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      Ellery Chambers is a relationship expert. She’s been able to help countless others find love and fix broken relationships. When she finds herself living in a land were everywhere she looks relationships are thriving and growing, what is she to do? No one needs her and she’s lost without anyone to help.

      For her, it had always been about helping others with their relationships. The running joke was, if you can’t do it for yourself, help others. Now the only relationship she has to work on is her own. Can she have a chance at the one thing she’s always longed for but never had?

      

      Emperor Gordin, Emperor and Ruler of Olodia and the Olodian galaxy, has lived to see his children become adults and start to have children of their own. He has grown comfortable in his antics, enjoying his unorthodox ways and impetuous ideas. That is, until she arrives. When Dr. Ellery is sent to his home as his charge, he doesn’t know what to do—protect her from others or… himself. She reminds him his life isn’t over and he might not be too old for love.

      
        ==>Don’t forget to sign up for Mychal’s Newsletter for cool stuff, updates and reader only events<==

        Go here now:  http://MychalDaniels.com/newsletter
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      Polonari, Agricultural planet of the Olodian Galaxy, Earthian temporary settlement…

      

      “Time to catch a killer,” she said, stepping into the unfamiliar area. Stylish and practical heels beat a soft but determined tap against the smooth flooring as she proceeded to eat up the distance. From the door to a huddle of activity clustered on the other side of the cavernous space, was a lone person. The distance may as well have been football fields away, but she’d make short work of it. “Good, looks like the games can begin.”

      The internal collage of words that was ever present pushed forward. Her mind was always running, analyzing and full of chatter.

      Mid to late twenties, five feet four, one hundred seventy—no, make that one hundred eighty pounds—favors right side. Psychological status… within normal range considering circumstances. Subject shows signs of uncertainty and slight anxiety, due to the stress of new surroundings. Fidgeting, with an elevated fear response. Threat level… two with a weapon, none without, as is current status.

      Dr. Ellery Chambers or Elle, as she was called by her sister Avery and a few close friends, continued to mentally size up the young, full-bodied and curvy Latina woman standing with her back to her as she approached. Shrewd observation forged out of years of practice allowed her to formulate her assessment. Rare was the time when she was incorrect. This young lady was no threat, but she might be harboring information that could lead Elle to the one who was.

      Since the… event from her late teens, Elle stayed alert and observant. She made mental notes about everyone, but only the important things. Notes that would keep her safe. None escaped her in-depth scrutiny of assessment. Life had to be lived on the offensive.

      Elle prided herself on quickly and correctly deducing the truth about a person’s intentions and capabilities before they could act on them. Reaction was for losers. Elle was proactive all the way and went to any lengths to gain the offensive. She’d change, modify, and learn new skills if needed, to gain that proactive edge.

      She was the one who got stuff done, and questions answered while others were still trying to figure out what was wrong. There was no way she’d leave this predicament up to anyone other than herself. It had reactive written all over it. That wouldn’t stand, not if she had anything to do about it. That was why she wasn’t in the mood for any foolishness. This was about getting to the bottom of the matter. Elle had to find the guilty party or group—stat.

      Pangs of guilt rode her hard as the reminder that she’d missed something back on the ship. Invisible details nipped and teased at her thoughts. How had she missed that plot to frame and kill her sister? It had to have been right under her nose, and she’d missed it. Present circumstances called for her to be even more attuned—survival depended on it. She’d never, ever be caught slipping again.

      Shaking the ghost of the memory she’d worked hard to reconcile, Elle inhaled deeply, appreciating the oxygen-rich clean air of her new accommodations. With a quick glance around to see if anyone else lurked about, she steadied her gaze on reaching the lone woman, standing on the other side of the vast space. Confident her surroundings were safe with only the other woman there; Elle took another deep breath. Grounded and settled into the role of the in-control psychologist she outwardly projected, she proceeded, purpose propelling her forward.

      Avery’s life is in danger. Got to figure out what I missed. The answers have to be here. She turned these thoughts over and over in a mantra of intent.

      As the head psychologist of the USS Adler Space Mission to find sentient lifeforms of intelligence, she was part of the highest level of command for the sizable space fleet. Her position held a lot of responsibility maintaining the emotional levels of what would be equivalent to a small city that was the crew. It was her duty to make certain those dealing with psychological issues were cared for and helped.

