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Chapter One

 


Aurora opened her bedroom
curtains. The London sky was dishwater gray, and a sooty mist hung in the air.
She coughed and rubbed her gritty eyes. The skin on her face was
tight and her throat scratchy.

Earth was dying, not only flooding but also
suffocating in its own filthy waste and noxious pollution. Her
parents had both succumbed to the poison that filled their lungs on
a daily basis and had passed away several years ago. She had no one
and nothing left, except for her job at Alexandra Palace Shuttle
Station.

She headed down the narrow
staircase of the small Muswell Hill house she’d inherited,
fastening the top on her navy blue security uniform as she went.
The brass buttons were each embossed with Planet Alpha’s official
London logo—a triangle containing the letter L—and on her right
sleeve, an embroidered outline of Ali Pali showed which station she was attached
to.

The contents of the fridge were
uninspiring, as usual, and she opted for a bowl of tasteless cereal
for breakfast, no milk. She’d have to buy something for dinner on
the way home from work, spend the last of her money for the week.
The rest she’d spent on medicine, all gone now, but she needed that
more than food. Aurora seemed to be particularly affected by the
smog of London. Perhaps it was an inherited weakness. It was better
in the United Kingdom than other parts of the world, though, and
this corner of London still had a semblance of functioning as a
city.

After grabbing her purse and jacket, she
locked up the house. For a moment she paused on the small paved
pathway to study the dusty green door, the three dark windows and
the roof with a missing tile. It looked so sad, her home. Empty and
soulless, unloved and unkempt. Would she ever live anywhere else?
Would she ever be lucky enough to get to Planet Alpha and live
happily and healthily with one of the gorgeous Alphan
males?

She doubted it. Little old Aurora Zenith.
Why would she be chosen? How would she ever get the necessary
papers to get on board a ship? She had no contacts. No references.
No qualifications. Stuck down here on Earth, why would any Alphan
ever consider her as a mate? Her only choice was to wait for her
name to come up, but with a name like Zenith, that would be a long
wait. It was official. She was last on that list, and it would take
years.

Years she wasn’t sure she had.

It was a long walk to her work, not helped
by the fact her chest seemed extra tight and the view almost
non-existent due to the smog. Pea soup her father used to call this
type of day, words her great-great-great-grandfather had used to
refer to old-fashioned fog, the sort that wasn’t teeming with
carbon particles and dirty dust.

Eventually Alexandra Palace Shuttle
Station came into view. It sat majestically on the top of a hill
and had panoramic views of the Thames—a wide Thames that now held
buildings like The Shard, Saint Paul’s Cathedral, and the upper
curve of the London Eye.

The shuttle station’s glass domed ceiling
sparkled despite the smog, some kind of special glass the Alphans
used apparently. Jutting south was the landing pad, which today
held a large silver and black ship destined for Planet Alpha.

Aurora used the staff entrance and was glad
to be inside where the treated air was fresher.

“Good morning,” her supervisor,
Lina, said with a smile. “How are you today?”

“Fine, thanks.” Aurora set her
purse in her locker and pulled on her cap, shoving her long hair
beneath it as she did so.

Lina studied her with narrowed eyes. “You
sure? You look pale.”

Aurora laughed. “Don’t I always?”

“Well yes, but you’re extra pale
today.” Lina’s frown deepened.

“My chest isn’t great.” Aurora
tapped her sternum. “Would be nice to breathe fresh air for more
than a few hours. I’m sure that’s all I need.”

“Tell me about it.” Lina
rolled her eyes and passed over a file of paperwork. “Here. This is
today’s roll call. Twenty-two women, eight men, all heading up to
the stars and a new life.”

“Lucky them.”

“Ah, you’ll get your chance.
Your name will come up one day, Aurora.” Lina nodded seriously as
she tugged on a plain black hooded top. She was always cold. That
seemed to be the way the pollution affected her. Unless she was
stressed, and then she got super-hot and her cheeks
flushed.

“Fingers
crossed.”

Lina smiled, then turned and began to sift
through the Alphan pilot’s paperwork.

Aurora sighed and headed to the security
area. She’d spend the next few hours helping her colleagues scan
and check the human women and men’s belongings. Most traveled
light, which was helpful, but some always tried to bring too much
and it had to be sifted through to see what was essential and what
was frivolous. In theory they didn’t need to take anything. Planet
Alpha was well stocked with everything needed to sustain human
life.

She helped herself to a cup of tea then
wandered into the holding area. It was only half full, with some of
the passengers yet to arrive. A stack of luggage sat by a conveyor
belt, and an X-ray machine was warming up next to it. The
inspection procedure was manned by Gerald, an elderly man who’d
been working at the station since the Alphans had built
it.

