
 
    I pushed the thought out of my head and focused on the task at hand. The heat searing through my body erupted to volcanic temperatures suddenly, and my body began to take over. I half worried that I would harm the human, but despite her gritted teeth, her body moved with my own, sending a deep thrill coursing through me. She was everything I could ever have wanted. Even if I was killed by the Vellreq, I was glad to have been able to share this moment with her. 
 
    The thought of dying sent a sharp pain through me. I growled out loud and focused all of my energy on the act of gratifying our bodies. Considering my own mortality seemed to invoke an even deeper need to enjoy the body I had while I still had it. 
 
    Melinda cried out in pleasure as my thrusting became more rapid and deliberate, massaging her deeply as we rocked in unison, lost in the worlds of our own pleasure. 
 
    I was shocked when Melinda’s eyes opened suddenly, and she drew in a deep gasp. She tightened around my member, a contraction that surely heralded the arrival of her climax. Her uncontrollable pleasure sent a shocking wave of desire through me, and I focused my efforts on intensifying her pleasure, as it was the one thing that seemed to bring me closest to my own orgasm. 
 
    Suddenly, I cried out as the hot tingling in my abdomen sent an explosion of bliss throughout my body, and I finally let go of the tension I had been holding back for so long. The hot, blissful release brought Melinda’s body to quaking beneath me, and we panted together as I forced my body to move, carrying us through our climaxes until both of us were completely exhausted. 
 
    I collapsed on the ground beside Melinda and tentatively swept the golden hair out of her face. She gazed at me, her eyes surprisingly stormy. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I don’t think I should have done that.” 
 
    My brow furrowed and I sat up, quickly dressing myself. What did she mean she shouldn’t have done that? I thought we were past this confusing and irritating bout of contempt! 
 
    “We should get back,” I said darkly, turning back once I was sure Melinda had sufficiently dressed herself. “I have a lot of work to finish.” 
 
    Melinda nodded without meeting my eyes, and we walked back to the hovercraft wordlessly. I drove back to the palace in silence, regretting ever having brought Melinda to the place I had always considered sacred. If she didn’t want to be with me, that was fine. But her life was going to be hell from then on. 
 
    She would learn not to cross the Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n. I was not a man to be trifled with. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus! Where have you been?” Peko exclaimed. “Second in Command Zerk’k Arkti is in your office. He had been waiting with breaking news of the Vellreq’s position!” 
 
    I rushed past Melinda and headed to my office. I could feel her eyes burning into my back, but I had no time for her pettiness now. She was going to understand my wrath. All she was to me was a bargaining chip with the Vellreq. Nothing more. I would be stupid to allow myself to develop true feelings for that female. She was nothing but a human. And humans were fickle and cruel. Not only to others, but even amongst themselves. It was a mistake to show any interest and always had been. How stupid could I have been? 
 
    “Zerk’k, tell me what’s going on,” I said, rushing into my office and sitting down at the desk. Zerk’k furrowed his eyebrows. 
 
    “Commander of the Fleet spotted the Vellreq ships launching from Earth, sir. They are on their way.” 
 
    The news chilled me. Our defenses hadn’t been secured yet, though Laike had been working tirelessly on them since our meeting.  
 
    “How long do you think it will take them to arrive?” I asked urgently.  
 
    “It should take just a few revolutions. By the time they arrive, we will have had a chance to create the formation.” 
 
    “That is good news,” I said thoughtfully. “But if Laike isn’t finished by the time the Vellreq arrive, do you think we will have a chance?” 
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus, you had this plan in mind without Laike’s technology. You said it was worth the risk. If we are able to get rid of the Vellreq, we will be liberating the entire universe of their corruption. Even if it comes down to the worst…” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a sigh. What the common Thressl’n didn’t realize was that if all other efforts were not successful, Jenal’k was going to make the ultimate sacrifice. I was going to have Zerk’k Arkti evacuate the rest of the Thressl’n, along with my crown and the sacred scrolls, and detonate the most dangerous weapon that the Thressl’n had at their disposal. 
 
    Unfortunately, that would leave no trace of our beloved planet. Fortunately, there was already an agreement made with the people of Kalron to welcome the displaced Thressl’n onto their humungous planet. The Kalron were a small, modest race of people who took up but one continent on their huge planet. If all else failed, my people and everybody else in the universe would be safe from the Vellreq. And I would be responsible. 
 
    Still, I had to hold out hope for Laike’s superweapon to protect the planet and destroy the Vellreq once and for all, without having to sacrifice our beloved planet. I couldn’t imagine having to live without the beautiful world I had been raised in, but it was the same plight facing so many other species in the universe. Even the Earthlings were soon to be killed or relocated into slave camps elsewhere in the universe. The Vellreq were a malicious breed, and the whole universe would be better off without them. If that meant the destruction of Jenal’k, and the sacrifice of my own life, then so be it. 
 
    “I have complete faith in you, Supreme Leader Aloitus. It will all turn out as Fate decrees. We must not lose faith. There is bound to be some good to come of all of this.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “I would like you to help me organize a service to honor the gods of Fate. It should be held no later than tomorrow. All Thressl’n and Earth females should be in attendance.” 
 
    “Of course, sir…Laike as well?” 
 
    I considered this for a moment. “Laike does not even believe in the Fates. Invite him, but if he isn’t interested, let him work.” 
 
    “Of course,” Zerk’k said, standing to leave. He hesitated before reaching the doorway and turned to me. “Sir?” 
 
    “Yes?” I asked tiredly. 
 
    “Please eat something. You are looking haggard. I shall tell Peko to bring you something.” 
 
    Without waiting for my response, Zerk’k left the room, and I sighed. Things were coming along just as I thought they might. Although I had anticipated this, now that things were finally unfolding, it was beginning to feel as if everything was happening too fast. It was more important than ever to focus everything I had on my work. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I worked late into the night, and had barely touched the fourth or fifth meals that Peko had sent up to my office. Everybody was surprised when I refused to come down for the meal. Everybody, I’m sure, except my female. 
 
    I hadn’t been able to get our encounter out of my mind. Every time I closed my eyes to think about the next move I had to make, the memory of Melinda’s body struck me. It was unbelievably frustrating, despite the thrills the memories surged through me at random.  
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus?” Peko said, hesitantly poking her head into my office. 
 
    “What is it, Peko?” I asked, sighing.  
 
    “I am so sorry to intrude, but I wanted to bring this to you.” 
 
    Peko walked slowly into the office and sat down a small dish with a square of my favorite dessert in the middle. She was afraid to intrude, but all she was really doing was interrupting thoughts that should not even be in my head in the first place.  
 
    “Thank you, Peko,” I said, more grateful for the distraction than the food. I didn’t feel much like eating anymore. Not after what had happened with Melinda. And despite my body’s needs, I was swamped with work. Not only did I have to plan for the attack, but I also had to arrange for all of the Thressl’n’s most important affairs to be accounted for should a move to the Kalron’s planet be necessary. 
 
    “Are you all right, sir?” Peko asked, sitting cautiously down in front of my desk.  
 
    I sighed heavily. I hadn’t been able to speak to anybody about the weight of my potential sacrifice, and the truth was that it, and everything else, was weighing heavily on me.  
 
    “Not really,” I said, doing my best to look pleasant. “There are some things that are very difficult about being a leader.” 
 
    “Such as abducting and taming a human?” Peko asked. 
 
    I shook my head in bewilderment. “I have no idea what I’m doing. I don’t have time to worry about one human female right now. The whole universe is at stake. And yet…” 
 
    “Take it from me,” Peko said. “She is going to be able to see you the same way we do in no time. Don’t waste another thought on it.” 
 
    I smiled half-heartedly at Peko. “Thank you. Now if only I could guarantee the safety of the Thressl’n and win the war against the Vellreq.” 
 
    “Well, the Kalron said they would do anything they could. And the Old Ones are ready to fight to the death. You will not be alone, no matter what happens.” 
 
    It was true. The Old Ones refused to leave Jenal’k, no matter what happened. They were the race of people who lived in underground caves deep in the mountains of Zennith. They followed ancient rules and protected sacred scrolls, copies of which were entrusted to the Thressl’n Elders. The Old Ones were the predecessors of the Thressl’n, who had evolved to love living in the open and beneath the nourishment of the three suns, while the Old Ones preferred dark and secrecy.  
 
    They would rather die than surrender the planet to the Vellreq or flee to Kalron, and had pledged their loyalty to me no matter what the cost to them. The thought was comforting, and I smiled in gratitude at Peko. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Of course, sir. Now please, eat this and feel heartened. Fate will have her way.” 
 
    I nodded, and lifted the plate, feeling better for the first time since Melinda had retracted her passions. 
 
    “All right, Peko. Peace to you.” 
 
    Peko bowed. “Peace to you.” 
 
    I watched her as she retreated from my office and shook my head, taking a bite of the dessert. Peko was right. Fate would have her way. All I could do was play my part, and hope that she would be on my side. 
 
    ***
  
 
    I didn’t get to sleep until about three rotations before I had to wake up, so when I came down for first meal, I was not feeling very well. When I saw the human female fidgeting in her seat, her malicious beauty just as striking as ever, it put me immediately into an unhappy mood. 
 
    “Good morning, Supreme Leader Aloitus,” Peko said brightly. She was obviously pleased that I had come down to the first meal of the day. I had decided that I would no longer let my inappropriate feelings for a human get in the way of my work. It was far too important. 
 
    “Good morning, Peko. Thanks to you this morning for the meal.” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” Peko replied, beaming. I usually wasn’t one to heap praise onto anybody, but I was feeling very grateful for the intervention she had given me the night before. It had been just what I needed to hear. Especially after the horrible experience with the human. It could have been so wonderful. Why had she ruined it? 
 