      Someone had released a potentially deadly superbug that her sister had snuck onboard into the food supply, contaminating it. Now, a broad swath of crew from a few of the ships in the fleet exhibited signs of infection. As if by a miracle, the hosts of their current accommodations had intercepted their fleet. Once the aliens learned of their plight, they’d offered this compound as a place to settle until they could find a way to cure the infected crew, stop the spread of the bug, and get new supplies of food.

      When she first learned of the mission to find alien life, Elle thought it was a hopeless task that would result in nothing more than a way to get both Avery and herself away from their less than exciting existence on Earth. Within the last few days, she’d marveled at the fact that not only was she on an alien planet that functioned like a golden version of Earth, but it was also inhabited by the most aesthetically pleasing humanoid specimens she’d ever encountered.

      Now she also had an attempted murder mystery to solve. One thing was for certain, though. Once this was over and everyone was safe, she’d deal with her sister’s reckless behavior for bringing that biological monster onboard, giving these terrorists the weapon to wreak havoc on the entire mission. In the meantime, she had to work fast to gather information as to what was really going on. The best way to do that was to pretend as if nothing was amiss.

      Elle had entered the building designated for command officers and their staff to discover this new staging area. She’d assumed other members of command would be here as well. This would be the first time all of them were settled and able to meet on this planet’s surface. By the looks of the empty area, that wouldn’t happen. None of them were in sight, not even the one person she’d been searching for—the captain.

      The large space that resembled more of a barn than a building had this cluster of what must be their version of tables. Laden with some of the portable equipment of the ships, a dark tube structure stood prominently in the midst of it all. With all the cords and wiring going into it, the contraption looked more like a rendering of a technical nightmare, the way everything was cobbled together. Pulling her attention back to what she knew best, people, Elle honed in on developing an approach that would put the woman at ease.

      Maybe she’d know where he was. Even from behind, she looked familiar. Continuing to scrutinize the woman from afar, Elle thought she might be a member of his staff or assistant. This was going to be an especially trying day for Elle’s ability to remember minutia. She’d learned how to have a calming effect on people, as to allow them to trust her enough to tell their deepest secrets and challenges. She’d use this to her advantage now. The recurring mantra continued to scroll in the back of her consciousness that lives were in danger, especially her sister’s.

      Elle had made it a practice long ago not to clog her mind with unnecessary and bloated trivialities about anyone who wasn’t a patient or essential to her duties. Like some chose to wear the same style of clothes each day, she kept her mind uncluttered by keeping necessary facts about acquaintances and one-off meetings of people. This is where she and her sister were a lot alike. They focused only on information relevant to their passions and duties.

      That has to change immediately, she thought, realizing a gaping hole in this logic. One or some of these people is out to kill Avery and possibly us all. And I should know the most about all of them, but can’t because I’ve been too narrow-sighted to take the time to remember.

      If this were one of her patients, she’d remind them that it never paid off to allow the internal critic to have center stage. Instead, she opted for razor sharp focus. Nothing would escape her attention or memory from here on. Elle had to find out why they’d been forced to be here in the first place. This was beyond serious.

      After Avery had been framed and almost killed in an unsuccessful attack back on board the main vessel, Elle and the small delegation of benevolent alien warriors from this planet had helped her escape to the planet’s surface before the rest of the fleet. Avery was currently in a secure location. And Elle was back with the remainder of the crew, pretending everything was normal.

      Elle’s current self-imposed mission was to be on the hunt for the captain to find out what was really going on. She had to stay on guard and trust no one. She’d deal with her own raging emotions about everything later. As if seizing on the opening, her mind wandered.

      Aliens existed and seemed to be more human than humans in their emotional capacity and expression of feelings.

      Her own emotions and thoughts on that matter screamed to be examined and processed. That was for Elle to deal with in the confines of her personal time and space. For now, she was Dr. Ellery Chambers, lead psychologist for this mission. She was ground zero for keeping the crew’s sanity in check.

      Pushing past anything that hindered activating her highly renowned ability to act with clever, intelligent, and logical schemes, Elle assembled memories of the events that had led up to their current predicament to develop a plan. The mental process released tension from her weary body. Logic and understanding always helped her stay in control.

      Mind whizzing with action, she combed through events of the last week and was no closer to figuring out who might be behind this, except for the too-obvious-to-be-real candidates of Neil and Vanessa. They had the most motive and opportunity.