He grinned when he saw Aurora approaching,
but his smile slipped as she got closer. “Hey, love, you okay?”

“Yes, fine.” She
swallowed, holding in a chest-wracking cough that wanted to break
free.

“Is your chest
bad?”

“Not great.”

He tutted. “Poor mite, what did we do to
this planet?”

“Everyone is to blame. We all
own it.” Aurora rested her hand on his shoulder, and was pleased
that the need to cough and splutter had passed. “Shouldn’t take too
long to get these guys aboard.”

“No, it’ll be a quick one. Then
you can go and take it easy, breathe in some of the Alphans
filtered air in the restroom before you head home.”

Home, well wasn’t that something to look
forward to.

She smiled and set down her paperwork.

Gerald peered at the X-ray machine as the
first bag headed through it. He was a whizz at spotting anything
contraband. His eyes were old, but they were sharp as a
hawk’s.

Sipping her tea, Aurora flicked through
the names on her list. No one she knew, but all from London or the
surrounding area. Her heart squeezed with envy. Soon they’d be on a
beautiful, clean new planet. And not only that they’d be with
Alphans permanently. Day in, day out. Night time, too, clothed,
unclothed.

A shiver of desire went up her spine. She’d
heard whispers about Alphan males being passionate and skilled
lovers. Apparently they were unstoppable once they’d found a human
they wanted, using the same determination as they did on the
battlefield, as warriors, to mate for life and raise a family with
the one they’d set their hearts on.

An image of herself in bed with a
beautiful golden-skinned Alphan filled her mind. Smooth flesh, hard
muscle, a thick cock that would make her come over and over. And
those gold-flecked eyes, so serious, so focused, the thought of
having all of that power and intensity directed at her was enough
to make her nipples tingle.

Suddenly a real life Alphan came into view
on the other side of the room. It was one of the pilots. He was
tall and broad, his chin tilted upward and his small black horns
just visible over his black hair.

Despite his size he moved with grace. He
oozed confidence and was clearly a man used to being obeyed. He was
one of the regular pilots, and she’d noticed on Lina’s list that
his name was Ciro Brann. There were several letters after his name,
but she wasn’t sure what they translated to or what they
meant.

He glanced her way as he tapped a key-code
into a pad.

Had he felt her gaze?

Aurora dipped her head. Heat flared up her
neck to her cheeks. He was so gorgeous, so perfect. Though she was
sure she’d go all a dither if he actually spoke to her.

She bit on her bottom lip and carried on
working. Though she was hyperaware of the moment he disappeared
into the room he’d been heading to.

She blew out a breath and carried on ticking
off the passengers who had now arrived.

Talk was rife in the restroom amongst the
human Shuttle Station staff, and Aurora spent lots of her spare
time daydreaming and trying to decide what was true and what
wasn’t. Oh, she knew the treaties and trade agreements between
Earth and Planet Alpha, but there was other stuff she longed to
understand.

Were some of the Alphan males homosexual?
This was a thought that rattled around her brain a lot. The image
of two rough, tough, Alphan warriors getting naked and sweaty
together did funny things to her stomach and created a tingle of
lust between her legs.

“Hey, Aurora, how are we
doing?” Lina asked.

“Oh, er … hang on.” Aurora was
dragged from her ponderings. “Just waiting on one more female,
Briony Teller.”

“Okay, well we’re going to start
boarding.” Lina clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “You’d
think she’d be here by now. Surely this is the biggest day of her
life.”

“Yes, it must be.” Aurora
glanced at the entrance to the docking station.

Outside all was still and quiet. Only the
smog swirled, gathering around a patch of trees whose leaves had
fallen several months ago.

Lina clapped and instructed the passengers
to follow her. Sashaying her hips, she then disappeared into the
tunnel leading to the ship.

There was a fluster of movement as the
passengers rushed to keep up with her. Excited chatter filled the
dome.

A pang of yearning went through Aurora.
How long must she wait until it was her turn? Her lungs were
getting worse. What if she ran out of time and simply couldn’t
breathe here on Earth until she went? It would all be for nothing
if that happened. All this struggling to survive on her own. Day
after day working, walking in the dense London
atmosphere.

“That’s the last of the
bags through,” Gerald said, standing.

“Good job.” Aurora watched a red
leather case disappear down the chute. Handlers would stow it with
the other passengers’ luggage. Safe and secure in the hold of the
Alphans’ ship.