    “Greetings to you,” I said coldly to the human, as it was customary for me to greet everybody the first time I saw them during the day. That way I could go about my business the rest of the day without having to be a slave to social custom.  
 
    “Good morning,” she said, keeping her eyes pasted on the food that she was moving around on her plate. 
 
    Peko left the room, leaving me alone with the female. We avoided each other’s gaze, and I would have been happy to leave it that way for the rest of the day, but the human, for the first time at the table, broke the silence. 
 
    “About what happened yesterday. I—” 
 
    “Have you no tact, human?” I snapped, disgusted. Did humans really discuss such intimate matters over a meal? I didn’t want to hear about it, especially not in a place where Peko or Chef could easily overhear. 
 
    “Tact? No…I mean, I just wanted to say I was sorry…” 
 
    “Your sorrow has no place here. In fact, nothing you feel has a place here. This whole situation is strictly business, and you are just a bargaining chip. Or have you not gotten that through your thick human head yet?”  
 
    I regretted letting my angry, tired words out on the human this way, but there was no stopping my temper once it had flared up. I could see her face falling in pain, but still, the onslaught continued despite my best efforts to slow it down.  
 
    “I brought you to Jenal’k for a purpose, and it wasn’t to sit across from me every day, feeling high and mighty, as if you are too good for me and my people. It wasn’t to give me the same smug look day in and day out and make me serve you. You are my human, my female, and as Supreme Leader of this planet, you are to do as I command you do.” 
 
    Melinda stayed quiet, her beautiful eyes downcast and her face drawn in anger. I was thankful she didn’t attempt to retaliate. When I was angry like this, on so little sleep with so many responsibilities pressing urgently upon me, it was almost as if I was looking for a fight. If she had indulged, there was no telling what might happen. 
 
    “I don’t feel like seeing you right now. You think your petty feelings and actions are worth talking about beyond their impact? After the fact? How self-absorbed! Are all humans the same?” I exclaimed. “Why don’t you take your meal into the bedroom and stay out of my sight for a while. You can do that, can’t you? There are much more important things on this planet than you, and it is my job to tend to them. Is that clear? Do not approach me again.” 
 
    Melinda stood from her seat, her eyes crystal and cold. I was chilled by the quiet malice in her face, but there was nothing I could do to take my words back. Besides, who cared if she was angry at me or not? There was no good to be had in occupying my mind with such petty matters. Emotions would only get me in trouble.  
 
    Again and again, I had been told this during my training. And now, that training was being put to the test during the most crucial time in Thressl’n history. I would be stronger than this. The human could be damned for all I cared. I would do my job to serve my people, and that was going to have to be the end of it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
    Melinda Jefferson (Daughter of the Prime Minister) 
 
      
 
    I stormed to my bedroom, holding my plate of food tightly. I pounded the code into the door and stomped inside. When the door hissed closed behind me, Kirk popped out of the closet, frowning. 
 
    “Are you all right? What happened?” he asked. 
 
    I thrust the plate of food to him and sighed in exasperation. There was no way I could tell him that I had slept with Aloitus, or describe the way he had attacked my feelings for regretting it afterward. I had never met a more insufferable, cruel man before. What had I been thinking, letting myself be vulnerable to him? 
 
    “Aloitus is an awful man,” I said as vaguely as possible. “I don’t really feel like talking about it right now.” 
 
    “Is he as bad as the Vellreq?” Kirk asked, moving beside me on the bed. 
 
    “Yes and no,” I said, sighing heavily. No, technically the Vellreq had treated me much, much worse. They never would have allowed me to leave my home, let alone take me out to a beautiful, mystical river unlike anything I had ever seen before. But they had never hurt me so badly either. 
 
    I had tossed and turned all night, thinking about what I had said to Aloitus and the pain that had flashed on his face before he had turned away. It was something I had regretted saying immediately. Didn’t he understand that it was difficult to accept any type of feelings for someone who had simply kidnapped me from my home? 
 
    But when I tried to apologize to him, he had all but bitten my head off and told me he didn’t want to see me at all. How could he have been so cruel? Why couldn’t he just try to put himself in my shoes instead of lashing out at me so harshly? 
 
    “Well don’t worry,” Kirk said brightly. “I’m here with you. And we’re going to figure a way out of this mess. Don’t worry.” 
 
    I stiffened when Kirk put his hand over mine. “I came all this way because I really like you, Melinda. I always have. And I was hoping that someday, maybe the two of us would, I don’t know…have a family of our own. I had no idea how many men across the universe I would have to fight to make that happen.” 
 
    I sighed inwardly. The truth was that I had never been romantically interested in Kirk. He had just been that fun, goofy kid brother who went on crazy adventures with me. Like following me across the universe to a strange planet where the Supreme Leader was hot and cold toward me and couldn’t handle any type of rejection or human emotion. What had I been thinking, allowing myself to surrender like that? 
 
    “Melinda, I love you,” Kirk said, setting his plate down on the bed and looking at me sincerely.  
 
    I studied Kirk, his sincere brown eyes and familiar face. Maybe that was what was supposed to happen between us. I was supposed to fall in love with Kirk, and he would rescue me from the bad guys, and everything would turn out as a simple and neat happily ever after.  
 
    Kirk didn’t wait for me to answer and swooped in to kiss me. I cringed, but kissed him back, my mind on the day before, the memory of Aloitus and his passion stirring a dark anger deep within me. 
 
    If he was going to make me feel that good but not care about how he made me feel, then he was just as cruel as I had originally thought he was. Maybe this thing with Kirk was what was right. Nothing else seemed to make sense anymore. 
 
    When Kirk pulled away, his eyes were sparkling. 
 
    “You didn’t throw up this time!” 
 
    I laughed, remembering the first time Kirk had kissed me during truth or dare with some of the neighborhood kids. I hadn’t wanted to kiss anybody, especially him, and had run off right after to vomit. 
 
    “No,” I agreed. “Maybe you’ve gotten better at it.” 
 
    Kirk grinned and came in for another kiss, and this time I let myself relax against the familiar feeling of having Kirk near me. It was different this way, but anything was better than letting myself stay caught up in my confusing feelings for Aloitus. At least Kirk was safe, and he cared about me enough to help me find my way home. I couldn’t let myself give in to my temptation for Aloitus any longer. I would be with Kirk, and that was that. 
 
    ***
  
 
    That night, I lay in bed with my stomach rumbling. I had refused to come out for any of the other meals. Aloitus had told me to stay away from him, so I wasn’t about to make myself vulnerable to him again. The last thing I needed was to feel any more of his wrath. 
 
    Kirk had disappeared into the closet, apparently floating on cloud nine. He spoke so excitedly about all the things he had always imagined we would do if we dated, and how it was like a dream come true for him to kiss me. 
 
    But the whole time he spoke, all I could think of was how hurt I felt about the way Aloitus had treated me. It had been very difficult for me to open myself up to him, especially to apologize for hurting him even though voicing my true feelings felt like the right thing to do at the time. Now though, I didn’t know anything. 
 
    Finally, the rumble in my stomach prompted me to get up, and I quietly ventured to the kitchen rather than steal from Kirk’s meager stash of food. Hopefully, I would be able to find something I could snack on. Otherwise, I would be up all night and victim to my hunger.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    My whole body was electrified by the surprising shock of Aloitus’s masculine voice rumbling from behind me.  
 
    “I got hungry,” I said, afraid not to speak to him. After all, he had made it abundantly clear that he was in charge. If I didn’t answer him, who could tell how he might react? 
 
    “Then why were you not at the other meals? I wanted to…” 
 
    Aloitus trailed off, and I dared to face him, staring him defiantly in the eye. 
 
    “You said you didn’t want to see me, so I did what you wanted.” 
 
    “That wasn’t really what I wanted,” Aloitus said, his face so tired and confused that I almost felt sorry for him. 
 
    “Well, you sure fooled me,” I said, stalking on toward the kitchen. I could feel his powerful body follow me down the hall, although he moved with impressive silence.  
 
    “Apologies to you,” Aloitus said. “I am under a lot of pressure and—” 
 
    “Save it,” I interrupted. “I know the dynamic here. You’re the big, spoiled boss-man who is used to getting everything you want really easily with no questions asked. But you know what? Things aren’t always that easy. Feelings aren’t easy. And I’m not easy either, all right? And whether you think you own me or not, you don’t. And no matter how mad you get about it, it won’t change how I feel. The only thing that can change how I feel is me, do you understand?” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    I shook my head and stalked toward the kitchen. Aloitus sighed quietly. 
 
    “Apologies to you,” he said tiredly, and disappeared down the other end of the hallway. 
 
    ***
  
 
    The next day I didn’t see Aloitus at all, except once when he strode past me. But that didn’t even count; it was as if he didn’t even see me there. All of the staff around the palace were whispering about how worried about him they were. Apparently he wasn’t eating or sleeping much. All he could think about was the Vellreq. But what did the Vellreq have to do with anything? 
 
    He had said that I was a bargaining chip the day he had been yelling at me. What did he mean by that? Maybe if I understood that, it would all come clear to me about why I was on Jenal’k in the first place. 
 
    “I missed you!” Kirk said when I returned from fifth meal, bearing a small loaf of a sweet, bready substance for him. He took the loaf gratefully and kissed the top of my head. As much as I wanted things to be simple and work out with Kirk, for some reason all I could focus on was Aloitus. He was working himself too hard. If he didn’t relax, something might happen to him. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said distractedly, crossing the room to sit on my bed. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Kirk asked. 
 
    “I don’t know. Something is going on, but I don’t really know what. Something to do with the Vellreq.” 
 
    “That must be why you’re here,” Kirk said. “I was thinking about why they might have abducted you. It makes sense though, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “What makes sense? They wanted to piss off the Vellreq?” 
 
    “Yeah!” 
 
    Well, that would explain what Aloitus had meant by me being a bargaining chip. But it didn’t explain exactly why. 
 
