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To you, Dear Reader, 

May your life be filled with delicious chances and glorious choices. Through it all, be true to yourself and don’t be afraid to love.




Chapter ONE


Lora

Deep inside the Chancellor’s Palace on the Federation Consortium space station, orbiting the planet Zerin 

The first thing Lora Callahan became aware of was the sludge coating her brain. The second was the burn that squeezed the back of her neck. The third thing…well, there was no third thing. She jerked awake.
Where was she?
Crap! Wait…the last thing Lora remembered was attending the Exchange, the program an alien race called the Zerins created. When she was first introduced to these aliens in a plain, white room, a faceless voice declared the sci-fi romances she’d read were real. Honestly, their claims were hard to believe at first. Then their story continued…the galaxy suffered from a shortage of females that Earth women could help prevent. Earth females were compatible with various species facing extinction. As a result, the Zerins created an “Exchange” program. At the Exchange, Lora and others could safely meet a potential mate from one of those needy worlds.
Then they dangled a temping offer she couldn’t refuse. Would she like to be one of those lucky women to leave Earth and meet a hunky alien male looking for a human mate? Were they kidding? Lora jumped at the chance. She’d do anything to leave her intolerable life on Earth. The only things she’d be leaving behind were unshakable stalkers and credible death threats. She liked that the choice was left up to her; no one was going to force her. It sure was better than being kidnapped into space, like in most of the stories she’d read on her eReader. She’d rather skip that scary ordeal, thank you very much.
Happily, she joined a hundred other eager human women and boarded the Zerin spaceship called the StarChance. During their thirty-day trip, they all received extensive training on the alien cultures they’d encounter. She made some great friends and had the time of her life. It was better than any vacation.
When the day of the Exchange finally took place, the human women were taken to a huge chamber on the Zerin moon of Urim. Boy, the place could rival any Hilton conference room back home. Not that Lora cared what the place looked like. She’d only wanted to sprint to the other side and meet the alien males as they strode through the transportation mirrors. She couldn’t wait until she was in the arms of her alien lover. He’d make her his coveted bride, shower her with devotion forever, and take her away from the pain of her previous life.
Determined to get first pick, Lora plowed through the clump of women who had the audacity to stop in front of her. Hey, it wasn’t her fault she had to push the sloths aside…they were in the way. Around her, joyful cries echoed when couples found each other. Obsessed with finding her own mate, Lora hadn’t paid attention to anyone or anything. Where was her guy? It was hard to see over the jostling bodies…the curse of a five-foot-two frame. Most of the people she wrestled through were at least a foot taller than her and her poor toes were fast becoming a causality—along with various tender places poked and scraped.
She stood on tiptoe, her head bobbing back and forth, as she tried to push or see around human women as the alien males charged around her. Her heart thudded as blood rushed in her ears. How would she recognize her male? Sight? Smell? When he touched her?
As Lora concentrated on finding him, it never occurred to her she was in danger. For God’s sake, she’d been in a room filled with hundreds of people under the Zerin’s watchful eyes. She should have been safe.
Boy was she wrong. Like a frantic crazed person, she’d been busy searching through a smorgasbord of lusty, beautiful alien males when—ow! A sharp pain pinched her neck.
Did she fall?
She didn’t remember falling. One minute she’d been in the middle of hundreds of bodies, and the next…she was…here.
 “Here” was a damp, cobbled floor. The uneven rocks painfully dug into her head, back, and bottom. With a wobbly, shaky breath, she coughed at the moldy smell of rotten eggs. Her tongue was thick and dry as she shivered in the damp air.
Oh, ick! Even her tunic and leggings stuck to her skin.
Okay, time to sit up. After a few pathetic tries, she finally levered her body into an upright position and panted, completely exhausted. Now for the next problem…she couldn’t see anything. It was so black it was hard to tell if her eyes were open. At least nothing hurt, except for her head. Yay for small favors.
She tilted her head at a distant, stomping sound. What was that? Her stomach dropped. Was someone coming?
The blackness eased into a murky gray. Wait, was it getting lighter? She blinked, waiting for her eyes to adjust. The dimness morphed into simple gray as a dull light filtered through the small door window. As the image of her surroundings became clear, she shivered and shut her eyes. Like that was going to help. There was no way to unsee she was in a tiny prison, complete with rock walls slathered in dirt and green slime.
It looked like “Dungeons-R-Us” had a sale and she was the lucky recipient.
Counting to ten, she opened her eyes. Nope, still there with her butt squished against the slick floor. The smell got to her so she covered her nose with her fingers, which didn’t help since the filth from the floor covered them. There had to be a way out, but nothing jumped at her to say, “Exit.” Well, unless she immediately lost a hundred pounds to squeeze through the small, open window in an old-fashioned wooden door.