      Neil Hodges, head of the mission’s security, was acting as if nothing unusual had happened. In fact, he was working with the aliens—she had to stop calling them that—on logistics concerning the crew and their temporary accommodations. Elle still despised him. He’d played on Avery’s crush on him to get access to her lab. He was the one who led the charge against her, having found the incriminating evidence of the super virus responsible for their current plight in her office safe. That rat bastard.

      Then there was Vanessa Lucas, head of Communications. More of a sneaky viper than a colleague in Elle’s professional and personal opinion, the woman was obviously up to something. Earlier Vanessa was hovering by where the Polonarian delegation worked with Neil and his men. It seemed she’d overhauled her over-the-top antics to appear serene and in control. Every time one of the Polonarian delegation—this would be her new name for the aliens—interacted with Vanessa, she was so cool and composed, butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth. That lying bitch.

      Those two.

      As if evicting the thought of them from her mind, Elle caught herself shaking her head in what must appear as if she might be talking to herself. Everything was happening at lightning speed. One moment they were on an expedition to find alien life and the next they were here—an alien planet that not only could sustain human life but was teaming with humanoid beings who were so much like humans, it was spooky. The only ones she’d met so far were men. They were much larger in scale and achingly gorgeous, every single one she’d met.

      Uprooted from their fleet of ships and deposited on this alien planet until a cure could be found for a nasty illness affecting some of the crew, she still had to perform her duties. She wasn’t some amateur sleuth, lucking up on clues. Elle was in a potentially hostile situation, where the players were cloaked in secrecy. Still, she’d have to figure this out. And where in the hell was the captain hiding? They’d all been through a lot she’d admit, but he had to continue to show up. He was still the captain. That illness had to be stopped.

      Elle needed the captain’s security clearance level to gain access to information about the inner workings of all the ships in the fleet. Someone was hiding a big secret about the virus behind the breakout of illness, and she intended to find it.

      Unfortunately, the current prime suspect was also the one person who might be able to find a cure—Avery. More and more, the evidence piled up that this was some sort of clandestine plan, way larger than tampering with a potentially lethal virus. The vicious attack on Avery’s life had made that clear. Anyone willing to kill had a huge secret to protect.

      The perpetrator had gone so far as to kidnap, beat and leave Avery for dead on an abandoned penal level of the main ship. Elle’s throat clenched involuntarily with fear at the thought of how close her sister had come to death. That incident was enough to prompt swift and covert action from the alien delegation. Elle owed them a debt of gratitude as these men had stepped forward to help Avery and her get away from the ship and down to the surface of this planet.

      From what she’d seen, Polonari reminded her of the Midwestern states back home. Fields growing with edible plants that could easily be grains, trees ladened with more food and even streams and pools of the blue-green liquid called gaiata that sparkled and shimmered against the honeyed hues of the landscape had greeted them in welcome. She didn’t like the reason but was thankful for the chance to inhale fresh air teaming with life and vitality. Her overall being seemed to adjust to this planet quickly.

      At the moment, she needed to find the captain and get him to grant her access to the security files. She couldn’t see Neil and Vanessa outwardly doing harm to her sister, but still suspected they were up to no good. If she could get the captain, or Tom as he’d asked her to call him numerous times, to grant her access to certain confidential files, she might be able to find out how much and exactly who was behind the murderous plot. But yet again, he was nowhere to be found. Since coming to the surface, he’d been hard to catch.

      Surprisingly, he hadn’t gotten around to getting an update from her on why she and Avery had left in such a hurry with the Polonarian delegation sent to help them. Tom was a great captain in many ways, but personnel issues were not one of them. Based on his actions since leaving space, she’d have to conclude this was more of an impact on him than was healthy for any person of his rank. She made a mental note to move him to the top of the list of officers she’d do a mental health debriefing with him.

      Tom had to be inundated with loads of issues that would arise when relocating an entire fleet down to Polonari. Elle guessed he needed a place to hide every now and again. An unconscious shake of her head brought Elle back to the present. So many innocent lives to consider like this young woman, one of the captain’s assistants. This would never do. The younger woman was all doe eyes and innocence. That’s why she was here. Avery wasn’t alone, they all needed to be safe. Their crew needed answers and solutions now.