    “What good would come from pissing off the Vellreq? I thought that most planets just tried to stay on their good side.” 
 
    “They are master manipulators,” Kirk said. “It can be pretty scary to be on the receiving end of their terror. That’s what my source was telling me.” 
 
    “Your source?” I asked. 
 
    “I know someone who can get us out of here, remember?” 
 
    I furrowed my brow. “I had forgotten, actually. How is that supposed to work.” 
 
    “Well, not until the shit hits the fan, you know. There’s going to be some kind of big fight, chaos and the like. Then we can take advantage of the distraction and take off. Nobody will even notice.” 
 
    “What kind of fight? Like a revolution? Are they going to overthrow Aloitus?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kirk said with a shrug. “Everybody who knows anything is really hush-hush about it. But maybe you should try to get some information out of Aloitus. See if he’s planning anything. That would get us all the information we need to make it out of here.” 
 
    The idea of facing Aloitus again after what I’d said to him in the hallway made me feel sick to my stomach. But Kirk was looking at me so adamantly that I felt compelled to nod. 
 
    “All right,” I agreed reluctantly. “I will try to talk to him about it.” 
 
    “Perfect!” Kirk said. “I’m going to try to get a hold of my friend to see what we can do about maybe speeding this up. I’m getting tired of sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    I felt as if this last part was sort of a jab at me for refusing to let him sleep in the bed with me. He had gotten a little bit pushy about sleeping with me, but I was still recoiling from my strange experience with Aloitus and had refused every time.  
 
    Although I knew I definitely should not fall in love with the man who had kidnapped me, I still couldn’t help but have some residual feelings for him nonetheless. The hardest part was not being able to tell Kirk. I knew that if he found out about it, it would do nothing but cause more trouble. 
 
    I left the room once Kirk had hidden himself back in the large closet, and ventured nervously toward the area of the palace where I had gleaned that Aloitus had his office. It didn’t take long to discover where it was; there was a line of men guarding the area, and all of them raised an eyebrow at me as I walked slowly toward the entrance. 
 
    “I’d like to speak to Aloitus,” I said softly. None of the men acknowledged me, and I sighed, looking around for some kind of intercom or something that I could use to send word to Aloitus that I was there. 
 
    Finally, I gave up and simply knocked on the door. 
 
    “Enter,” Aloitus said distractedly.  
 
    My stomach knotted as the doorway opened and I walked inside. 
 
    Aloitus jerked up from his work, apparently shocked to see me.  
 
    “What is it?” he asked, scrambling with his control panel to shut the door behind me so that nobody could overhear our conversation. 
 
    “I…I feel like I should know why I’m here. You’re hiding something from me.” 
 
    Aloitus and I stared at each other, the tension thick between us. 
 
    “Sit down, human,” he said with a sigh. 
 
    I did, a frown deepening on my face. Aloitus’s handsome face was tired, and I realized suddenly that I had no idea how to conduct myself around him. I wanted nothing more than to like him as much as it seemed my body did, but there was nothing I could do to erase this strange obstacle between us. 
 
    “I understand that you are upset,” Aloitus said. “I should not have been so angry. I am under a lot of pressure because tensions are high. I am working hard to ensure the survival of my people, and you are playing a key role in that. I hope that someday you will understand my position.” 
 
    “Well maybe I can understand right now,” I said. “What is the good in keeping me in the dark when we’re both affected right now? Don’t you need to talk to somebody about this?” 
 
    Aloitus looked at me, his worn, purple eyes flashing with a pained emotion I couldn’t quite pinpoint.  
 
    “I’m not going to burden you with this, human. It is not your issue. It is mine. However, I want you to know that no matter what happens, you and the other humans on Jenal’k will be safe.” 
 
    “Please, just tell me—” 
 
    “No!” Aloitus barked, slamming his fist on the table. “This is my job, and you are interfering with it. Every day you interfere with it! This is more important than you and me, or our fleeting little feelings ever could be. Now please, leave me. I have much work to do.” 
 
    I frowned, a lump forming in my throat. Why was it that Aloitus was so unbelievably harsh with me? I did everything I could open myself up to him and work against all of the reasons telling me I shouldn’t trust this man. Something was eating away at him. Something big. And if he didn’t trust anybody with it, he was just going to destroy himself. 
 
    But if he didn’t want me there, then who was I to keep trying? I had a perfectly kind, loving man hiding in my closet that had stowed away across the universe to be with me. So why was I getting hung up on what this horrible man thought of me? Our relationship wasn’t real. All we had shared was a one-time thing. That was it. And apparently, that was all he saw it as. 
 
    I stood from my seat and left before Aloitus could see the tears falling down my cheeks. The last thing I wanted was to trouble him with any more meaningless emotions. If the Thressl’n were cold-hearted machines, there was no way my feelings would ever amount to anything. I would just have to swallow them and do my best to be happy. Kirk would do anything for me. Why couldn’t I just love him? 
 
    ***
  
 
    I didn’t expect Aloitus to be in the dining room when the fifth and final meal of the day was served. I was hoping just to take the whole plate of food to Kirk, who had been complaining more and more that he wasn’t getting enough to eat. 
 
    But to my surprise, Aloitus was quietly chewing his food by the time I arrived at the dining room, and I sat down quietly. I had nothing left to say to him. Every time we spoke lately, he had been dismissing me and belittling whatever I was feeling. I didn’t deserve that. I should focus my affections on someone who truly cared about me. Someone like Kirk, who, apparently, I had been neglecting to feed properly. 
 
    “Human, make sure you are awake early tomorrow. We are going on a trip. You will need to pack a few things. Do you understand?” 
 
    I looked up at Aloitus, surprised. 
 
    “A trip? Where?” 
 
    “Do not ask questions of me, human. Just do as you are asked and confirm whether or not you understand your instructions.” 
 
    “I understand what you want me to do. I don’t understand why.” 
 
    Aloitus sighed deeply and rose from his seat. 
 
    “Be ready before first meal. We will dine out tomorrow.” 
 
    I frowned as Aloitus left the room, leaving me in a shroud of mystery. 
 
    I looked around the room for Peko, but she was nowhere to be seen. Apparently, everybody had figured out that the tension between Aloitus and I was high. Nobody wanted to be caught in the middle of that. 
 
    As a result, the staff had grown cold toward me, and even Peko was reluctant to engage in civil conversation. They didn’t want to get on the Supreme Leader’s bad side. I had seen similar things happen when my father and I were fighting. It was better not to anger the beast. 
 
    “All right, then,” I mumbled to myself with a deep sigh. 
 
    Why did he hide so much from me? It was infuriating. He didn’t trust me, he didn’t respect my emotions, and he wanted me to obey him like some kind of mindless slave. It was unreasonable, and I was some kind of idiot for thinking that I would ever be able to reason with a man like him. As much as I wanted to like him, and to think that my feelings for Aloitus were justified, the fact was that they weren’t and he didn’t deserve any of my attention. 
 
    I prickled with anger and agitation and rose from my seat, holding the plate of food. And now he was taking me on some weird, mysterious trip, after telling me to leave him alone twice now. What kind of a man was he?! 
 
    I made my way from the dining room to my bedroom, looking forward to the seclusion of the comfortable bed. Even if everything was hell with Aloitus, at least Kirk wouldn’t complain to me about being hungry. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
    Aloitus Cloch’h (Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n) 
 
      
 
    To say I awoke at dawn would be a lie, as I had hardly had enough time to sleep by the time it was the hour of leaving. Melinda had no idea what was going on, but there was to be no safe place to explain the reality to her. I was taking her to meet the Old Ones, who had been excited to meet the human of the highest nobility on Jenal’k.  
 
    In truth, I had been putting it off. I hadn’t wanted to spend any time alone with the human after all of the angst we had been sharing lately, but after speaking to Peko, I realized how dishonorable my procrastination truly was. If anybody was going to help me defend Jenal’k with their all, it would be them. Only they would be able to relate to my sacrifice. And frankly, I needed that. 
 
    “Human! Greet the morning! It is time to leave!” 
 
    I waited outside the female’s door, anxious to get moving. The Old Ones were notoriously impatient people, and it seemed difficult to fathom their patience for lateness, especially after waiting so long to finally be introduced to the female that had been stolen from the hands of the Vellreq. In a sense, she was the catalyst; the beginning of the end, or the beginning of the beginning. She had no idea how much was riding on her shoulders. If anything happened to me, she would be sent to stay with the Old Ones until somebody was able to take her to Kalron for safe-keeping. 
 
    “Human!” 
 
    “My name…is…Melinda!” she growled from inside the room. She was putting forth an obvious effort to dress herself in the gown that Peko had chosen for her meeting with the Old Ones, and I sighed, wondering where the Peko had gotten off to. It was cruel to leave a human alone to put on ceremonial attire. It was difficult enough to put on with the help of a native Thressl’n. I knew from many experiences. 
 
    “I’m coming in,” I stated, punching in the code to the door and ducking inside. 
 
    Melinda’s face turned red, and I gaped at the beauty of her half-naked body, barely concealed by the thin gossamer fabrics of the ceremonial clothing. 
 
    “I am going to help you. We cannot be late to this meeting.” 
 
    “Where are we going?” Melinda asked, squirming as I lifted the robes and began draping them gently over her body. She refused to meet my eyes, which was a mercy for both of us. The situation was excruciatingly awkward enough. 
 
    “We are going to meet some very important natives of Jenal’k.” 
 
    “Why are they important?” 
 
    Although most of the time, Melinda’s constant questioning could seem incessant and annoying, for once I was actually relieved to have something to focus on other than the alluring curves of her body and my nearness to it.  
 
    “The Thressl’n are descended from them. We are a separate evolutionary strain. We evolved to thrive under the sunlight, while they dwell in the darkness of caves and receive a large majority of their sustenance from the soil.” 
 