A few minutes later, and just as Aurora
was thinking about getting another cup of tea, Lina reappeared. She
wore a worried expression as she tugged off her plain black hoodie
and placed it on the back of a chair.

“What’s up?” Gerald
asked.

“Humans, aliens, honestly,
where are they?” Her cheeks were flushed. Stress had warmed her
usually cold skin.

“Anyone in particular?”
Aurora asked.

“Yes, that last passenger,
what was her name?”

“Briony
Teller.”

“Is she here
yet?”

“Er, no…” Aurora gestured
to the empty waiting room.

Lina’s frown plowed across her brow. “And
Captain Ciro. The ship needs a goddamn pilot. Where is he?”

“I am here.”

Aurora jumped at the sound of a deep,
rasping voice right behind her. Turning she looked straight into
the golden eyes of Captain Ciro Brann, the Alphan she’d found
herself obsessing over on more than one occasion. This was the
closest she’d ever been to him.

“Good, good,” Lina said.
“The ship is almost ready to depart.”

Ciro said nothing, just continued to stare
at Aurora.

She gulped as a wave of nerves went through
her. His jaw was square, his neck thick with muscle and his
shoulders broad. His pilot’s outfit was beautifully cut and
highlighted his long, strong limbs.

“Aranck would describe you
as a perfect star from a distant nebula,” he said directly to
Aurora.

“Oh.” She shook her head. “Who
is … er … Aranck?”

“Aranck is the greatest
poet who ever lived on Planet Alpha.”

“I see.”

“Come, come, it’s time to go,
Captain. Your passengers await.” Lina glanced at the door, which
remained firmly shut. Their final passenger was a
no-show.

“Of course.” Ciro dipped
his head and tore his attention from Aurora.

She watched him walk down the tunnel, his
strides long and confident.

What the hell had just happened?

She didn’t know, but what she was sure of
was she hadn’t wanted him to walk away. She’d wanted Ciro to keep
looking at her as if he wanted to ravish her, lick her all over,
make her scream his name as she hung onto his horns.

She was aware of herself blushing and turned
as Lina stomped to her office, muttering about late arrivals.

“This woman,” Gerald said
quietly when he and Aurora were alone again.

“What woman?” Aurora
asked, fanning her face as discreetly as possible.

“Briony Teller, she looks
very similar to you.”

“Does she?” Aurora looked at
Briony Teller’s passport documentation, which Gerald was studying
with interest. “Mmm, I suppose so, if you squint. And she’s got the
same hairstyle.”

He looked at Aurora and gnawed at the inside
of his cheek. He then reached for her peaked cap and tugged it off
so that her hair tumbled down. “Mmm.”

“What?”

“She’s not
coming.”

“She might.” Aurora
shrugged.

“No.” Gerald shook his
head and looked at the huge digital clock that was beamed onto the
wall above the tunnel. “She’s really not. It’s only five minutes
until takeoff. The doors will be shutting in one minute.” He
paused. “It’s too late for her.”

“I’ll have to go and tell
Lina.”

“No.” Gerald took hold of
her upper arm. “No, don’t do that. I’ll tell her she arrived. That
Briony Teller was rushed through and took her place as
planned.”

“But … she’s not going
to.”

“She is … but it won’t be her.”
He reached for Lina’s hooded top that was on the back of his
chair.

“Either you’re talking in
riddles, Gerald, or you’re having a senior moment.”

He huffed and held the top out to Aurora.
“I’ve just figured out how to get you and your poor, sick lungs out
of here. Put this on.”

“But…”

“Put it on. Cover up your
uniform.”

Aurora did as Gerald told her, mainly
because he’d already slipped the item of clothing over her head.
“I’m not going anywhere, unless Captain Ciro decides he feels sorry
for me at some point in the future and offers me a home with
him.”

“You don’t need him to get you
out of here. Well you do, but not in the way you think.” He tugged
the hoodie straight.

“Gerald.” She held out her
hands, exasperated. “What are you on about?”

“Go…” He thrust Briony’s
paperwork into Aurora’s hands. “Go, get on board. Pretend to be
this woman and go start a new life.”

“I can’t do that. What
about…”

“I’ll tell Lina that she showed
up, this woman. The documents are in order, and you can pass as her
enough to at least get there. Sit quietly at the back and hang on
for the ride.”

Aurora’s mind was spinning. Just get on
board? Pretend to be someone else? Go to Planet Alpha today? “The
documents are in order, yes, but what will I do when I get
there?”

“You’re a resourceful woman.
You’ll figure it out.” Gerald shifted from one foot to the other.
His eyes flashed.