Yeah, like that would happen on a good day.
The clumping noises returned, coming closer. Stamping, heavy footsteps stopped in tandem outside the heavy door as it flung open. Lora jumped when it bounced against the wall with a solid thud. Her heart hammered as two humanoid guards came tromping in. Their bodies were covered in dull metallic gray suits, complete with triangular, matte helmets. They stopped inside the door and raised long firearms with three-hole gun barrels and pointed them at her.
And…right on cue…in strolled the villain of this absurd melodrama.
Holy shamoka, he was a big sucker. He had to be over seven feet tall.
Lora swallowed a nervous burst of laughter. He resembled the bad guy from an old movie her mom used to watch. Complete with a shiny bald head and a thin, long, black Fu Manchu mustache and goatee. He wore a robe of deep burgundy with long bell sleeves embroidered with black piping where his hands were hidden.
His irises were empty pits of darkness, black and soulless, indistinguishable from his pupils. With those pointy ears, he was a Zerin or an evil Vulcan. It could go either way.
She was getting a crick in her neck as she regarded the giant in front of her. Sitting on her ass wasn’t the best place to be, so she stood.
“Ah, there you are, my dear.” A wide, fake smile showed his pointy teeth.
Oh, okay Zerin it was.
“I am so pleased you are finally awake. You’ve been in stasis for several months and I feared my operatives may have given you too much of the narcotic necessary to bring you awake.” He moved around her into a weak light that reflected the pearlescent sheen of his skin.
Well, whaddya know…aliens had abducted her anyway. She glanced around her dingy quarters. Lucky her. “Yeah, gee, thanks for waking me up, I guess.” She put on a brave front as she crossed her arms to calm her shivering. “So, who are you and what do you want?”
“Ah, getting right to the point, I see.” He stepped into her personal space and leaned down to meet her eye-to-eye.
His smarmy smile made the pit of her stomach drop while it quaked and churned, and the whiff of sour onion cooked in curdled milk had her fighting the need to gag.
 “Plans have been changed according to unfortunate circumstances.” His chuckle came across as practiced and phony. He pulled his three-fingered hand out of the bell of his sleeve and stretched out a long, thick finger to caress the skin on her cheek.
She jerked back.
“The Council’s ruling came down and Prince Qay’s TrueBond with a human was approved and met with no opposition.” He narrowed his cold, obsidian gaze at her. “A distasteful decision on their part—however, a unique opportunity for me.”
He stepped back and Lora could once again breathe through her nose. She had no idea who in the hell he was talking about or how it concerned her.
“You see, my dear, you are going to help me take over the galaxy.”




Chapter TWO


D’zia

Holy maggoty hell! D’zia couldn’t believe the female in the brig was his human obsession from the StarChance. When he’d walked in and realized who sat on the thin cot, a huge jolt of panic tightened his throat. He’d assumed the female was safe with some male from the Exchange. He never imagined her or any other human female would be there in the Chancellor’s prison. But, there she was, rotting away in one of the cells. Who was she? More important, why was she there? What did Chancellor U’unk hope to gain by keeping a human female locked in maximum security? Was she somehow the key to figuring out what was going on? The whole thing made little sense.
He headed for his assigned post outside the brig. Once in place, D’zia took a quick check at the reports blazing in his helmet to verify no one had noticed the extra time spent in her cell. Good, the internal computer inside his helmet displayed the normal commands and directions for his squad of nine. He activated the prison information file to see who else the Chancellor kept there. Hmm, the only being kept in this section was her and no one else.
D’zia turned off the dialogue capabilities inside his helmet while he communicated with his Spybot, JR10. JR10 had infiltrated the ship’s computers and scurried around in the mainframe. The Spybot was an artificial intelligence cyborg no bigger than a norakthed hatchling. It boasted twelve legs with multifaceted, bulbous eyes and was as small as his thumbnail. Good thing it moved quickly or D’zia might be tempted to squish it out of sheer frustration at dealing with him.
 “JR10, please respond.” He braced for the snarky response he knew was coming.
“Yo, dude! How’s it hanging?”
When Aimee’s Merkaba female friend, Hayami, had given JR10 to him as an undercover tool, he had no idea Qay asked her to reprogram the spybot’s personality. The little bot was Qay’s way of dishing out payback for all those times D’zia had annoyed him on purpose. So now D’zia had to endure extra doses of Earth slang and colloquial expressions. Well, kudos to his cousin for making sure Hayami had given him the most annoying thing in the galaxy to contend with. Payback was coming and Qay had better watch his ass when this assignment was over.
Ignoring the bot’s opening line, he dove right in. “JR10, there is a human female held in confinement. I need to know everything about her…especially what the Chancellor plans for her. Access the palace computer and report back to me as soon as possible.”