    “They eat dirt?” Melinda asked, wrinkling her nose. 
 
    I chuckled despite myself, draping on of the sleeves over her delicate shoulders. She shivered at my touch, and I swallowed involuntarily. 
 
    “No, they do not eat dirt. The minerals are absorbed into their skin, and they thrive that way. They do not have to eat much of anything, truth be told.” 
 
    “They’re really self-sustainable then,” Melinda said thoughtfully. “Unlike the Thressl’n. You guys have to eat all the time!” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a sigh. “We are less water-based creatures than you humans. I’m sure you find it quite a flaw.” 
 
    Melinda smiled at me, and my hearts thudded hard in my chest. She was so beautiful. 
 
    “Not any more than eating dirt,” she said.  
 
    “Actually the Thressl’n body does its own magic with the sunlight. We receive much nourishment that way. We only eat to maintain our muscle mass.” 
 
    “I assumed,” Melinda said, looking down at the floor. Her cheeks turned pink, and I studied her, remembering the way her face had flushed much the same color during our tryst at the rivers of Mount Zennith. 
 
    We fell quiet until I finished wrapping the ceremonial robes around Melinda’s body. She stood back and admired herself in the mirror. 
 
    “Wow,” she said quietly. “I was way off.” 
 
    “I’ll say,” I said, laughing despite myself. “You had the arm where the rear should be.” 
 
    She grinned, and another tremor shook my hearts. Why couldn’t things with her always be easy like this? She consumed my thoughts so much of the time, but whenever we were alone for too long, things turned hostile. Couldn’t we get along for one whole day? 
 
    “I’m ready,” Melinda said decidedly, primping her hair briefly. “How do I look? Very official?” 
 
    I opened my mouth to answer, but no sound came out. The truth was that she looked completely stunning. The ceremonial robes had always been meant to represent purity of heart and soul, and often looked clunky and cumbersome. But on Melinda’s slight body, the robes wrapped around her were astonishingly beautiful. 
 
    “Yes,” I managed to stammer. “Let us go before we are late for the meeting.” 
 
    Melinda nodded and followed me out of the room.  
 
    I breathed deeply when we were back in the spacious halls of the palace, and led Melinda through the corridors and to my hovercraft. 
 
    “Are we going to go back to Mount Zennith?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” I answered, putting the craft into drive and lifting off into the air. “They live in an area you have never seen. A spot the suns rarely hit. It will take the better part of a day to reach the caves of the Old Ones. We will stop for a meal on the road and then have our final meal with them.” 
 
    “Not dirt, I hope,” Melinda said, her face deadpan. 
 
    I did my best not to smile and kept my eyes straight ahead. “Not dirt.” 
 
    We fell into a comfortable silence, both of us just seeming to enjoy the company of the other. How did we manage to fall into such a pleasant coexistence? I couldn’t tell, but I was grateful for it. If I had to spend all day fighting with Melinda after having so little sleep, I was afraid of what might happen. It was better to say nothing than to risk saying the wrong thing. 
 
    And so we drove all afternoon, Melinda staring out her window at the small Thressl’n world below and me secretly staring at her. It was probably the closest we would ever be again, and I was determined to relish it. 
 
    Because once the war began, there was no guarantee what would happen to either of us from that point forward. It was better to try to live in harmony. I wanted to die honorably, with no guilt in my heart. And the only way to do that was to be patient with the woman who knew better than anybody just how to push my buttons.  
 
    ***
  
 
    “Melinda,” I said softly, touching her shoulder and rocking it gently. “We’ve arrived.” 
 
    Melinda had fallen asleep during the late afternoon, after we had stopped at a diner out in the middle of nowhere run by a couple of Thressl’n who had taken to treating tourists with a visit to one of the more scenic areas of the sunsets of Jenal’k. I was still chuckling at Melinda’s excitement upon finding a life-sized model of the suns, where you could stick your face and have a postcard printed with a message in your native tongue stating that you were the center of the universe. She was still clinging to hers when she had fallen asleep. 
 
    “What?” Melinda asked sleepily, sitting up in a daze. “Are you all right? You look so tired.” 
 
    Melinda touched my face without seeming to think twice about it as she roused herself. She seemed confused by the piece of paper she was gripping and squinted at it before a beautiful peal of laughter escaped her lips. 
 
    “Look at your face,” she said quietly, pointing at me in the background of the photo. I was looking at her, a mixture of amusement and disapproval on my face as she stuck her head gleefully in the hole. 
 
    “You know how many types of germs there could be in there?” I asked. “People all over the universe take pictures in there. And children! They’re the worst.” 
 
    “I like kids,” Melinda said, smiling shyly at me. “I wanted to have one or two one day.” 
 
    I opened and closed my mouth, unsure of what to say, and she laughed softly. “Aren’t they expecting us in there?” 
 
    I nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, please, let us go.” 
 
    I got out of the hovercraft and walked around to help Melinda down.  
 
    “The Old Ones may not look just the same as we Thressl’n do, but they are revered on our planet. They handed us ancient texts that have formed our ceremonies and celebrations, and they are owed the utmost respect. Please, bow your head to them deeply and do not rise until they say it is all right. I will be right alongside you. And please, do not be afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid?” 
 
    “I was…the first time I met them. Most Thressl’n never do. Just those chosen to serve them, such as the Supreme Leaders and the Second in Command. They send messengers out if there is a need for something. They rarely, if ever, leave the comfort of their underground world.” 
 
    “So we will be meeting underground then,” Melinda said, taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Yes,” I said, closing my eyes. The first time I had met the Old Ones had been one of the scariest experiences of my life. I had grown up with crippling claustrophobia that had rendered it difficult for me to be in hovercrafts or spaceships very long. And so going into the dark black tunnels to meet the Old Ones, who seemed more reptilian than anything, had been quite difficult for me. 
 
    “Is there anything else I should do?” Melinda asked. “Like…to honor them? I don’t want to do anything wrong and make you look bad.” 
 
    “No, just follow my lead and be yourself. These are the Old Ones. We do not have to pretend in front of them. They are wise; tapped into a stream of consciousness that our kind evolved out of. But they have never steered us wrong before.” 
 
    “All right,” Melinda said. I could feel her relax beside me and cast her a comforting smile. 
 
    “It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    We continued walking quietly until finally, I saw the large tree that marked the tunnel that would lead to the city below the surface of Jenal’k. 
 
    “All right,” I said, inhaling deeply. It was still difficult for me to go into these caves, but I had been putting it off long enough. “It is time.” 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Greetings to you, Leader of the Thressl’n. Greetings to you, human.” 
 
    I bowed and nudged Melinda, pleased to find she was already bowing. It was still taking some time for our eyes to adjust to the dark. It would probably take my eyes much longer, as the Thressl’n had terrible night vision. I probably should have mentioned the darkness to Melinda, but she seemed to be taking everything in stride. 
 
    “You may rise.” 
 
    We stood into the cave, and I was shocked when a small blue lantern was lit in the vast tunnel where we were standing. 
 
    “For the human’s benefit,” one of the Old Ones explained. 
 
    “Thanks to you,” Melinda said with another deep bow. 
 
    “It is our pleasure. Quite an honor to meet a human at last!” 
 
    I was both thankful for the light and bitter that the human was shown special favor. What good a light would have done for me that first time visiting!  
 
    But it was the Old Ones who had insisted on the dark visits and who had cured me of the overwhelming claustrophobia that had taken hold of me early in life. It had been quite a learning experience, and it was because of that difficult journey that I’d been entrusted with some of the teachings of the ancient scrolls.  
 
    “It is an honor to meet you as well,” Melinda said. 
 
    I had never seen an Old One in the light, and studied them curiously now in the blue glow of the lantern. They had distinct Thressl’n features, broad and muscular, but their eyes were much smaller, and the cool, metallic colors were difficult to make out in the dark. But their eyes glittered in the light, giving them an eerie appearance that I hoped wouldn’t startle Melinda. 
 
    There were Old Ones of all ages, all crowded around the small tunnel to view Melinda.  
 
    “Now tell me, Aloitus, how are things progressing?” 
 
    “As expected,” I said, reluctant to speak too freely in front of Melinda. She still didn’t know just how extreme the situation was, and I couldn’t bear to take a moment of peace from her mind. 
 
    “That is good news, is it not?” 
 
    “Yes. I am hoping to have our head engineer work on a project that will turn tides in our favor.” 
 
    “Jora Lollo?” the leader of the Old Ones asked, his withered nose wrinkled in distaste. 
 
    “No. The man Jora’s family stole the title from. Laike Ostra’ki.” 
 
    The Old One smiled, a toothless but delightful sight. 
 
    “Ah, so you’ve figured it out at last.” 
 
    “Not entirely,” I admitted. “But I do know enough. If I…if all goes well, I am demoting Jora. His family will be shamed for their dishonor.” 
 
    “They have been dishonorable for generations,” the Old One said dismissively. “It wouldn’t be the first time they were forced to take accountability for their actions. Somehow, they always manage to come out looking like the victims though. It is their fate to tempt vengeance.” 
 
    “I see,” I said. If it was vengeance they wanted, then pay they would. 
 
    “So, human, what do you think of Jenal’k?” the leader of the Old Ones asked, fixing his charming, toothless smile upon Melinda. 
 
    “And don’t bother lying to spare their feelings,” I said. “They will see right through it.” 
 
    Melinda laughed, a sound that seemed to delight everybody in the tunnel. A comfortable clamor sounded through the tunnel and soon quieted down so that Melinda could answer. 
 
    “It is quite beautiful here,” Melinda said softly. “I enjoy the Thressl’n people and customs a lot.” 
 
    I was shocked to hear this. I had assumed that she hated everything about the Thressl’n and Jenal’k. Perhaps I had been missing something. 
 
    “But?” the leader of the Old Ones prompted. 
 