“But won’t someone be waiting?
Someone she’s agreed to mate with? They’ll know I’m not
her.”

“That’s beside the point.
Just get off this goddamn planet and figure the rest out once
you’re breathing clean air. You’ll be able to think much straighter
without all this poison running through your blood and clogging up
your brain and lungs.”

It was against all the rules and treaties.
Leaving from London like this. She was supposed to have an Alphan
meeting her when she arrived. But surely someone would want her.
Females were in short supply on Planet Alpha.

“Aurora?”

“But what about the Purists?”
She’d heard of them. They didn’t like humans diluting Alphan blood.
What if they got hold of her? Would they kill her?

“This is no time for
thinking about a small group of troublemakers. No time for doubting
your future. You need this.” Gerald steered her toward the tunnel,
glancing over his shoulder as he did so. “If you don’t, you’ll go
the same way as your parents.”

“Gerald, I don’t know
if…”

“I’ll tell Lina you went
home early, that you were sick. Which, by the way, is the
truth.”

“What if…”

“There are no what-ifs,” he said
sternly, propelling her into the tunnel. “And we’ll never get
another opportunity like this. The stars have fallen just right for
you today. No one will notice the discrepancy. No one would ever
think a staff member would do this.”

“Doesn’t that make it even
worse? I’m trusted.”

“The end justifies the means,
Aurora.” He stopped and gripped her shoulders. “Now go, child.
Leave this godforsaken planet and find happiness up there in the
sky with a handsome Alphan warrior.” He set a chaste kiss on her
cheek. “And know that when you look down, I’ll be looking up,
thinking of you.”

She pulled in a deep breath, her lungs
wheezing audibly. The sound made up her mind. Gerald was right. It
was like the perfect storm. The opportunity for her highly illegal,
fraudulent entry to Planet Alpha, was set out waiting for her to
take.

“Okay.” She tipped her chin
determinedly. “And thank you. For everything. I couldn’t … without
you and for…”

“No time for sentiments.”
Gerald stepped away, his eyes misty. “Go, quickly.” He turned and
rushed back up the tunnel.

 



Chapter Two

 


Aurora’s heart was thudding as she stepped
onto Captain Ciro’s ship. Her mouth was dry, and a strange fluttery
feeling had attacked not just her belly but also her
knees.

She passed the documentation to the Alphan
manning the door, feeling sure he’d set off some kind of alarm as
soon as he set eyes on her. She crossed her fingers, hoping he
wouldn’t ask for any additional papers. Luckily he didn’t.
Seemingly distracted with another human passenger, he barely
glanced at her pass, simply waving her along.

Aurora was relieved that her seat was at the
back of the ship and kept her head ducked as she sat and buckled
up. She would be in so much shit for this. She’d be an illegal
alien on Planet Alpha.

A strange metallic taste filled her mouth.
Fear. But equally her mind spun with excitement. She was amazed at
her daring, at the bold and intrepid journey she was setting off
on.

Thank goodness she’d had no time to think
about it. She was sure she’d have chickened out. But Gerald, he’d
been so insistent. So level-headed. He’d seen the opportunity for
what it was—a way to not only give her a better life, but also save
it.

A cough gurgled in her throat, and she did
her best to suppress it, not wanting to draw attention to herself.
What would it be like to breathe the fresh, cool clean air of
Planet Alpha? She could hardly wait for that sensation.

But wait she must. It would take several
hours in hyperspace in recycled air before they reached Planet
Alpha.

She dared a glance around. The other
passengers, the majority of them human, appeared relaxed and
excited. They chatted amongst each other, and a few interacted with
the Alphan stewards on board.

Aurora thought them all very handsome, the
Alphans, but none as much so as Captain Ciro. He was the best
looking of a seriously hot species of men. And he’d told her she
was like a perfect star from a distant nebula. It had certainly
felt like a compliment, the way he’d said it in his deep, growling
voice, but she wasn’t one hundred percent certain. Oh, and his
golden eyes, when he’d set his gaze upon her, it was as if everyone
else on Earth had drifted away. There was only them, and he was all
she could concentrate on.

A roar filling the ship drew Aurora from
her musings about Captain Ciro, and she gripped the armrests. She’d
heard the shuttles’ engines many times, but never as a passenger,
only from the outside, seeing them off.

She closed her eyes. Tensed. Any second now
they’d be rocketed upward. Accelerating to speeds that defied her
comprehension.

Her seat vibrated, and beneath her feet she
sensed the harnessed power in the blasters. The chatter stopped.
Apprehension filled the air. This
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