“Is she a bad kitty?” The tiny creature’s deep baritone surprised him every time he heard it. “‘Cause, I just love bad kitties.”
D’zia‘s temper struggled with his sense of humor. “What kind of question is that? That’s not important, just access any intel available and get back to me.”
“Of course it’s important, you ignorant nob,” JR10 trilled back. “At least tell me if she’s a honey or not.”
The image of the female’s perfect features flashed in his mind. Her straight multicolored blonde hair was smooth as silk, cascading to the middle of her shoulders. Her exotic eyes had an unusual coloring of slate gray framed by dark-blonde lashes and eyebrows. Deep dimples framed her full lips when she smiled at his dumbfounded expression. D’zia cursed his own dimples, but when she aimed those delectable depressions his way, he froze like a shocked preteen seeing a beautiful female for the first time.
Not that he’d admit any such thing to the annoying AI.
“Again, not relevant.” Look at him…his responsible side had shown up. D’zia shook his head. How the mighty have fallen. “Will you please see what you can find out about her?” When he got no response, he barked, “NOW, JR10.”
“Ok! Damn, bro, no need to get your panties in a twist. I’m on it!” A raspberry sound. “Later.”
A soft click in his helmet signaled he was back online with the other guards. A quick review…yeah, nothing important happened while he was offline for those few clicks. Tense muscles between his neck and shoulders eased.
D’zia resumed his own attempts at hacking into the palace computers. He didn’t have to get her empty tray for a couple of macroclicks, so he had plenty of time to see what he could find on his own. Using JR10 as a backup was fine, but he still liked to rely on his own skills.
He snorted. He wasn’t naïve enough to think the spybot didn’t share everything he learned with the Merkaba female who created him. D’zia had no problem with that, but he hoped JR10 filled him in first.
Chancellor U’unk

“Your Eminence.” Fritjof was an expert groveler who somehow found the nerve to invade Chancellor Shon T’terlok U’unk‘s inner sanctum uninvited at the day’s end.
U’unk‘s was in his sacred place and no one should even think of approaching him without permission, not even his equerry.
“I beg a minuscule amount of your time, Sire.”
It was unfortunate he had to rely on Fritjof and his services. Chancellor U’unk allowed the feeling of self-assurance; things would change soon. He schooled his features into an impassive mask and regarded his equerry with thin disgust.
The fawning male Erkek bowed and scraped, his double-elbowed arms spasming over his pale khaki chest. His body was bare of hair or male nipples under the sheer fabric of his light-yellow vest-shirt that matched his flowing pantaloons. His pincer-like fingers were kept closed in respect as his black eyes with their orange diamond-shaped pupils widened. He was small for his species, just under six feet. Fritjof was a perfect servant, smart enough to follow directions and dumb enough not to think for himself.
On the surface, Fritjof’s job at the Chancellor’s Palace was as U’unk‘s personal assistant. His unofficial position was to act as a liaison between U’unk and the planet Volvode, home to the Erkek people. That part of his job had to remain unofficial since the planet Volvode was no longer a member of the Federation Consortium. All diplomatic relations ceased because the Erkeks refused to stop their business dealings with the Friebbigh and other criminal systems. King Abzu of Zerin had led an investigation of the genocidal activities both species practiced. Once their illegal activities were proven, the Zerins finalized the campaign to have the Erkek race expelled from the Federation Consortium.
With the Erkek society in chaos, a perfect opportunity presented itself to U’unk. He utilized them as a covert ally in his quest to change the current galactic government into the autocratic society he envisioned. He needed the financial support of the Volvode system, and in return, he had an agreement with the ruling Potentate to keep Fritjof as his equerry.
After extensive bribes and threats, he had Fritjof officially recognized by the Federation Consortium as his personal assistant titled “equerry.” While U’unk didn’t usually question his own decisions, the wasted time and political capital he expended to keep an eye on Fritjof still annoyed him. Maybe it was past time to limit the equerry’s access to his private domains. “Yes, Fritjof.” He sat back in the immense chair made for his large dimensions.
“Master, with respect, Potentate Václav is requesting an audience with you immediately.”
If U’unk were a lesser male, the Erkek’s continued simpering would frustrate him. He was, of course, above such petty emotions. “Oh?” He raised his left eyebrow. “And what does the ruler of Volvode wish to discuss with me?” He blinked to close the Ocular Video Display Unit he’d been working on and adjusted the open gap at the waist of the robe he wore. The deep eggplant of the fabric matched the leather stitching of his massive chair.
“I do not know, Master.”
When the alien bowed again, U’unk had an unobstructed view of his splotchy, khaki bald head and lack of outer ears.
“If it pleases you, Master, may I put his communication through to your personal vid?”