    “But this is not my home. I do not like the idea of never being able to return home.” 
 
    “Have you not informed her?” the Old One asked me accusingly. 
 
    “No, Old One,” I said, feeling mildly ashamed of myself. But the fact was that I was doing what I felt was best. 
 
    “I see,” the Old One said, thankfully letting the issue go. “I suppose that is one way to do it.” 
 
    Melinda looked at me, raising an inquisitive eyebrow. I shifted uncomfortably before the Old One continued speaking. 
 
    “Well, in that case, human, I hope you will be able to enjoy the whole of Jenal’k while you have the chance.” 
 
    “Aloitus mentioned I might be able to be stationed back on Earth at some point.” 
 
    “Yes, this is the fact,” the Old One said, glancing at me curiously. “Would that be your wish?” 
 
    I expected Melinda to shout yes to the rooftops with such a force that nobody would ever doubt her distaste for me and the world I had stolen her away to, but to my surprise, she hesitated. I had found that it was always very difficult, if not impossible, to lie to the Old Ones, and if you did, they were quick to ask you to dig deeper into the truth of your intentions. 
 
    “I…don’t really know,” Melinda admitted, surprising me deeply. “There isn’t anything for me on Earth. But I resent being brought here against my will.” 
 
    The Old One cast me a look that implied he knew something that I didn’t. An annoying, knowing look that made me second-guess everything I had been doing thus far. If I had simply told the human of her importance from the get go, would she still be so reluctant to spend time with me and enjoy the beauty of Jenal’k before it was potentially destroyed? Was it too late to tell her now? 
 
    “You fear the Vellreq,” the Old One said. 
 
    Melinda furrowed her brow and nodded, and I was stricken by her vulnerability. I wished I could go to her, hold her close to my body and let her know that I would do anything to remove the threat they posed to her and the people of Earth.  
 
    But I had doomed myself with my dedication to secrecy. And besides that, she would not want me near her. Not after so many of my tired outbursts. I didn’t deserve the time of day, and I would not pressure her to give it to me. Besides, if she did still enjoy my company, she might very well be loving a dead man.  
 
    “There is hope,” the Old One said, as if he had been able to hear my thoughts. He was speaking to Melinda, but his eyes were fixed on me. So many of their messages had double meanings. But the Thressl’n were the lower life forms. Our ability to read between the lines was as limited as our night vision. 
 
    “Yes, there is hope,” another Old One repeated. Until all of the Old Ones surrounding us were chanting it. It was strange, and surreal, and overwhelming, and suddenly I felt light-headed. I reached out to grip the wall to steady myself, but I found only more darkness. I let out a little cry of surprise when my body grew heavy, and the world became suddenly dark. I felt my legs give way to the weight of my torso and soon I was on the ground, blacked out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
    Melinda Jefferson (Daughter of the Prime Minister) 
  
 
    I was shocked to see Aloitus fall to the ground in a heap. All of my memories of him involved such fierce strength. To see him lying vulnerable on the floor was probably the most alarming thing I had ever seen. 
 
    The Old Ones began to murmur amongst themselves, and I ran to Aloitus, touching his broad, handsome face and stroking it, begging him to awaken. But nothing I did seemed to help, and soon, the Old Ones were gently pushing past me and lifting Aloitus’s massive body onto their frail-looking shoulders and carrying him down a long, dark tunnel.  
 
    I followed blindly, having no concern whether there was light or anything down there for me. I had to be with Aloitus. Nothing was more important to me than finding out whether or not he was all right. 
 
    “Calm yourself, human,” one of the Old Ones said softly as I rushed down the tunnel, nearly knocking down the group of men carrying Aloitus. “The Fates will determine the proper outcome to this situation. You can always trust in the Fates to lead us to the greater good. They govern this land and always have.” 
 
    I wasn’t so sure. Fate had never been a very good thing on Earth. Many people with too much power had used “fate” and divine providence as a way to control others. I was skeptical of anything bearing the name of predetermination. Especially when the life of the man I loved…or at least, cared deeply for…was on the line. I would have to figure out the love thing later. What mattered most now was seeing to it that Aloitus was all right. 
 
    It seemed to take ages before I found myself in a huge room with an arched ceiling. The Old Ones had brought the blue light in for my comfort, and I watched as they laid Aloitus on a tall bed and wiped his face with cool cloths. 
 
    “How long has it been since this boy has slept?” the leader of the Old Ones exclaimed. Everybody looked to me for answers. 
 
    “He has not been taking great care of himself. And he won’t tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Nobody seemed eager to acknowledge the latter part of my statement, and bustled around Aloitus, propping him up on comfortable pillows and administering tonics into his mouth. 
 
    “Is he all right?” I whispered. I felt terrified that I would never get another chance to look him in the eye again, or that he would somehow slip into a coma and leave me alone and defenseless in this strange world. 
 
    Yes, I had Kirk, and I would always have Kirk, but could I love him? The passion I had felt toward Aloitus had been singular. How could I ever hope to replicate that with someone else? Especially somebody who felt so much more like a friend than a lover? I didn’t think it was possible. 
 
    “He is going to be fine, human,” the leader of the Old Ones said gently. “He is just over-worked and not listening to the decree of the scrolls. Skipping sleep and meals is terrible for the Thressl’n system. Why don’t you come have a meal with us and let him get some rest.” 
 
    “All right,” I said, reluctantly leaving the side of the bed. Aloitus seemed to be sleeping soundly now, and there were Old Ones standing on either side of his bed speaking in a language that my translation device just couldn’t get a handle on. It was a beautiful language though, and I could see where the pleasant, lyrical quality of the Thressl’n’s voices came from. 
 
    “Good, this way,” the Old One said, walking slowly down a tunnel that led me further and further away from Aloitus. I didn’t like the distance between us, but the best thing for him right now was sleep. There was nothing I could do now but wait. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “You care deeply for Aloitus, don’t you?” the leader of the Old Ones said, smiling knowingly at me from across the table. I blushed down at my plate and said nothing. How could I even begin to answer that question? We could hardly be in the room for five minutes without arguing lately. 
 
    “You know, when men are in that state, there are warning signs. Irritability. Short tempers. Cruel words that might leave a lasting mark on those they care for…” 
 
    I sighed, raising an eyebrow at the Old One, who chuckled to himself. “He was harsh with you, wasn’t he?” 
 
    I pursed my lips and frowned at my plate of food, and again, the Old One chuckled. 
 
    “Please, human, do not hold him too accountable for those words. There are certain ways the Thressl’n must conduct themselves to remain harmonious with those around them. I can tell that Aloitus is fond of you. Do not let this scare you off.” 
 
    I considered the Old One's words and looked back down at my meal, sighing inwardly. Whether Aloitus was lashing out at me because he was feeling unwell or not, the fact was that he had still abducted me from my home. I was still little more than a commodity to him, as much as I wished he could legitimately care for me.  
 
    I had opened myself up to him, body and soul, even after knowing that he had stolen me from all of my friends and family, and he had repaid me by turning around and biting my head off when I tried to make myself vulnerable and apologize for being distant with him after the fact. It was the kind of wound that stung and made me re-think having anything to do with him from that point on.  
 
    There was no way I could let the Old One in on the depth of my thoughts, and he seemed content to let the issue drop.  
 
    After the meal, I was led back to the room where Aloitus was sleeping. The Old Ones left us alone and dispersed throughout the other tunnels. I gazed at Aloitus’ chest rising and falling, a torrent of emotions overwhelming me. Why did things have to get so complicated?  
 
    Seeing Aloitus vulnerable was alarming, and I wished more than anything to see him open his eyes again and get up, acting as he had when we had first met. I felt hot tears begin to pool in my eyes and sighed, squeezing my lids closed. The tears snaked through, and soon I was legitimately crying. I was crying about leaving my home; I was crying that I didn’t even know if I wanted to go back home; and I was crying because I was so unbelievably worried about Aloitus.  
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    Aloitus’ deep, lyrical voice rumbled at me from the darkness, and I gasped as his strong finger swiped one of my tears away. I opened my eyes to see him examining it in the dim blue light and raise his brow.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have woken you up,” I said, wiping the tears off my face.  
 
    Aloitus sat up, staring down at his shimmering finger. “Is this cry?” 
 
    An involuntary bubble of laughter burst from me, and Aloitus looked over at me, his eyes wide. 
 
    “I was crying, yes,” I said with a sigh.  
 
    “Strange,” he mumbled, looking back at me. “What is it? Are you unhappy? Or exceptionally happy?” 
 
    “Exceptionally unhappy,” I replied, standing up to touch his face. “I thought something terrible was going to happen to you.” 
 
    Aloitus’ face darkened suddenly, and I was overwhelmed with presentiment.  
 
    “Nothing terrible is going to happen to you, is it?” I demanded, stroking his dark hair away from his eyes. 
 
    Aloitus was silent, brooding out into the darkness. At first, I thought he was just going to ignore the question, but he looked up at me, his purple eyes gleaming in the dim blue light. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he admitted. “It could.” 
 
    “Why won’t you tell me what’s going on? I could help you. I would do anything…” I trailed off. It could be dangerous to show too much emotion to a man like this. A man who could use me and harm me at will. A man who thought nothing of kidnapping me and using me as a bargaining coin. 
 
    “I’m afraid for you, all right?” Aloitus said, his voice strained. “There are things out there that are best left to powerful men to handle. It is my job to protect.” 
 
    “I don’t want you to protect me,” I stated. “I want you to be honest with me. We can’t do this if you’re not honest.” 
 
    Aloitus frowned down at his hands and finally took a deep breath. 
 
    “The Vellreq are coming here. After you. King Korta and his strongest troops. There is going to be a war.” 
 
    He stopped speaking suddenly, and I had a feeling there was more that he wanted to say. But I was too busy trying to process what he said. 
 