      Elle would have to find him on her own and demand he step up to what his title and duty required. With or without his help, where Avery was concerned, she’d continue on her own trying to get to the bottom of what was going on. Nagging irritation scratched at the edge of her attention. Everything was askew. Even though they were on a planet that could sustain them for ages, Elle couldn’t ignore the foreboding that clawed for recognition. To acknowledge it was also to admit that helplessness and possible failure hovered on the edges of her awareness.

      Never going to give in to you, that’s for sure. With steely resolve, Elle launched into her usual take charge attitude to get into control of the situation.

      What is this woman’s name again? Elle’s thoughts flew through her mind attempting to organize an answer to greet the woman. She was good with names, and she’d conjure up the answer if she concentrated. It was something with an I. A pretty name… Isadora, Isla, Ivanna? No, it was something like these but on the tip of her tongue.

      As if sensing her presence, the attractive young woman swung around, in time to lob a nervous smile toward Elle. She was the only one here, and it irked Elle that once again, those in charge were missing in action.

      As if honing into Elle’s consternation, the woman spoke, “Oh—hello Dr. Chambers,” she said, extending a hand out to shake. “I don’t know if you remember me, but I’m Isabella Maldonado… Izzy for short.”

      Izzy… How could she forget such a fun name? Elle remembered she’d liked the young woman and wanted to make sure she didn’t come off as distant and cold. Not only did she need to get some answers from Izzy, but she also wanted her to relax a little too.

      Elle gave her a warm smile and said, “Hello Izzy. I see you’re holding down the fort here,” as Elle looked at the activity of the electronics spread across the platforms.

      “Yeah, I’m more of a babysitter than anything else. Some of the communications crew set this up and then took off. I’m waiting for them to return.” She looked a little uncertain of herself as she said, “I don’t really want to go back to the barracks. There’s nothing to do. I thought maybe others would show up, and I’d have something to do here.”

      Elle’s heart softened toward Izzy. She understood needing something to do when nothing was familiar or going according to plan. Plan—yes—she had a plan too. She pressed past the urge to engage the woman further on her current state of emotions and instead stuck to her original agenda.

      Hating to ignore the woman’s clear need to make sense of what was going on, Elle said, “I can understand the need to stay busy. That’s a good way to deal with the newness of our current situation.” Then she got to the point. “Izzy, I need to speak with the captain. Will you get me in touch with him?”

      Noticing the captain’s young assistant still looked a little frazzled, Elle really did empathize with her. She wanted the luxury of being disoriented too but didn’t have time. Nor would Elle feel guilty either. At the moment she had to find out who was behind all the craziness happening. Her determination to help Avery and in some way Izzy as well superseded any compulsion she might have to get sidetracked or worse, check out and disappear too.

      No, she was a big sister first. This was the chance she needed to make up for past mistakes. This time would be different. This time she wouldn’t allow anything to get anywhere near enough to harm Avery or any of them.

      If she had to, Elle would walk every inch of the compound to search for Tom physically. This place resembled a huge farm and agriculture center. He couldn’t be that far. There couldn’t be enough technology here to sustain his interest for long. She rummaged through memories of her talks with him to create a profile of what he might do during stressful times.

      She ignored Izzy’s stare as she concentrated longer on it.

      “Doctor—” the young woman started to say.

      Elle’s hand flew up to stop her. She had to focus and think. Tom wasn’t complicated. What would he do? Images of him strolling the decks of the ship late at night to get in his “daily constitution” as he’d called it arrested her memory. She sent up silent thanks for the clue. Yes, he’d take a walk. And so would she. Elle would locate what he’d think was the best path for a walk. But, first, she’d spruce up a bit and look her best. It appeared Tom was more affable when Elle looked well put together and paid attention to him. Now, to see if she’d brought anything presentable enough in her haste to get down here with Avery.

      No sooner had she assembled her plan on how to proceed than Izzy spoke up again, “Yes doctor, about speaking to the captain, I’ve been looking for him too and can’t seem to locate him anywhere. He said he’d be here all day but has yet to make it in.” Izzy’s eyes darted around, past Elle as if looking for someone… someone else besides the captain. Her expression softened, and a faint, shy smile peeked out as they both caught sight of the powerful hulking alien warrior named Devar entering the room.

      “Ah, I see.” Elle couldn’t stop the knowing smile she flashed at the bright young lady. She could see they would make an excellent coupling. That was another one of Elle’s claim to fame. Her track record for matchmaking was undeniably good. Elle just knew when it would work for a couple, even if she didn’t know them. Izzy and Devar would make a great couple. A sigh escaped as she continued to look at Izzy’s reaction to the sight of him.

      Izzy was transfixed, drinking in everything she could, seemingly mesmerized by the remarkable man’s presence. Elle had to give it to her; Izzy had great taste. So did her sister Avery, with the lead one of these aliens, named Rilic. That would be another possible great match if Avery were able to open up to it.

      Izzy blushed as she asked, “What?”

      Elle watched the handsome warrior continue his quick strides to the other side of the room, only pausing to give a quick smile and nod in their direction.

      “Oh nothing,” she said, liking how Izzy continued to blush as she tried to look busy with equipment on the tables.

      If she were about ten years younger, she’d give Izzy a run for her money on that one—he was that gorgeous. The only thing keeping her in check was the knowledge that her prime was most likely passing its peak. The aliens were young, like her sister and most of the female crew. She was in her forties and trying hard not to fall into a depression about what might have been in her life.

      At forty but closer to forty-one, Elle was old enough to have experienced a lot and still want to hope for more. Deep down she held out a sliver of hope. Two failed marriages and no children were her personal crosses to bear. An inward wince at the fact that she was one of the most renowned psychologists back home and yet she couldn’t have a family of her own struck her. Talk about those who can’t—teach. No, Elle wouldn’t do this here, not now. Avery and the entire crew needed her to stay focused.

      Attention back to the task at hand, she said, “Izzy, is the officer calendar functional now? And if so, would you schedule a meeting for me to meet with the captain? Oh… that is if that’s in your scope of work.”

      The young woman smiled. As if grateful to move away from her obvious crush on the Polonarian warrior, she jumped at the opportunity and said, “Yes ma’am. I can set that up for you now.”

      With that done, Elle was about to launch into her routine to make the woman feel safe with her when a loud commotion from outside followed Devar back into the room.

      Elle watched as if in slow motion, as he ran at an inhuman speed toward them.

      “Run, run!” His face was a mask of disbelief as Elle’s mind attempted to catch up to what was happening.

      Devar made it to Izzy first, grabbing her up and under his arms as he reached out for Elle. She ran toward him, cursing her choice of footwear for its style over practicality. Elle was too far away, and the tables separated them. She attempted a leap to close the impossible distance as she saw and felt the heat from the explosion mowing down the distance in an instant. It was not to be.

      She watched as the warrior’s eyes grew large, giving facial animation to the agony unfolding behind her. It was too late. Searing, deep pain, and fire slashed and whipped around her, stripping the very breath out of her mouth, as flames engulfed her. Stings, too deep to measure pierced into Elle’s soul as an explosion engulfed her body, licking the right side of her face. Its force and power battled her to the ground, where she stayed.

      Mental capacity escaped, plunging her senses into primal fight or flight. Elle’s body took over, forcing her to succumb to the pain, as shock overtook her.

      Got to breathe and get away—get to safety.

      Air cut a savage path down the burning tunnel of her throat. The pain was unbearable. Then they were there. A Healer came close, clear honey colored eyes peered into her own, as she tried to look back at him for answers.

      “Her injuries are severe. I cannot offer the amount of attention she needs while I care for the others. Please take her to the main Healing Complex—now,” he said into the air above her.

      She fought haziness as she tried to stay alert. The Healer waved a hand over her face, pulling her eyelids down with it. Elle floated on a fitful journey fraught with confusion and pain. Somehow Avery was here and smiled at her, with hurt in her beautiful expression. Excruciating pain and the rancid, pungent smell of burnt hair, clothes and… oh God—flesh—smothered her ability to take in enough air. The giant golden man from the delegation offered her comfort and relief as her skin tightened and wept at what could only be severe burns all over. In and out, she drifted, too spent to fight or demand consciousness to remain. A tear burned her skin like acid as it swelled and tumbled down her cheek.

      Additional time passed as more Healers—the same face, different men, descended on her. Smiles of comfort and assurance beamed at her, pushing the mind-wrenching pain back until a final calm and peace overtook her. Maybe death was to be her friend.
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      “What the …who are you?” Elle asked, shrinking back into the bed.

      Her eyes expanded, endeavoring to make sense of the sight mere inches from her face. Curiosity more than surprise gave her pause to consider the bluest eyes she’d ever encountered. They stared deep into hers. This wasn’t one of the ways she’d envisioned waking up.

      Those deep pools of large, vibrant blue that passed for eyes blinked. A brief pause, then a robust deep voice, that threatened to rumble her body, filled the close space as it said, “Greetings… I am Gordin.” Then the eyes, so blue they looked like rich cobalt or lapis lazuli and infused with flecks of silver continued to stare intently, unfazed by her reaction to the man they were attached to.

      Who is this man with these startling eyes? I don’t remember them. Had she met him before? Elle concentrated on focusing and taking in the site with some discernment. She wouldn’t allow his presence or those unnerving eyes of his to put her off guard. Yet… They’re very memorable—not honey colored or like the others I’ve seen. No, definitely not one of the delegations I’ve encountered either, … hmm. Must be another Polonarian from the planet. And why is he so close…invading my space like he knows me? Is that a Polonarian thing?

      Somehow, it didn’t bother her as much as it should. She allowed a few more seconds for her mind to clear the fog of sleep. Her mind was her prized attribute and always helped her control any predicament. Waking up like this had put her at a disadvantage, but she’d soon have all the pertinent facts she needed to take command of the situation, come hell or high water.

      “Okay Gordin, I’m awake. You can step back now.”

      Maybe he was dense because his idea of a step back was to scoot the chair he sat in back a fraction of an inch and offer a faint grin. That wasn’t what Elle had meant. Without knowing where she was exactly, the disadvantage was acting on limited knowledge of the tone of the situation. She didn’t want to blow her chances of winning this sizable man over to get her necessary information. No telling who he was, even if he was a bit slow on the uptake.

      Elle was used to being the smartest in the room when it came to emotional management and maturity. Most people believed it was intelligence that won out, but she knew differently. The one who was able to control his or herself while commanding the flow and level of emotions in a room won. That was her self-proclaimed superpower, and she owned it well.

      Gut instinct gave Elle the knowledge that she wasn’t in the first quarters she’d occupied. Images from her periphery confirmed that everything looked different. Elle would have to work her magic on this man to give her some answers and own the room. Stilling herself to switch from reactive to proactive, Elle allowed herself time to continue her ritual of determining this new person’s threat level.

      Sending out a probe to get a gut feel for him, something akin to pure refined electricity wafted toward her in cascading waves. Sensory overload ensued. It claimed her interest, pulling her in, to experience the moment.

      Elle caught herself staring back at him while tasting, breathing and feeling everything. She devoured the gentle waves of whatever this was, like forbidden delicacies. She allowed its presence to tickle and taunt her solar plexus with anticipation. While an alluring scent delighted her like perfume, it enchanted and enticed her on many levels and various degrees. If she didn’t know better, she’d think she was high on something. No drug enhancements were involved. She was clear-headed and could enjoy this bit of euphoria currently having its playtime with her. Elle would ride the wave.

      “Am I dead?” That had to be the only reason she felt like she was tripping without any drugs.

      “No, my dear, you are very much alive,” he said, his voice ricocheting off the walls in volume and intense energy.

      Whoa

      On second thought, it was like new beams of life permeated her being to attach to every deficient spot. It hummed with a magnetism that was vibrant, alluring and utterly addictive. A deep inhale of the air between them, had her intoxicated with the seductive lure of it. She couldn’t help herself as she breathed in more of… him. It was him! This man smelled like all the best times she’d ever had, wrapped in the potency of action and power. Without a doubt, command of force imbued every particle of his essence.

      Hmm. What are you doing to me? She had to snap out of this, but it was too hard to look away. Without knowing how she knew, she wouldn’t easily persuade or do anything to this man he didn’t want to happen. He cocked a thick, black masculine eyebrow as if reading her mind. That couldn’t be good. What if he could read her mind? The one important trait she’d always relied on was her vivid thought life. Those musings provided strength. Take away that privacy, and she’d lose her grip on sanity. Willing herself to find that thread of calm she always attached herself too, Elle sent out feelers to decide if he was truly a mind reader.

      Go away! Thinking the command for him to step back, she waited. He stayed. She did it again. This Gordin fellow didn’t budge. Great, no mind reading… she hoped.

      Struggling to admit how much influence his presence had on her, Elle pushed the notion that it had been the magnet that pulled her to wakefulness. The certainty of it settled within her gut. Elle had sensed strength close by, just beyond the edges of rest—watching, even before she opened her eyes. This power was familiar from her dreams. She’d known he was here in the room before she woke, just not so close in proximity. Not sure how she felt about his influence on her in her sleep, Elle decided to put him in the “watch him” category. That is until she could figure out his angle and how best to deal with him. The man unnerved her, and that just wasn’t done. She was professionally trained in people, damn it. This Gordin would have to get out of her space and give her enough time to regroup and put her game face on.

      Using the scraps of manners and willpower she could muster, Elle asked, “If you would, please step back more and give me a little breathing room? I’m feeling a little claustrophobic.”

      “Oh! Pardon me my dear. Yes, that might be the case, waking to find me staring so closely at you—my apologies. I was informed you were still resting. Never fear…” he said, rising and stepping back several feet to stand closer to the entrance to the room. “I meant no disrespect. You are interesting to observe,” He paused to gaze even deeper into her as if touching her soul. With a softer, lower version of that tremendous voice he used as a tool to poke at her, he said, “Ah yes, very intriguing. Indeed, I meant no harm.”

      His voice continued to fill the space, like a full-bodied, potent… bomb of life and vitality. Elle wanted his gift and found herself a little envious. How could she get a stereophonic voice full of life too? Her visitor stood tall. His presence matched that voice and was more imposing than the rest of the men she’d met—like he was more of everything.

      This one named Gordin appeared to be at least… wow—seven and a half feet, or taller. He had to be every bit of three-hundred pounds, though he had the familiar lean muscular, athletic build like the others… he was older and more experienced. Even at almost six feet tall and full-figured herself, this man easily dwarfed Elle. She paused to consider the breadth and width of his shoulders before continuing her internal assessment. More and more, she liked what she saw. His musculature revealed years of training, demeanor relaxed but experienced and able to commence combat at a snippet of a moment by the glint in his eye watching me now. Jet black hair with a few sprigs of gray evenly displayed at the temples, bizarrely blue eyes, powerful—inherently so, in every part of his being. Impressive as a foe, must wait to see if a friend. Threat level… off the charts. Proceed with extreme caution.

      His presence was consuming like it would be too much and still not enough to get her fill. This Gordin would easily physically crush her if he dared in the slightest. But it was those eyes that collapsed her ability to think straight and drew her deep into them. Pools of mystery and promise, they held a steady gaze, laser beam focused on her.

      “Could you not do that?”

      “Do what dear?” he asked looking perplexed.

      “Stare like that—at me—so closely. It’s like you’re investigating a strange specimen.”

      “Oh, excuse me again.” He stopped to look around the room. The simple action released her need to be on guard enough to restore her ability to catch a deep breath. “You are most assuredly not a strange specimen. It is that we haven’t had the opportunity to spend much time with Terran—excuse me—Earthians in a very long while. It is an unparalleled pleasure to meet you, a female of such high repute. I simply wanted to observe you as near as I dared while you were not aware.”

      “So like a scientist would a bug? Oh no, more like a stalker. Is that it?” Elle hid her face in her hands, not wanting to be stared at any longer.

      She had to calm down. It wasn’t right to behave like this in front of this man. There was no telling who he might be. Some way to command the room, humph! She stole a look at him through fingers to see his expression had changed to a less intense version. And yet, he was still amazing to behold. Elle had never encountered someone with so much magnetism and life. He virtually hummed with it—and she wanted to investigate and explore more of what made him tick.

      Down girl. At most he’s part of the welcoming committee to help me get my bearings straight and at worse, he’s a Looky Lou who got past whoever should be guarding my room. Still, he’s part of our host planet. Have to be cordial and take it slow to figure out how to proceed with him. Stop acting like a dimwit and project strength right back at him.

      She lowered her hand to look him straight on. Yes, he was definitely rare and a sight to behold. She attempted to sit up, hating how fast he was back at her side to help her.

      “No, I have it. Let me do it.” Elle swatted him away before those platters Gordin called hands could manhandle her to sit up. She couldn’t explain it, but Elle wasn’t sure she could handle him touching her. It must be all the energy she knew was present in the air. He might shock the crap out of her or something like that. No, she’d keep him at arm’s length until she knew more about him and what her current situation was.

      He offered a slight grin, going back to stand next to the opening where he’d been before. He continued to watch her, like before. Even from here she could tell his entire body was on alert, ready to pounce if she showed signs of any distress. She sat up and propped herself against the back of the bed. He watched. She straightened the covers that were softer than silk over herself to rest just beneath her breasts. He watched. She took longer than needed to look up to face him again. He watched.

      She dared to stare back at him. He held her gaze, unwavering in his look. She wanted to see the typical reaction she got when she did her famous stare down. Elle looked for and even prayed to see an acknowledgment of her control, and yes, power over the situation reflected back at her. Instead, his eyes held the promise of wild excitement, powerful attraction and a slightly wild side to them. She couldn’t lie to herself. She wanted all they projected and more.

      A common trait all the Polonarians she’d met seemed to have was their clear, large eyes that sparkled like gems.  But it was the way the blue of his glinted at her. They were more like brilliant twin sapphires that held immense knowledge than eyes. And those eyes were attached to a man so handsome, she had to remember to stay relaxed and breathe. Even from this distance, an enchantment wove itself over her, challenging her ability to look away.

      Stop acting like a simpleton. He’s a man—an alien one—but a man nonetheless, she chided herself.

      Elle tried to adjust to his heated gaze of attention as gracefully as she could, but the man’s presence had her off her game. Resistance was absolutely futile. He could overtake her with his deliberate focus if she gave up the least bit of control. She couldn’t decide whether to concentrate on those eyes or his face. Both were potent in their effect.

      No, that was a lie. She couldn’t tear herself away from them. Those damn eyes! Did they have special abilities to hold her captive to their will? His overall facial appearance only made matters worse and more intense. None of the others she’d met had affected her this much. Sure, the others were gorgeous, brilliant and kind, but this one made her body bypass her brain in how it interacted with him.

      That deep voice of his, dramatic and thunderous, filled the room with a lazy chuckle. Continuing to examine her from afar, as if deciding on something important, he said, “Yes, I think you are a strong warrior, Dr. Ellery.” And with a nod of what might be approval, he relinquished his visual capture of her faculties, allowing her a reprieve from his ardent inspection.

      So this was what it was like to be on the receiving end of deep scrutiny. Nothing like getting a taste of my own medicine. It didn’t feel all that good; that was for sure. In fact, it felt like she’d just been schooled. Who was this man? Thankful for the reprieve, lest she offered herself as a willing sacrifice, Elle took in gulps of air. She wasn’t sure why, but her body had stopped breathing normally again.

      No, this would never do. She didn’t care who he was; she couldn’t trust herself to be around him for any length of time. He was too dangerous, and she had none of her usual control, let alone swagger around him. If she were honest, he might be more than a match for her.

      He already knew who she was and what she did, and she only knew his name was Gordin. Elle would ignore the other piece of knowledge that his presence elicited responses from her body that had never happened before. Responses she had to fight with an exhausting amount of effort to subdue.

      To hell with that. It just meant she had to make her offense stronger and learn the new rules of engagement where he was concerned. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation of preparation for battle.

      Note to self—will not be able to get this one to do anything with usual tactics. Revise approach and find another way to succeed. I’ve made grown men cry with a glance. I can get this one under control too. No time to get flustered, get equipped.

      The pull of habits, long ingrained within, pushed her to focus on what was important in this moment. There was something crucial she must do. She felt it deep within as it needled its way to the forefront of her mind. It had the weight and seriousness of an assignment, project or task.

      Now, what was it? What was the current situation that had her here squaring off with this god-like specimen? She’d ended up here in this bed for a reason. Elle would comb her mind for answers, dissecting every tidbit, until she knew who to trust to help her fill in the fuzzy details. She still didn’t have a clear read on whether or not she’d trust this Gordin. She naturally didn’t trust those she couldn’t completely size up. Elle hadn’t even covered the tip of the iceberg with him.

      Another confession broke through the surface to make her realize that everything about this meeting with Gordin seemed oddly exhilarating. The air around them almost hummed from highly charged electrons Elle was convinced filled it. If she could see on that level with her naked eye, she’d be sure it glowed, popped and crackled with activity. Her body tingled and her stomach danced with flips of excitement. Yes, very odd and she attributed it all to the behemoth of a man standing over there by the entrance to the room.

      Gaining more of her usual self-back with each passing breath, Elle started a valid assessment of her surroundings. First, she was here in this bed. The room was beautiful but not overly done. It was furnished for rest and relaxation. Most
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