“Granted.” U’unk accessed his conference channel. “Be sure to shut the door behind you when you leave.” The last directive was unnecessary since the double steel doors closed by themselves, but it was important to remind the groveling simpleton he was not welcome as his betters talked. U’unk kept the ruling Erkek waiting. He signaled one of his operatives deep within the bowels of the palace dungeon. Satisfied when he received an affirmative response, U’unk blinked to access the implanted OCVU to join his caller in a virtual room.
After another few nanoclicks, the holographic image of the Volvode dictator appeared. The Erkek sat on an ostentatious “throne,” complete with a rare gold frame and deep-khaki-green fabric denoting his royal status. His thin body was draped in the usual see-through vest combined with thick pantaloons in a rich umber made of the finest wisp of Wyht silk.
“Yes, Potentate. What can I do for you?” U’unk kept his voice bland. He sprawled back in his chair and forced his expression to remain smooth.
The ugly visage of the despot was no less repulsive by reality video. Thin, cruel lips in a permanent scowl offset his flat nose.
 “Chancellor.” The Erkek dipped his head in a slight show of respect. “I have not heard from you regarding the Earth situation for quite some time.”
A long habit of maintaining one expression helped to hide U’unk‘s anger. Who did this puntneji think he was talking to? He wasn’t some minion to jump whenever the Erkek felt like calling. “You have me at a disadvantage, Potentate.” Not a muscle moved in his face and body; he kept his breathing rhythm slow and steady. “I was not aware I had an obligation to report to you.”
The Erkek’s face darkened to an unattractive yellow shade. His thin lips disappeared as he sucked on them with the first word. “Not true, U’unk.” His body leaned forward as he clenched his pincer fingers together in a clicking sound. “You know you are to keep me apprised of everything going on with the human cultivation process. It’s only because of our agreement we’ve left that backward planet alone.” His orange pupils narrowed. “I warn you, U’unk, not to renege on our agreement. I will withhold our support and go ahead with our earlier plans about that marginal planet.” He leaned back and opened his two fingers on each hand, showing he assumed U’unk wouldn’t push back.
 “I see.” U’unk kept his voice low and unresponsive.
The smile on the Erkek’s face reached from one side of his head to the other. It was obvious he believed he had U’unk at a disadvantage. With his mouth open wide, it showed his toothless gums surrounding his forked tongue. “Do you?” His lips creased as if he tasted something sour. “We both know your illegal slave trade has recently taken a severe hit. You can’t afford to lose another source of revenue.” His mouth now folded in a small sneer. “I can assure you we will withhold any further funding or military support unless you comply with my demands.”
U’unk relished the upcoming lesson he’d prepared for the Erkek leader. “My dear Potentate…let me assist you in understanding exactly whom you are dealing with.”
He transferred them into a new reality room. There they had an unobstructed view of a bound and gagged young Erkek male, one who was just past puberty and on the cusp of adulthood. The lack of light made it hard to tell where the male was, but the twisted pain on his face was clear.
His naked body lay prone on his side on a dirt floor, his hands restrained behind his back and attached to his wrapped ankles. His black eyes filled with orange tears, sliding down his dirty, murky green cheek that was mottled with several bruises. His mouth had a large gag ball settled between his gums and held in place by a filthy rag.
Towering over him was a semi-naked Zerin male whose body was bare except for a minuscule loincloth that bulged at the crotch. A full head mask covered his features except for open slits at the eyes, the bottom of his nose, and one that exposed his thin, cruel lips. His pea-green dual eyes were bright as he caressed a leather whip with a loving hand. The most alarming thing the Zerin had on was the lascivious smirk that twisted his mouth as he gazed down at the hapless male. The jailer’s intention was clear as his tongue came out to wet his lips.
A deep well of intense satisfaction warmed U’unk‘s belly as he relished the shocked, panicked expression crossing the Potentate’s face.
 “ULV!” The high-pitched screech out of Václav’s mouth caused U’unk to shiver with delight. The leader of the Volvode jumped as if to reach over and rescue his captive son. Being the only heir of the Erkek Empire, Ulv was a most useful “guest.”
“You monster!” Václav screamed at U’unk. His wide-eyed gaze darted between his bound heir and U’unk. “Give me back my son!”
Unfazed, U’unk continued to sit in the virtual room and placed his fingers in a steeple as he considered the distraught alien ally. “Now, Potentate, I believe with the right motivation we can come to an understanding. Agreed?”
The Erkek tore his eyes away from U’unk to focus on his suffering son. He took in a deep, gulping breath before directing his hate-filled glare back in U’unk‘s direction. “What do you want?”
The words came out in a whisper, but U’unk had no trouble hearing the anguished cry behind the words. “Why Potentate Václav, you will find that I am a most agreeable Zerin.” His voice remained steady, absent of any emotional inflection. That was a talent he took decades to perfect. “For now, you will allow our advantageous relationship to continue as before. You will not withdraw any funds or the personnel you’ve furnished. You will resist the urge to conquer Earth or any other system without my express permission.”
Václav’s breathing deepened as his virtual body sat down with a heavy thud. “Is that all?” His pale khaki lips and chin trembled as his black eyes filled with bright-orange tears.
 “Going forward, you will report all your interstellar dealings to Fritjof on a weekly basis.” U’unk curled a lip and narrowed his eyes. “Plus, you must refrain from ever contacting me personally again. If an emergency arises, you will go through Fritjof. Now let me make myself perfectly clear.” He allowed his rage to deepen his tone. “If you ever interrupt me again with your ridiculous demands…I don’t have to tell you how your son will fare then, do I?”
Václav’s homely face blanched. The pasty, white pallor amused U’unk. “Please, don’t hurt him. I will do anything you ask.” The last word came out broken.
It amazed U’unk how the vilest of despots fell docile once their weakness was identified. A small inclination to be magnanimous prompted him to give the other male an emotional rope to grasp. “To show you my generosity, I will have Ulv removed from his current accommodations to a more, shall we say, hospitable environment.” He shook his head as if to show sorrow at his next statement. “I don’t know how I’m going to break it to Z’den, though. He will be most disappointed I’m taking away his new toy.” Enter the phony smile. “No matter, he will get over it.”
U’unk allowed Václav to see his normal, cruel smile. “Ulv will remain as my ‘guest’ until I deem it appropriate to release him. I will ensure he is treated with the respect and care due to his station.” He rested his palms on the hefty armrests of his chair. “I will allow you to vid him during your weekly conversations with Fritjof, but mind you, your time will be limited. Remember this, I may discontinue that privilege at any time.” He inclined his head to stare at the trembling Erkek. “I trust there will be no further misunderstandings between us, no?”
A sickly green tone flushed the Erkek’s skin. “Yes, Chancellor. Quite clear.”
“Good,” U’unk rested one thigh over the other as he rubbed the smooth silk of his robe between his thumb and fingers. “I’m so glad you contacted me to have this conversation. Aren’t you?”
Lora

One potato, two potato, three potato, four…
Blah, blah, blah. Bored…bored…bored out of her mind, Lora resorted to childhood ditties. Breakfast had come and gone, and dinner wasn’t for several hours, so with nooothhiing to do…
When the force field dropped and a guard walked through, she was sure it was the nervous sentry from the night before. It was a pleasure to see how his snug uniform highlighted his lean, muscular build. Jeez, she was so bored she was checking out his masculine body as if the alien wasn’t a threat. She cocked her head. Something about him nagged at the back of her mind. Did she know him? How could she?
“You will come with me.” His voice came out in a wobble as if he breathed helium through a tin can.
She couldn’t help it, she giggled. You’re wacked, Lora. You’re supposed to be afraid whenever the bad guy comes into your cell to tell you to follow him. Not giggle like a foolish little twit. She cleared her throat and smoothed the smirk off her face. “Sure, handsome. Anything you say.” She got off the cot to face him. “Where are we going?”
“No talking,” the thin, reedy voice continued. He waved a small, pistol thingy toward the opening. “Out the door.”
She shrugged. “Okeydokey, handsome. Anything is better than staying in this room pretending I’m a mushroom.” She walked down the narrow, dim hallway. The air was cooler out there and it gave her a chill. If they were going to the end of the hallway, it would take a while. Lora didn’t want to go to wherever they were going, but if she had to stay in that stupid, tiny cell any longer, she’d go nuts.
“Why a mushroom?” The metallic voice behind asked a few minutes later.
“Huh?” She glanced back to stare at her distorted reflection in the matte, triangular helmet before turning back around.
“You said you were pretending to be a mushroom.”
Lora gave a quick laugh. “Oh handsome, you’re so precious. A mushroom is an Earth fungus that thrives by being kept in the dark and fed tons of bullshit.”
She’d swear the alien snorted in shared laughter. Okay, definitely not a robot.
All the other cells down the hall were empty, their open rooms a black hole in the sides of the corridor. The low lighting emanating from the pores of the walls made her rub her hands over her arms in nerves. It was spooky going down the dim hallway. If she was the only prisoner, she’d be the only one big, bad, and scary had to play with. A quake of fear shuddered through her and she gripped her upper arms. Hold it together, Lora. You can do this…whatever this is.
Their journey ended at a blank wall. The guard reached over her shoulder and waved his gloved hand to reveal a small room about the size of an elevator. They stepped through and the wall closed behind them. A slight movement pulled her to the right. Lora put a palm on the wall to steady herself as the small enclosure turned out to be an elevator or something similar. Then it went down. Oh God, they weren’t going to a basement, were they? Nothing good ever came out of going down to a basement.
The guard put his chest near her back. She shivered. He was too close for comfort, or maybe not; a sudden stream of heat wisped over her body. Putting a hand over her thundering heart, she stepped away and glanced back at him and his massive height. Well, his height shouldn’t shock her. Practically everyone was taller than her. She eyeballed him and enjoyed the tempting view. He must be at least six foot three or four.
*Sigh* Watching him made her girly bits want to come out and play. God, now she’d lost it. She was reacting sexually to…whatever he was. Even so, she’d love to discover what was underneath all that temptation. Humph, idiot. He could have a face that resembled a pile of crap for all she knew. Who was she kidding? What difference did it make what he looked like or how tall he was? He was one of the bad guys. 
Searching for handsome aliens was the last thing she needed to do. She’d better remember where she was and hang on to any wits her delusional mind let her keep.
The elevator wall opened and the guard gestured with his pistol for her to walk in front of him. This hallway had better lighting than the one they’d come from. Plus, this one had Zerins and other aliens walking in and out of bright rooms. The Zerins wore uniforms of long flowing light-blue lab coats over skintight dark pants tucked into low-heeled black ankle boots. The other hodgepodge of eclectic aliens wore something similar if they were humanoid. If they weren’t, sometimes it was hard to tell if they wore anything at all. Like a couple of aliens who walked past her. One was a gelatinous blob that slithered alongside a being with various tentacles. Their apparently nude bodies bugged her. What was with aliens running around naked all the time? It always bothered her when she’d watch a sci-fi movie and the alien had nothing on. What…species were smart enough to travel in space but clothing was beyond them?
All appeared to be absorbed in whatever they were doing, ignoring the human escorted by an armed guard. Some were reading tablets, walking without looking where they were going. Others were in intense conversations in small groups as they walked past without making eye contact.
Lora sniffed. Huh…that’s it. Ignore the prisoner. She peeked into the doorways they passed. Oh…she was in a hospital or some medical facility. She shivered and stopped. This place gave off a really bad vibe, as her hippie foster parents would say. Her lizard brain kicked in as her body froze.
The guard bumped into her before he stepped back. “Don’t stop.” He remained too close for comfort.
“Um, where are you taking me?” She didn’t expect him to answer, but hey, she had to try. Anything to stall. Maybe she should rethink the whole “staying in her cell and being bored thing.”
The barrel of his weapon pushed between her shoulder blades. “Keep moving.”
“Look, I’ve changed my mind.” She tried to turn around. “Let’s go back to my cell.” Don’t panic…now wasn’t the time to panic…she’d panic later…would there be a later?
The guard holstered his gun and gripped her upper right arm. “Female, please keep walking. I will not hurt you.”
“Oh, good. You’re on my side, then.” She tried again to turn around but his firm grip kept her in place. “Let me go. I know what happens in places like this. I’m going to become someone’s idea of an alien autopsy. No, thanks.”
After a few seconds when he didn’t push her further, she glanced behind her at the dully-reflective helmet.
He stood there in an inflexible stance; only his chest moved with each breath.
When he gripped her upper arm tighter, she jumped in surprise.
“Come with me. In here.” He gestured to a darkened doorway and pulled her in with him. He let go of her arm and waved with the hand holding the exotic gun to close the wall behind them.
They were in a small supply closet. At least, there were things in it she’d expect to find in a medical office. Neat stacks of medical supplies and cleaning materials filled the small shelves in a tiny space. A medicinal smell stung her nose.
She wrapped her arms around her waist before she confronted the guard. Her muted reflection blinked in confusion before he took off the ugly gray, matte helmet.
He stared at her with a nervous expression, eyes wide, and his upper lip thinned, which caused the lower one to plump.
Holy shamoka! It was the hunkalicious guy from the StarChance—the male Zerin she’d fantasized about ever since she’d seen him coming out of Aimee’s cabin that night so long ago. Now he was up close and personal, less than a foot away from her.
The blazing intensity of his gorgeous dual-colored turquoise eyes caught her. Up close, she could see the difference between the two irises. The inner circle was a dark, rich blue-green while the outer ring was a tad lighter with white flecks intermingled with the blue-green blend. His iridescent pupil widened and the dark-green-and-black mix captivated her. His tanned face was overlain with a rainbow-like sheen that offset his scraggy five o’clock shadow.
Plastered against his skull and pulled up in a man bun was his magnificent multifaceted, tawny hair. A small braid at his right temple was tucked behind his ear. The tiny points of his ears were free of jewelry, something the Zerin females aboard the StarChance wore. He held the helmet in a tight, three-digit fist.
“It’s you!” Astonishment couldn’t begin to describe the shock of seeing him standing in front of her. She frowned at him. “Why is it you?”
His masculine lips formed a panty-wetting smile, framed on each side by two deep, dangerous dimples. Oh good Lord, he’d better stop doing that or she’d have to do something drastic.
Like jump his bones.
Down girl, keep the inner hussy leashed.
“You remember me?” His face lightened with a small smile. “I wasn’t sure if you would or not.” Before she answered, he frowned as he continued. “Listen, I know this looks bad, but I’ve only got a few microclicks before they start to look for us.” He dropped the helmet and gripped her upper arm with his free hand again. “But trust me; I’m going to find a way to get you out of here. Until I can do that, you’ve got to go along with whatever they want. I’m sure they’re not going to do anything now but run a couple of tests. So, all you have to do is cooperate until I get a chance to figure something out.” He squeezed her arm in a gentle hold.
Great, she was in a closet with a gorgeous but crazy alien. “No offense, but why would you want to do that?” She wanted to trust him, she really did. But come on! A hero coming to the rescue was more of a fantasy than say…a sexy alien hero coming to the rescue.
“I’ve got to figure out why the Chancellor wants you. In the meantime, I’ll find the best way to get you out of here and back to Zerin.” He loosened his hold on her arm. “I had no idea a human female was here until I saw you last night. Now everything has changed.”
“You really want to help me? No bullshit?”
His dimples came out to play when a noise outside of the room had him stepping closer to her. Their bodies ended up mere centimeters apart.
Then it hit her.
The body-tingling, wake up girl, he’s here…masculine scent. His ambrosial aroma was a mouthwatering blend of masculine musk overlaid with a hint of black licorice and ylang-ylang. She inhaled to capture a whiff of the intoxicating tang. Her nipples hardened into nubs as her clit swelled in appreciation. Holy shamoka…was he ever potent!
“Do you smell that?” She was too enthralled to be embarrassed about the husky rasp coming out of her mouth. “What is it?” She raised her gaze to his and got lost in his eyes. She moved her body to mold into his.
He mirrored the deep breath she took, then dropped the weapon as he enfolded her to him, his mouth taking control of hers. At first, his lips nudged softly until the innocent embrace kicked into high gear. He wrapped his arms around her to slide his body over hers. He demanded entrance…and she gladly invited him in.
When their tongues joined, her mouth exploded in a multi-layered buffet of sensual decadence. He had slight nubs along the side of his tongue that he used to make carnal demands. Black licorice and tart spice combined with musky man flooded her senses.
His large palm at the back of her head held her in place. His other hand found the globe of her ass, kneading and pulling it toward his groin in increasing passion.
Lora settled her body against his and collapsed into a boneless heap. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pulled him in. She plunged her hands into the thick hair at the nape of his neck and wallowed in the luxurious feel. The rich tresses on the top of his head were in a tight man bun, but her fingers had no trouble delving into the sensual warmth. She massaged the base of his neck as she rubbed her lower body against his.
Never before had she gone from calm, cool, and collected to a wild woman between one breath and the next. She was more than ready to indulge in the delights of eroticism with him. As his tongue danced with hers, she moaned and sucked on the little nubs.
Not to be outdone, he started moving the hand cupping her head in a downward, caressing journey.
She wiggled her groin in appreciation against the hardened bulge at the apex of his thighs.
A distracting, insistent squeak came from the floor. His head jerked back from hers, causing her to stumble out of his arms.
“Oh, my.” She became lost in the blatant desire tightening his face. She reached out, her fingers itching to touch him.
He grabbed her wrists and brought her hands up to his still-wet mouth for a light kiss on her knuckles. Taking a deep breath, he kept her gaze trapped with his and said only one word. “TrueBond.”
Okay, that was new. Points to him for being original, if not outright confusing. “Huh? What?” Maybe it was a Zerin thing, which of course, they refused to cover in their classes on board the StarChance. Her friend Aimee once asked to know more about them, but their liaison snidely told them it wasn’t necessary since Zerins weren’t allowed to attend the Exchange. 
“Danka shit!“ Ignoring her question, he reached down and retrieved his helmet. “I’m afraid we can’t get into this right now. I swear you have to give me time to figure out how to get us out of this.”
She liked that he said the word “us” and didn’t doubt his sincerity. It was there in his tone and facial expression together with his rigid stance.
“Trust me.”
He started to put his helmet back on, but Lora put her hand on his arm before he had a chance to. “Wait! What’s your name?”
Those deadly dimples came out again. “D’zia. My name is D’zia Yaq E’etu.” He dislodged her grip and placed another kiss on her palm.
“I’m Lora Dharma Callahan.” Wait, she’d never gushed in her whole life, but here she was, gushing like a mindless, simpering preteen. Way to make an impression, Lora.
“As much as I would love to stay here, we’d better leave now.” He put the hideous helmet over his head before he grabbed his pistol off the floor. “Follow my lead and I won’t let anything bad happen to you.” The last part came out in a grating, tinny voice, now that he had his helmet on.
With that reminder, Lora trembled, her nerves tight. “Okay.” What choice did she have? She had to trust someone, and she trusted him. Even if she didn’t know why.

[image: image-placeholder]Lora held her breath when D’zia waved open the utility door and peered out into the corridor. He gestured for her to wait. After a few seconds, he signaled it was okay and she joined him in the near-empty corridor.
Once again, Lora walked in front. Instead of worrying about the person behind her, she concentrated on everything around her. Now the rooms they passed were empty and dark, except for the glow of an occupied room they were walking toward on the left.
She entered first and immediately wished she hadn’t. A blast of rancid odor, like something died and left to rot, assaulted her nose. She made a move to turn around, but D’zia stood at her back. They were close enough she could feel his body heat. Good thing too, because every nerve in her body was poised to run.
In a desperate attempt to find an escape route, she scrutinized the room. It was a little bigger than her doctor’s examination room back on Earth. It had a metal table long enough for a person to lie on, plus various machinery around it, including several spotlights already blazing. Countertops lined the back wall, devoid of any instruments. Above the counters, the walls were bare, except a lit open square hole with empty glass jars and cups in it.
She started to shiver at the sight of the strange egg-shaped tank floating without support on her right. A light-blue goo filled the inside, with various tubes and needles embedded on the sides. She sure hoped that wasn’t for her…she had a major phobia of drowning.
The room faded into the background when she focused on the alien standing beside the table. She couldn’t decide if the being was ugly or just put together wrong.
He was well over seven-feet tall, but thin and gaunt; his murky green skin was the color of vomited pea soup. There were chunky splotches of orange and yellow throughout his exposed face. Instead of white, the background of his eyes was black, with an iridescent diamond pupil in an orange iris. His ears were tiny cups and sat on top of his head like a mouse’s.
He wore the same outer clothing as the Zerins she’d passed in the corridor, a long, blue overcoat, and gloves over his pincer-like fingers.
Lora bit the inside of her mouth.
Oh my God, he was a cartoon version of a mad scientist bent on world domination. A navy-blue one-piece suit outlined his bow-legged posture with the fabric tucked into low-heeled black ankle boots. He was void of hair, not even eyebrows or eyelashes. His nose was dual slits above his nonexistent thin lips, which stretched into a condescending smirk.
“Good, bring her over to the table.” His high-pitched voice grated. Great, mad scientist was a chipmunk in disguise.
D’zia gave her a slight nudge between her shoulder blades.
Oh right, she had to bide her time for now. Got it.
Too bad brave intentions didn’t translate into brave deeds. It was hard to resist the urge to glance behind her at D’zia for encouragement. She took tiny steps closer to the table. She had to stall, anything to keep from getting on that table. So, she blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Hey, what’s your name?” She asked the ugly, towering alien. She eyed the shiny metallic table. Jeez, it wasn’t even padded.
The alien’s head cocked at her like a spastic bird. “I don’t see how that is relevant.” He gestured to the tabletop. “Get on and lay down.” He narrowed his eyes toward D’zia. “Guard, assist her up.”
“No, no, I can do it.” Lora didn’t want to bring D’zia to his attention. She went over to the table and hopped onto the hard surface. Damn, she could feel the bite of the cold metal through her tunic pants. “But really, what’s your name? I’d like to know.” No, she didn’t, but she had to say something.
He pulled up a hypodermic thingy and regarded her with utter disdain. He mumbled something, but she missed what he said.
Her full attention was on the instrument in the scientist’s hands. D’zia soft snort made Lora realize she missed the alien’s reply. She wasn’t going to check with D’zia for clarification, so she stared at the alien instead. “Excuse me? What did you say?”
 His black eyes narrowed as his expression hardened. “I said my name is Dr. Knum’Nz.”
Lora squealed with laughter. No way she’d heard him right. “Are you kidding me? Your name is Numb Nuts?” She slapped her thighs as she rocked between snorts and giggles. She had to stop from falling off the table as she devolved into hysterical laughter. “That’s the funniest thing I’ve ever heard!” Okay, maybe it wasn’t that funny, but with her nerves stretched tight, the comic relief was welcome.
“Ignorant human,” Numb Nuts muttered. “Subdue her,” he commanded D’zia in a demanding tone. He grabbed a flask filled with orange liquid.
D’zia‘s hold was light as he grabbed her upper arm. Her mutated reflection on his triangular helmet showed her wild eyes and tense mouth. She coughed to regain her composure. “It’s okay,” she whispered. She made sure the ugly alien wasn’t paying any attention to them. “I’m okay. I’ll behave.” She gave a sheepish grin in the curved image of his headgear. “At least I’ll try to.”
Nodding slightly, he
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