    “A war? On Jenal’k?” 
 
    Aloitus nodded. “The Vellreq are a threat to the universe. It is time for us to stand up and do something about it. But it will not be safe. You and the citizens of Jenal’k who are not trained for combat will have to be relocated briefly.” 
 
    “And he is coming here…because of me…” I whispered.  
 
    The Vellreq were going to attack, and possibly kill, the Thressl’n just because King Korta was going to be pissed off that they had stolen me away. I was going to be responsible for a mass slaughter. All because Aloitus had kidnapped me. 
 
    “How could you do this?” I exclaimed. “I can’t believe this!” 
 
    “Melinda, I—” 
 
    But I couldn’t stand to hear anything else from Aloitus. 
 
    “I’m not coming back with you. Just leave me here.” 
 
    “I can’t do that,” Aloitus croaked, his eyes wide.  
 
    “You’re going to have to,” I said. “I want to stay with the Old Ones!” 
 
    “They’re not going to let you do that!” Aloitus exclaimed. “You are to come back to the palace with me at once!” 
 
    “You don’t control me, Aloitus! You never have, and trying to is your biggest problem. Don’t you get that?” 
 
    Aloitus opened and closed his mouth, attempting to formulate a response. Unfortunately for him, there was nothing he could say, and I stormed out of the room. 
 
    “They won’t let you stay here!” Aloitus bellowed after me. “We are going home!” 
 
    I turned to face him, fury deep in my chest. “No, Aloitus. I told you, I am not going anywhere with you.” 
 
    “Young ones, what is the issue?” the leader of the Old Ones asked, walking quietly into the tunnel. “Your voices are carrying throughout the settlement. It is startling the children.” 
 
    “Apologies to you, Old One,” Aloitus said through his gritted teeth. “But the human is being belligerent.” 
 
    “Aloitus,” the Old One said, taking a deep breath. “The human deserves the best of you, not the worst. If she wants to stay, we shall allow it. She will be safer here with us anyway. You know that. If the Vellreq land, the palace is the first place they will come to look for her.” 
 
    Aloitus looked surprised, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. “I hadn’t thought of that.” 
 
    “No, you’ve been far too busy. That is one of the reasons we arranged a meeting with you. I am glad you finally saw sense. I don’t know why you were putting it off.” 
 
    Aloitus looked at me, a lingering look tinged with a helplessness that made my heart pang painfully for him despite my burning anger. I suddenly wanted to stay with him, to go back to the palace and forget everything that had happened that day.  
 
    “I’ll go back,” I said desperately, but I knew it was too late. Aloitus had already chosen to honor my wishes. I never should have opened my mouth. 
 
    “The Old Ones will keep you safer than I could, Melinda,” Aloitus finally said with a heavy sigh. “You are not happy with me, and there is much work I must do. It will serve me well to be rid of the distraction.” 
 
    He looked away from me, and a new wave of anger crashed over me. How could he just dismiss me like that?  
 
    “Am I just a distraction to you?” I demanded, walking toward him, anger in my voice. 
 
    “Mind yourself, human,” Aloitus said darkly, rising from the bed. He towered powerfully above me and looked down, his eyes hard and difficult to read. “I cannot afford to lose any more time to you.” 
 
    Aloitus stalked out of the caverns, and I watched him go, my chest tight with anger and desperation. Why couldn’t things ever just work out between us? What had I been thinking, letting myself fall for this insufferable man? 
 
    “It is for the best of all, human,” the leader of the Old Ones said, leading me away from the room where Aloitus had been laying. “We will look after you. The war is on the horizon, and you are safest here. It is as Fate would decree. Perhaps in time, you will see.” 
 
    I was too tired and frustrated to argue and allowed the Old One to guide me deep into the underground settlement, holding the little blue lantern tightly as I did my best not to think about how much I wanted to be beside Aloitus in his hovercraft right that moment. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Human?!” 
 
    I smiled despite myself as a group of children surrounded me, all of them brimming with questions and reaching out to touch me, then laughing and pulling their hands away quickly once they had. 
 
    “Hello,” I said. “I am Melinda.” 
 
    “Melinda!” 
 
    The children began chanting my name and laughing, dancing around me until a middle-aged woman rang a bell. 
 
    “Come now,” she said in a kind but stern voice. “Leave the human alone. It is meal time.” 
 
    The children giggled and gathered at a table far at the end of the room. My little blue light wouldn’t shine that far, so they disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Come, human; please sit with us.” 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at the Old One who was speaking to me, surprised to see a woman about my own age.  
 
    “Hello,” I said, sitting tentatively. 
 
    “My name is G’larah,” she said, smiling. She was extremely beautiful, with long dark hair decorated with intricate golden fixtures. 
 
    “My name is Melinda,” I replied. 
 
    “I heard,” she said, laughing. It was a bright musical sound. “Are you all right?” 
 
    I frowned, unsure how to answer that question. Apparently, the Old Ones would know if I was lying. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “I’m very confused.” 
 
    “About Aloitus, right?” she asked, nodding knowingly. “He is quite tempestuous.” 
 
    “You know him?” I asked, surprised. 
 
    “Oh, of course. All Supreme Leaders in training spend time in the caverns here.” 
 
    “I see…” 
 
    “But he is a kind man,” G’larah said, smiling kindly at me. “He can be quite tender-hearted. It is his training to show hardness to everybody else. Being a leader is difficult without hardening yourself to criticism and the demands of others.” 
 
    “I really thought we were getting somewhere,” I said with a sigh. “But he doesn’t tell me anything. He keeps secrets and never allows me a chance to get closer to him. We had one moment where I felt as if all was right, but then I got scared…” 
 
    “You’re afraid you drove him away?” G’larah asked. “Because of the way you felt?” 
 
    “Yes,” I whispered, my eyes pooling with tears. “And there’s something else…” 
 
    “What is it?” G’larah asked gently, although I was beginning to get the feeling that the Old Ones were somehow psychic and I was wasting my breath speaking my experiences out loud. 
 
    “I have a friend who followed me here. He is convinced that he is going to rescue me.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s who he is,” G’larah said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “A human male came charging through here not long after Aloitus left. He was sure Aloitus had left you here to die.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and sighed deeply. “Damn it, Kirk.” 
 
    “Who is Kirk?” G’larah prompted.  
 
    “A close friend who wants to be with me. But…” 
 
    G’larah raised her brow at me. 
 
    “He’s not the one I love. I love someone else…” 
 
    “Aloitus,” G’larah said, nodding seriously.  
 
    I sighed and shook my head. “This is stupid. Where is Kirk now?” 
 
    G’larah laughed. “We put him somewhere safe. He is going to get us all killed if he isn’t careful.” 
 
    “Can I speak with him?” 
 
    “Of course,” G’larah said. She rose from the table and walked me down a long, winding corridor until we reached a room with a deep crevice in the wall that was lined with walls. At first, I didn’t see anybody, but I quickly realized that Kirk was in a dark prison cell. 
 
    “Why is he locked up?” I exclaimed. 
 
    “He was trespassing,” G’larah said simply. “And not just in our tunnels. You are lucky harsher action has not been taken against him.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. 
 
    “Did you hear that, Kirk? You’re getting yourself into all of this trouble.” 
 
    Kirk ignored my question and ran to the bars, holding them tightly. “You’re all right!” 
 
    “Of course I’m all right!” I exclaimed. “Aloitus has never harmed me.” 
 
    Kirk’s face fell. “You say that like you like him.” 
 
    I groaned and rolled my eyes. “Does it matter what I feel to you? Really?” 
 
    Kirk was surprised and looked up at me, his eyes wide. “Of course!” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I demanded. “You pushed me out of the way so that you could escape when Aloitus abducted me. And you told me all about your feelings for me without ever asking me how I felt. You just…you just took advantage of my being vulnerable the first chance you got!” 
 
    Kirk gaped at me, anger beginning to set in his features.  
 
    “That’s not…of course I…why are you acting like this?” Kirk demanded. 
 
    “Because I’m just not comfortable with all of this!” I exclaimed. “You come in here and disrespect these people, and you make all these assumptions about me when the only reason I’m here in the first place is because you decided to save your own ass first? I don’t need that, Kirk. And I don’t need you.” 
 
    “Melinda—” 
 
    “Can you take me out of here?” I asked G’larah with a heavy sigh. “This isn’t working for me. I need some time alone.” 
 
    “Of course,” G’larah said, turning to face Kirk. His obnoxious pleading was silenced by her glare, and I felt a surge of relief course through me. As comfortable as it had seemed to rely on Kirk in my moment of need, the fact remained that he was, and always had been, selfish.  
 
    Sure, there were those great times when he was sweet and caring, but his affection for me blinded him to my own feelings, and I couldn’t live like that. At least with Aloitus, he had seemed to care what I felt. At least at first. 
 
    Once Kirk was quiet, G’larah led me to a comfortable room that was lit with a golden glow. I was able to set the little blue lantern on a table by the bedside and see everything in the room clearly. 
 
    “You may stay here,” G’larah said with a deep bow to me. “We will see to it that you and your friend are safe, despite the dangers approaching. Do not fret. We will take care of you.” 
 
    “Thanks to you,” I said shakily, trying to speak in the same peculiar dialect that the Thressl’n and the Old Ones seemed to share. This brightened G’larah’s face, and I felt warmed by her kindness.  
 
    “If you should need anything, just call. We have extraordinary hearing.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, feeling somewhat embarrassed about my conversation with Aloitus. Just how much did they know about us? 
 
    I laid down on the bed, my chest heavy. Everything felt like it was a huge mess. I wished that none of it had ever happened. It almost felt better to be engaged to King Korta than to have this hot-and-cold relationship with the leader of the Thressl’n. Why couldn’t anything just be easy for once? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
    Aloitus Cloch’h (Supreme Leader of the Thressl’n) 
 
      
 
    “Supreme Leader Aloitus!” Zerk’k Arkti’s voice said urgently from my communications device. “The Vellreq’s ships were spotted heading this way. Commander Wyl’es is setting up the first strike as we speak.” 
 
    “Gods,” I exclaimed, standing rigidly from my desk. It was time to evacuate the people. 
 
    “Get the innocents loaded on the ships. The drills have been going successfully. Then go see if Commander Wyl’es needs help.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” Zerk’k said.  
 
    Soon, I heard the alarms going off in the town and crowds of elderly Thressl’n females and males were being herded to the ships that had been parked nearby. The young children were helping them to the ships, as calm and collected as they had been during the drills. It made my hearts soar with pride to see my people reacting calmly in the face of disaster.  
 
    But it had all been planned, from bottom to top. Everything but my complicated feelings for the Earth female.  
 
    Soon, the ships had launched successfully, heading straight to the Kalron’s territory in the galaxy, and I headed straight for the weapons chamber to get into my fighter. 
 
    “Laike,” I exclaimed. “What is the status on our weapon?” 
 
    There was silence from the other end of my communications device for a moment before Laike’s voice finally replied. “I am working on making it fully operational, sir.” 
 
    That wasn’t the news I had wanted to hear.  
 
    “The Vellreq are on their way,” I said as calmly as I could. “Please, do your best.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    I powered up my fighter and rose from the field, my hearts pounding hard. I could already hear the ravages of war in the sky above me, and headed high, holding my breath through the turbulence of Jenal’k’s atmosphere. This might well be the last time I saw my people, my planet. But I couldn’t let that deter me. There was so much at stake. 
 
    It didn’t take me long to see the huge Vellreq ship leading the masses of ships toward Jenal’k. The ugly symbol, a jagged gray world sliced in half, was held high as a crest on the flags as the ship made its slow progression toward Jenal’k.  
 
    The Commander of the Fleet had been instructed to let the Vellreq ship pass into Jenal’k, to be dealt with by myself and myself alone. I wanted to ensure the safety of my crew. If the fight was to be brought to Jenal’k and the worst case scenario was to happen, there would be no survivors.  
 
    “Welcome to Jenal’k!” I said sarcastically into the intercom. The Vellreq would certainly pick up the frequency. I led them deep into the area of the Red Desert that had been prepared for the ultimate strike. The Kalron had volunteered their services for ground combat, along with many hardy Thressl’n men. But I couldn’t risk losing my most valuable men, and had instructed them to flee if they were in undue danger. 
 
    Soon, the sky was alight with different colored laser beams, their frequencies making the air around my ship crackle. I expertly dodged them as the Vellreq ship lazily made its way to the field, completely undeterred by the amount of fire it had walked into.  
 
    “You will pay for this, Aloitus, Leader of the Thressl’n.” 
 
    I was chilled by the sound of Korta’s voice through my communications bangle. Somehow, they had tapped into the frequency. 
 
    But I couldn’t let it shake me.  
 
    “Ready yourselves!” I shouted, abandoning use of my communications bangle and shouting loudly. “Do exactly as we practiced!” 
 
    More loud booms filled the sky, and I gasped as an explosion of sparks rained over the field. I closed my eyes, begging the Fates to spare my men. 
 
    The doorways of the Vellreq ships began to open, deploying organized groups of the large, cruel looking creatures. Their ugly, bark-like skin was painted with bright white symbols, and soon they began charging. 
 
    “Let’s go!” I shouted, raising my fighter ship into the air and releasing fire upon the Vellreq. 
 
    I managed a few casualties, but the shields they were using were unbelievably powerful. Once the foot troops had been deployed, fighters like mine were released, and I held my breath. 
 
    “Steady!” I shouted.  
 
    “The shield is up!” Laike exclaimed through my communications bangle. Through my tension, a tendril of relief surged through.  
 
    “Great!” I told him. “I trust your discretion!” 
 
    “Of course,” Laike said, cutting out once again. 
 
    A sudden rumble shook the whole of Jenal’k, and everybody looked up at the sky, eyes wide with curiosity as a clear surge of energy began to crackle above our heads. Another explosion in the sky rained sparks below, but the shield stopped them short of falling onto us. It was an incredible sight. 
 
    “It’s working!” I told Laike. 
 
    “I know,” Laike replied. A sudden blue streak of light ripped a line through the sky. “Everything is operational.” 
 
    A powerful explosion burst forward from the blue light, and several Vellreq ships fell from the sky and clattered against the shield, slipping down it and ricocheting back into space.  
 
    The Vellreq paled, fear clear on their faces. I grinned, suddenly confident in my plan for the first time since I’d brought the human female to Jenal’k. It was time to show the Vellreq who was in charge around here and save the universe. 
 
    ***
  
 
    The battle was bloody and intense, and I saw many great Thressl’n men fall. Every once in a while, a well-aimed streak of white light would erupt from the shield over our heads and strike a Vellreq where he stood, and the Thressl’n and Kalron warriors would cheer.  
 
    While it was heartening, I was beginning to grow anxious. I had seen no sign of King Korta since the battle had begun. Without facing and defeating him, the Vellreq would likely continue on in their horrific conquest. It was his cruelty that had turned the Vellreq into the monsters they had become, and if we allowed him to escape, there would be no telling what might happen. 
 
    “Looks like I win after all,” Korta’s voice said suddenly into my communications device.  
 
    “Aloitus!” 
 
    My hearts hammered in my chest. Melinda had shrieked into the communications device just before Korta cackled and cut off reception. He had her. How had he gotten hold of her?  
 
    “Hold the front lines!” I demanded. 
 
    The troops tightened their ranks, and I sped away in my fighter, rushing toward the last place I had seen Melinda. The caverns of the Old Ones. 
 
    I spotted King Korta immediately. He towered above the thin, reed-like trees that were just beginning to grow between the Red Deserts and the caverns, dragging a small figure in his large hands. My blood turned to ice. Melinda. 
 
    “You’re going to regret this, Korta!” I exclaimed, jumping out of my fighter. I couldn’t risk the beams hitting Melinda.  
 
    I landed on Korta’s shoulders, slamming the butt of my weapon in Korta’s face. He laughed and flicked me off his shoulder as if I were a mere bug. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and shot at his back with my laser, and he sighed heavily and turned around to face me. 
 
    “You took my human, Aloitus. And now I am going to take your life.” 
 
    He shoved Melinda aside, and she fell heavily to the ground with a cry of pain. Rage boiled in my chest, and I lunged at Korta, and was again stricken away. He was a strong, heartless creature, and I fell painfully to my back. But I had to protect Melinda.  
 
    “Aloitus!” she shrieked as Korta lifted her again, slinging her small body over his shoulder. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and ran toward Korta, discarding my useless weapon. The only way I could fight him was with superior technology. But still, I would try. 
 
    Korta roared in fury as I ran in front of him and ducked down, tripping him with my body. His bulky, clumsy body fell to the ground with a thud, and I grabbed Melinda’s hand and pulled her to her feet, lifting her easily and running with all my might toward the caverns of the Old Ones.  
 
    “Protect her!” I shouted. “Get her out of here!” 
 
    The Old Ones clamored around, pulling Melinda away from me, to the far part of the cavern. 
 
    “We evacuated her!” G’larah exclaimed. 
 
    I studied the high priestess, unable to hide my irritation. “Well, apparently not well enough.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” G’larah exclaimed to Melinda. Melinda looked down at the ground, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “I will not abandon Aloitus,” she said, turning her eyes onto me. My hearts thudded as we gazed at each other from across the room. “I love you.” 
 
    I was awe-struck by the admission. 
 
    “Please, protect her!” I shouted.  
 
    I ran down the corridor and toward the room where the most ancient, secret weapon was located. I could not fight Korta on my own, but with the help of the Old Ones, I would be able to go down with a fight.  
 
    I waited until I heard Melinda’s shouting disappear down the long corridor before I choked the words I had been dreading out into the communications bangle. “Evacuate. Everybody please, evacuate Jenal’k. It was an honor to serve as your leader. Zerk’k Arkti will take care of you all now. Please, I repeat. Evacuate.” 
 
    The sky was chaos as the ships began to launch, taking as many soldiers with them as they could carry. Melinda was on one of those ships, I knew, and I closed my eyes, overwhelmed with pain at the thought of never seeing her beautiful face again.  
 
    But there was no choice. Hand-to-hand combat with the Vellreq king was impossible, and none of our weapons seemed capable of penetrating his armor. The other Vellreq were just as strong, and report after report of Thressl’n death was reaching my bangle. I tore it off my arm and threw it in the back of the cave. It was time to end this once and for all. 
 
    I quickly typed in the sequence to the bomb that had been embedded in the core of Jenal’k since the early days of the Old Ones after a premonition had encouraged them to build it for the ultimate case of self-defense. I would do anything to serve my people and protect the one I loved. And that was all there was to it. 
 
    Suddenly, the ground began to quake around me, and I bolted out of the caves. I was going to fight Korta to the death, and go down fighting my hearts out. 
 
    Korta was surprised when I jumped out in front of him, but grinned maliciously. 
 
    “Where is the female?” he demanded. “I want her to see you die.” 
 
    “You will never harm her again,” I said. Although I was afraid, I knew that this was the end for both of us, and I found that unbelievably satisfying.  
 
    “I will harm you,” King Korta promised, unleashing a deep, ugly roar and running toward me, drawing out a long blade. 
 
    I dodged just in time and pulled my own out, ready to duel to the death. He roared in anger and whipped around to strike at me, but his body was large and cumbersome, and his movements slow. I struck at his legs with my blade, and he roared again, this time in pain.  
 
    The ground was rumbling again as the bomb began to detonate, and Korta looked down at the ground in confusion. I smiled at him, and his face fell with uncertainty. I glanced to the sky, where my men’s ships were launching to safety. 
 
    Another tremor shook the ground, and a sudden, deafening bang exploded in my ears. I dropped to the ground, blackness filling my eyes. Even as I sank into the darkness, I smiled. I had done what I’d intended. I had saved the universe. 
 
    ***
  
 
    “Aloitus.” 
 
    I grimaced as a brilliant white light flooded my eyelids. I must be dead, heading down the long tunnel of light to meet the Fates. 
 
    “Aloitus!” 
 
    Melinda’s voice echoed in my ears, and I looked for her face, but the light was just too bright. I closed my eyes again and grunted, trying to move my hand to feel her body against my fingers. 
 
    But my arm suddenly filled with agonizing pain, and Melinda’s beautiful voice chuckled. 
 
    “Be careful,” she whispered, clasping my hands with her own. Their warmth filled me with the purest joy I had ever felt, and again I attempted to open my eyes. This time, a dark blur eclipsed the light, and I began to make out the perfect features of Melinda’s face. “That’s it. Slowly.” 
 
    “Melinda? Did you die too?” I asked. 
 
    The whole room about me exploded in laughter, and I startled. Everybody quieted at once, and Melinda rubbed my shoulder soothingly. 
 
    “It’s all right,” she said gently. “You’re not dead.” 
 
    “How…how is that possible? What about Korta?” 
 
    “You won,” Melinda said. My eyes were beginning to adjust to the light, and I opened them wide, taking in the unbelievable sight of Melinda’s smiling face. Around the bed were the highest ranking officials of Jenal’k, and several of the Old Ones. It was rare to see them in such a brightly lit space.  
 
    “How is that possible?” I asked. “I was to die with my planet.” 
 
    “But Aloitus,” Laike intervened, stepping beside Melinda and beaming down at me. “The planet is alive!” 
 
    I gasped and sat up, ignoring the immense pain flooding my body. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “It is true!” Zerk’k said, stepping to my bedside. “None of us thought it would be possible!” 
 
    “But it happened,” Commander Wyl’es said. “The air fleet held its own against the Vellreq army, with the help of Laike’s new weapon.” 
 
    “But that doesn’t explain what happened to Korta,” I said, struggling to remember. 
 
    “Fate intervened!” Laike said strongly, his face the most serious I had ever seen it. “Your blade pierced the deepest vein in his body.” 
 
    I furrowed my brow, and Melinda soothed my hair. The Leader of the Old Ones stepped forward and continued the explanation. 
 
    “It rendered him unable to move,” the Old One said, “just as the magnetic field within Jenal’k was activated. Laike’s weapon was able to lock onto him as a conductor as it attempted to feed from the magnetic pulse to charge its attacks. A powerful burst of energy channeled the force of the bomb through the channel of the laser of Laike’s weapon.” 
 
    “The explosion was enough to kill him. And knock the sense out of you,” Melinda said, laughing softly and stroking my face gently.  
 
    “It broke the shield though,” Laike said with a heavy sigh. “But it was beautiful! I will never doubt Fate again.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief and reached out for Melinda’s hands. She set them in mine, and I held her tightly. 
 
    “I thought I would never see you again,” I whispered.  
 
    “All right,” the Old One said quickly. “Let’s give the Supreme Leader a rest now. It has been quite a day.” 
 
    Everybody began to file out of the room, but when Melinda attempted to leave, I held her firmly in place. 
 
    “I love you too,” I said. I had regretted not saying it to her when she had been forced to leave, and now I finally had my chance to make it right. “I am sorry for being harsh with you. I was worried about all of this…but you are safe now. And if you wish, I will return you to Earth. The Vellreq will no longer be able to harm you.” 
 
    Melinda smiled down at me, cry glittering in her eyes, and I found myself captivated wholly by her beauty.  
 
    “I’m not going anywhere,” Melinda whispered, kissing my forehead gently. “I already thought I was going to lose you twice. I never want to lose you again.” 
 
    I studied her, reluctant to believe my ears. 
 
    “Really,” Melinda said seriously, looking deeply into my eyes. “I want to stay with you.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, overcome with joy. I held Melinda close to my body and laughed, kissing her sweet-smelling hair. I had my mate, and my people were safe. For the first time in my life, I felt truly happy.  
 
    ***
  
 
    Recovery seemed to take ages, but within a few revolutions my arm was nearly back to normal, and the Old One had cleared me to return back to the palace.  
 
    Peko and the rest of the staff hovered about me obnoxiously, worried about my injuries, but Melinda was able to gently steer them to more useful tasks.  
 
    “Is it good to be home?” she asked after she had helped me change into my sleeping clothes and settle into bed. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted with a small laugh. “I don’t enjoy all this attention.” 
 
    Melinda grinned and climbed into bed with me, laying her head on my good shoulder. “Not all attention is good.” 
 
    “Indeed not,” I said, turning to study her beautiful face. She smiled at me, and I kissed her tenderly. We had been through so much, but soon, the ceremony was to take place, officially declaring her as my bride.  
 
    I was shocked by the sudden pulse of heat that woke within my loins, and Melinda closed her eyes as if basking in my body. It intensified my longing for her, and I held her close, my hands exploring every inch of her soft, supple body.  
 
    Melinda gasped softly against me, climbing on top of me carefully so that I could feel the heat of her middle press gently against the hard mound of my groin. Shots of bliss electrified me deeply, and I held her close to my body, basking in the pleasure of her nearness. 
 
    Melinda’s clear eyes bore into mine, and she kissed me suddenly, her soft, supple lips tugging my own and her beautiful body moving on top of me with gentle deliberation, rousing my desire and sending a rush of blood to my already stimulated member. 
 
    She smiled at me when she felt my body reacting to her movements, and carefully pulled her shirt off from over her head and untied the rope that held my bedclothes closed.  
 
    Melinda gasped quietly at the sight of my body, breathless and ready for her. Her soft hands roamed up and down my torso, and I closed my eyes as the pleasure engulfed me.  
 
    The heat of her middle suddenly overwhelmed me, and I moaned deeply, tendrils of pleasure creeping up through my abdomen. Melinda’s soft body pressed gently against me as our mouths met again and again, each time with more passion than the last. Her hands gripped mine, and I began to rock my hips gently, pushing myself deeper inside her. 
 
    Melinda gasped softly, a deep red flush coloring her cheeks attractively. She lowered long-lashed eyelids over her eyes and allowed me to hold her in place as I began to thrust gently inside of her, a hot surge of ecstasy filling us both with every slight movement. I caught one of her soft breasts in my mouth as we continued our dance, my tongue massaging it until I could feel her trembling with pleasure against me.  
 
    I closed my eyes, overwhelmed with rapture as I disappeared inside of Melinda’s body again and again. She moaned softly as I massaged her to the brink of climax, our bodies entwined and writhing as the pleasure overpowered us.  
 
    Melinda lowered her lips onto my neck and massaged it with her tongue, sending deep thrills down my body and igniting a deep fire within my abdomen. I was beginning to feel an urgent desire to release myself, to plant a seed within her and truly begin the revitalization of the Thressl’n race. But we were not wed yet. Would it be wise? 
 
    I gazed into Melinda’s eyes and gripped her hair, bringing her lips to mine. When we pulled apart, both of us panting as our bodies continued to gratify themselves, I smiled at her. 
 
    “I want us to have children,” I said. “It is the only way to continue the race of people. You gave me the will to live. To fight this. Even with all the distractions of your body. You should be the first to birth a child of the new realm. You are going to be my bride. Do you accept?” 
 
    Melinda’s flushed face broke out into a gentle, beautiful smile. “I accept.” 
 
    Her lips fell against mine, and a gasp of pleasure escaped them. I roared softly as a shocking wave of desire began to animate my body. Despite my injury, I flipped Melinda onto her back and climbed on top of her. Melinda’s breasts rose and fell as she panted in surprise and anticipation, and soon I plunged deep inside of her once again.  
 
    Melinda’s soft voice groaned as again and again I brought her to the brink of pleasure, only to pull away just when I knew I could cause her to overflow. I wanted to soak in every moment of her beautiful body beneath me, the moments before she was officially my wife and the mother of the first child of the new realm. 
 
    Suddenly, her eyes met mine, and a serious look of need crossed her face. It was cruel to make her wait, and knowing of her desperation was enough to send a jolt of longing, electrifying my entire body. 
 
    I unleashed my full strength upon her then, my hips powerful against Melinda’s as I indulged her desires, until finally I could feel her begin to quake and contract around me. The blissful friction of our bodies brought me to a deep state of rapture, and I growled as our orgasms began to synch up. A sudden, powerful wave of hot desire rushed out of me, exploding inside of Melinda. She gripped my shoulders, bracing herself against the power of her own orgasm, and we held each other tightly as Fate decreed the siring of the first born child of the New Realm.  
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    You can also like and follow me on Facebook! 
 
     
 
    Feel free to email me at maia@maiastarr.com 
 
      
 
    P.S..If you are a passionate romance reader and love reading Sci Fi Alien Romance books. I would LOVE for you to join my ARC Team. My team is full of passionate readers that receive my books for FREE( prior to release!) in exchange for an honest review. I only have 10 spots so if you feel that person is you email me at maia@maiastarr.com 
 
      
 
    Thank You !  
 
    Maia Starr 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    GET YOUR FREE COPY NOW! 
 
   
  
 

 Your Exclusive Prequel Bonus 
 
      
 
    Kalazaron Blue Planet Warriors 
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    http://www.maiastarr.com/prequel 
 
    GET YOUR FREE PERSONAL COPY NOW! 
 
     
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
- A'SCIFLALIEN WEREDRAGON ROMA_N_C

MAIA STARR





images/00002.jpeg
S ZENKIAN WARRIORS"

TN RRORE

ZENXIAN WARRIORS"

ZENKIAN WARRIORS"






images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg





