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Moving cautiously in the cramped space, Elizabeth’s flashlight cast eerie shadows on the damp walls. Murky puddles lined the treacherous path, and the loose rocks shifting beneath her feet heightened her caution. One misstep and she’d twist her ankle. More concerning, the debris was an indicator of the instability of the mountain above her.

“That’s all I need,” she muttered. “To get trapped in here during a roof collapse.”

When her heel caught the uneven edge of a protruding rock, she pitched forward. Her hands came up, and although she caught herself at the last second, her palms scraped the rough walls, and she ripped several nails. Even though she held back her cry of pain, the clatter of her metal flashlight hitting the rocky floor filled the silence. She could only hope he didn’t hear.

Once righted, she wiped the slimy residue left on her hands and the seat of her jeans, trying not to think about what it might be. She bent to retrieve her light, which mercifully hadn’t broken or switched off because she wouldn’t have found it in the pitch darkness. After taking a deep breath, she kept walking, constantly scanning the path ahead, only one more disgusting discovery away from losing it and running screaming for the exit.

With her luck, she’d trip and end up impaled on a stalagmite. Or was it stalactite? A geologist should probably know this.

Either way, fleeing wouldn’t accomplish what she came here to do. But keeping her cool while she crept through the dark, narrow passageway wasn’t easy. Neither was exploring a cave on an alien world all alone.

It had taken an hour-long pep talk, the whole while pacing in front of the mouth of the cave to get up the courage to enter. Since then, with every step, her terror had increased exponentially. 

Beads of water dripped slowly from the low ceiling. When they landed on the stone floor, the resulting plop reverberated through the cavern like a rifle shot. And she’d seen a small, shadowy shape scurry across her path. It was most likely a rat or one of a hundred different cave-dwellers.

A shiver of disgust coursed through her.

“I despise rats almost as much as snakes, and this godforsaken planet is brimming with both. Not to mention bats.”

When a droplet landed with a splat on top of her head, and another immediately followed, hitting the exposed skin above her collar and trickling slowly down her back, she reared up, swatting at her neck like she was under attack. With the height of the cave barely five feet in places, she bashed her head hard.

Again, she stayed silent by biting her lip, which was going to be bruised and bloody if she didn’t stop injuring herself. Gingerly probing the rapidly swelling lump, she tried to keep calm as she forced herself to move forward. 

Unbelievably, she went several minutes without incident then she slowed at a glimmer of light up ahead. He wouldn’t appreciate her following him and exposing his hiding place, but she’d done what he’d asked and upheld her end of their bargain. Now it was his turn to pay up.

When the passage veered sharply to the right, Elizabeth paused and took a deep breath, trying to dispel her rising panic. Since that was an exercise in futility, she bravely—or more aptly foolishly—turned the corner.

Moving from near-total darkness to sudden brightness hurt her eyes. Squinting, she held up her hand, shielding them while they adjusted. Then her jaw dropped. What she’d thought was a cave all this time turned out to be a tunnel leading to this vast chamber.

More surprising, instead of more rocks and stalag-whatevers, there was so much electronic equipment, it looked like a control room. In the middle of it all, a glowing azure ball, emitting a brilliant light, appeared to hover above a pedestal. She gazed at it in wonder until a sudden movement to her right caught her eye.

Though she’d expected to find him here, his presence disturbed her. Advances in extended space flight had allowed the people of Earth to go beyond the reaches of their relatively small solar system. They’d been exploring the Universe and encountering strange beings for nearly a century now. Tentacles, scales, and multiple appendages didn’t surprise her anymore, and she’d gotten used to the Primarians, a species from a planet many galaxies away, who were almost identical to humans. But this creature was unlike anything she’d seen before.

Granted, her fieldwork focused on rocks, not aliens, and her research sites, until recently, were all on Earth. Still, she networked with influencers in the scientific community. It helped get her appointed as lead researcher on this mission. Sleeping with the director hadn’t hurt, either, although it was hardly memorable. These geeks were brilliant, Noble Laureates abounded, and a blow job would only get her so far. So, she kept up with trends and discoveries, whether new worlds, stars, or life-forms. But she’d never heard so much as a whisper about this thing.

He resembled a wax figure before the artist sculpted and painted it into the image it would eventually become. With a head, trunk, and four extremities, he had a humanoid form. Beyond that, there were no distinct features—except one. His eyes. When they met weeks ago, she’d thought they were dark, empty sockets. As soon as he moved closer, she realized they were shiny like glass and black as onyx without a speck of white.

Their first encounter still chilled her to this day.

She’d been collecting soil samples north of the mine site. Once finished and ready to return to town, she turned her thoughts to a hot bubble bath and a chilled glass of wine. Fate, as it so often did, seemed to conspire against her and her solar-powered hover car refused to start. She tried to call for help, but her communicator just returned white noise. Stranded and beyond irritated, she got out and slammed the door.

She scowled at the useless vehicle, slapping the roof with her hand for good measure. “It’s fifty miles, goddammit! Now what?”

After I’ve had my say, I will enable your vehicle and your primitive handheld device.

Elizabeth thought she was alone in the isolated spot. Instead of being startled by the sudden presence of another, she became enraged and whirled to confront the idiot who’d dared tamper with her car. Except it wasn’t the mine employee she’d expected to see or one of the seven-foot-tall alien warriors who provided security. Before her stood a creature unlike anything she’d seen. Terrified, she opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.

Maintain control, human, he ordered. I have a proposition for you.

Elizabeth gasped and staggered back, coming up against her dead vehicle. The being’s pale, thin lips hadn’t moved, yet she’d distinctly heard his voice.

I’ve been told you Earth creatures can be difficult, but I’d hoped it was only a rumor.

Her hands flew up to cover her ears, trying to block out the sound, but he hadn’t spoken aloud; his voice was in her head, as though he’d projected it telepathically.

“What are you?” she whispered in horror.

Who or what I am has no relevance to you, other than the extent I require your assistance. You also lack the intelligence to understand, so I’d be wasting my breath.

Great. Alone, out in the middle of nowhere during a close encounter with an unknown entity, and rather than words of reassurance—either “I mean you no harm” or “I come in peace,” both practically universal during first contact—she got sarcasm and insults.

With her thumb, she searched for the emergency button on her communicator, praying it still worked even though nothing else seemed to.

“Why should I help you when you won’t disclose who or what you are, or your purpose for being here?”

Because if you cooperate, you stand to profit greatly.

He extended his arm and opened his hand to reveal a small glowing blue sphere hovering above his outstretched palm.

“What is that?” she asked, as frightened as she was curious.

A power source infinitely superior to what your Primarian hosts used as a bribe for your species’ compliance. Allow me to demonstrate.

Without so much as a twitch from him, the orb rose and zipped across the clearing. It centered over the roof of her disabled solar car and flooded it in a beam of blue light. To her amazement, the console lit up and the craft, which she’d left engaged in the start position, came to life with a quiet hum.

“How did you—”

Again, irrelevant, and far beyond your minute brain’s capacity to comprehend.

She stiffened at yet another insult.

Help me get past security and gain access to the mine, and the blue orb technology will be yours.

Because she’d learned long ago nothing in life was free or easy, she was immediately suspicious. “Why do you want inside? Surely not for the uladite”—she waved at the glowing ball still floating above her vehicle—“when you have something better?”

There was a sustained pause before he answered. If he were human, she’d expect to see impatience or frustration on his face, but his bland features—what there were of them—remained unchanged.

I have my reasons.

“Why not simply buy it from them? It is their main trade.”

Them? As in the Primarians? It was my understanding this planet belongs to you humans now, including the new mine.

She shrugged. “This is true, although we’re barely a colony and dependent upon them until we become self-sufficient.”

Yet, by joint treaty, it is yours. Therefore, I don’t need their permission—just yours.

“I’m merely a researcher. Our government and the mining contractor own it. What you are proposing places me at substantial risk if you get caught. While the offer is tempting, I’d want to study it first.”

Impossible. You get the orb after I’m done with the mine.

“And after you run off, leaving me with an alien device I don’t understand and therefore useless to me. Sorry, that hardly seems fair.”

He held out his hand, and the orb returned. Without its glowing blue presence, her solar car immediately switched off.

I could contact your government through traditional channels and bypass you entirely. That would require lengthy negotiations. This approach seemed more expedient. If you’re unwilling to assist me, I will find another who is. 

He turned to go.

“Wait! I didn’t say no!”

At her desperate cry, he stopped. Twisting only his pale head her way, he awaited her answer.

She bit her lip as she calculated the pros and cons.

Secreting this alien into the mine was highly unethical. If anyone found out, it would cost her job and the research facilities she needed to study the blue orb.

A resource more potent than uladite and far more advanced than anything on Earth would make her rich beyond her wildest dreams. She wouldn’t have to answer to anyone, especially to a board of know-it-all men who, in the four hundred years since the women’s liberation movement, still looked down their supercilious noses at female scientists. And now that those boards included Primarian males, who thought a woman’s sole purpose in life was sex and breeding, it would only get worse.

“Fine. I’ll do it and figure the rest out myself.”

Famous last words.

Two weeks and a mine explosion later, she was still waiting empty-handed. She should have known not to trust him. As smug and condescending as he was, she’d have been better off allying herself with a jackass. But in her business, she’d always put her money on the sure winner no matter how detestable their personality. Waxman couldn’t defeat the smallest Primarian warrior in a fistfight, but in a technology war, he seemed to have an edge.

She nearly laughed at her subconscious gender bias. Unclothed, with no discernable external genitalia, or any gender-distinguishing features at all, she couldn’t say for sure what the being was, although the arrogance put her in mind of a man.

Not that it mattered. She’d negotiate with an amorphous, asexual, giant white crayon any day for the secrets of the blue orb that seemed to power all of his systems and gadgets. With him busy and her still unnoticed, she took a moment to study the chamber.

Apart from the large sphere in the center, there was one at the base of a lighted console lining one wall. As she quietly observed, she saw the wax-creature insert another orb into a machine. He waved his hands over it, and images appeared without screens or monitors—like crystal-clear holographs. 

These orbs were more powerful than she’d originally thought. She was now convinced he’d used them in the mine to decimate the miles-wide site in minutes, the force so powerful it awakened a dormant underground volcano even the Primarians, who had hunted on the planet for years, hadn’t known existed.

With all that power in her hands, the possibilities were limitless.

But she’d been patient long enough. It was well past time for him to deliver on his promise. She also couldn’t wait to get out of the damp, dark cave, return to her apartment, sink into a hot, steamy bath, and soak away the creepy feeling he left on her skin whenever they interacted.

Elizabeth cleared her throat.

When she got no reaction and he kept doing whatever he was doing, she moved farther into the chamber and tried again. “A-hem.”

Still no response.

With him either deaf or ignoring her, she called loudly and rather rudely, “Excuse me!”

Without turning or pausing in his task, he projected his flat, machine-like voice into her head. Miss Barker, no need to repeat yourself. I heard your clumsy approach through the tunnel. Your visit is most unwelcome—I am busy.

Why did he have to be such an ass?

“And I’m tired of waiting,” she countered. “I’ve come to collect what you owe me,” she returned, adding snidely, “and I’d like to get it done quickly. I have other things to do this evening that don’t involve spelunking in unstable caves.”

Wisely, she kept to herself that he creeped her out in a major way and she wanted to be done with him—permanently.

Once again, he didn’t reply, continuing to flip switches, rotate dials, and swipe-touch screens. Several moments dragged by before he turned to face her. When his soulless black eyes drilled into her, she somehow contained a shudder, but, try as she might, she couldn’t keep from inching away. Although she intended to convey an air of confidence, what she wanted more was a safe distance between her and her alien ally. At least that’s the role she’d hoped to portray. Elizabeth Barker allied with one person and one person only—numero uno.

“I did everything you required of me,” she told the creature when he still didn’t respond. “I turned a blind eye when you blew up my own damn mine—”

Your government’s mine I believe you said.

“Whatever,” she uttered dismissively. “I was in charge of the research. Now it’s gone, and they want to know who is responsible. I covered your tracks by accusing an innocent of being behind it.”

She wasn’t losing sleep over that last bit. Her old nemesis, model-gorgeous geologist Lana Hartman, made the perfect scapegoat, and she deserved payback for stealing her boyfriend in college. But she’d gloat once she got what she came for.

Swallowing down the lingering bitterness, Elizabeth refocused on the matter at hand. “You got what you wanted. It’s time for you to uphold your end of the bargain.”

Who are you to make demands?

Without cadence or inflection, his voice rang hollow in her head.

“Uh, your partner?” she suggested. She’d have preferred running for safety because she didn’t like the way this conversation was going. “You were the one who proposed this deal. Don’t even think about reneging on it.”

What if I don’t pay this debt? What can you, a mere human, possibly do?

“Tell the Primarians,” she threatened. 

It was a bluff, of course, since she’d been complicit. Because of her and this creature, dozens of people got hurt, and one man nearly died. This morning when she checked on him, he was clinging to life. She questioned the alien doctor about his prognosis, but he’d shaken his head grimly, saying only that if he survived, he’d never be the same.

Do you think those lumbering warriors would come to your aid or seek to exact vengeance on your behalf? The creature startled her by making a high-pitched whining noise, his shoulders shaking. It took her a moment to figure out he was laughing. They’d have to outsmart me first, and, while brighter than you, they are no match for Dohkarian intellect. You followed me here because I allowed it. If I hadn’t wanted you to find me, you wouldn’t have.

“So you say. But if you’re as smart as all that, why did you need me? And why all the secrecy? Why couldn’t your enormous intellect figure out how to get past security undetected, and carry out the sabotage on your own?”

She had a lot of other questions. Why destroy the mine? Was his line about using the green stuff to enhance the blue orb merely bullshit? She’d given him what he wanted, a bypass code for the facial recognition scanners. Surely, someone would have noticed him walking around above or below ground, so how had he rigged the vast explosion sight unseen?

Brimming with curiosity, she posed this last question to him. “Looking as you do, how did you get past the warriors at the security gates? You never said.”

I didn’t because it isn’t for you to know. You should focus on saving your neck. You are guilty of conspiring against your own. There were countless injuries, among them several Primarians. Imagine their reaction, not to mention the other humans abiding here, and the thousands who hope to, if they find you had a hand in it? You are untrustworthy and contemptible to have betrayed your own kind.

Yeah, she definitely didn’t like the path this conversation had taken. She pulled the proton blaster out of the waistband of her jeans. Thinking ahead, she’d filched it from an injured warrior after the mine exploded. Earth weapons didn’t stand a chance against Primarian armaments, and while she hadn’t seen him with a weapon in at least four meetings, the power of Waxman’s blue orb had to trump them both. She kept the blaster aimed at him, prepared to fire if he so much as twitched.

“Just give me what you agreed to then I’ll happily leave this dark, dank cave, and you’ll never have to see me again.”

Foolish creature, did you really expect me to simply hand it over? The technology is one of a kind and invaluable.

“And you call me untrustworthy.” She raised her weapon higher. “Step aside. If you’re unwilling to give it to me, I’ll take it myself.”

Go right ahead. The smell of melting flesh doesn’t bother me when I’m neutral. You might not feel the same way, however.

Though unsure what he meant by neutral, the prospect of melting flesh gave her pause. Her eyes cut to the glowing ball on the stand behind him. “Disconnect the orb and hand it over,” she demanded.

I think not.

“Be prepared to meet some warriors, then, asshole.” Gun still trained on him, she slowly edged toward the tunnel to make her escape.

He took a step forward.

“Don’t move another inch, or I’ll disintegrate you.”

He ignored her, drawing closer.

Elizabeth eyed the distance between freedom and her double-crossing partner in crime. In a foot race, wearing low-heeled boots, she’d undoubtedly lose. This left only one option—she squeezed the trigger.

A ray of luminescent green streamed forth, her aim true. But at the last second, Waxman’s frame arched with unnatural fluidity, and he adroitly avoided the blast. The console behind him didn’t fare so well. As it vaporized with a sizzle and vanished with a shower of sparks, Elizabeth ducked and covered her head.

That was my communications system, fool.

For once, his flat tone contained emotion other than disdain. When she lowered her arms and glanced his way, she saw him open his palm. In it was another small blue orb identical to the one he’d used in the clearing and controlled only with his mind.

Her startled cry of “oh shit,” echoed through the chamber as she bolted for the exit. Still several feet away, her panicked steps halted when fire exploded on her back. Searing pain dropped her to her knees. Her situation went from bad to worse when the alien approached and bent over her.

Stupid inferior creature. I outmatch you in every way—size, strength, and sheer brainpower—yet you continue to challenge me. It speaks to the Primarians’ desperation that they would sink so low as to mate with your kind. In a few generations, you’ll have diluted their gene pool, and their illustrious species will be as pathetic as yours. If we don’t wipe you both out first.

His waxen hand sank into her hair, and he hauled her to her feet.

“Let me go,” she cried, her fingers curling around his wrists, trying to lessen his painful grip. When he didn’t let up and only tugged harder, her next demand came out as a plea. “Release me, please.”

Unfortunately, I can’t do that. You see, I’m hungry, and you serve another purpose I didn’t disclose. I believe you humans call it—lunch.

When his hands fisted in her shirt collar and he pulled her up onto her toes, Elizabeth’s terrified screams were deafening. She struggled, clawing at the unyielding fingers gripping her, but she couldn’t break his hold. She kicked, but even the pointed toes of her boots had no impact.

Next, he angled his head closer and opened his thin white lips. She prepared for his teeth piercing her flesh, but his mouth never touched her throat; instead, it aligned with hers—a mere fraction of an inch above it.

With a whoosh, the air rushed from her lungs as though sucked out by a powerful vacuum. She immediately became dizzy, and a strange numbness invaded her limbs. An instant later, spots appeared before her eyes.

Not thinking clearly, it took her a moment to process the fact the spots weren’t spots at all, but his eyes turned from black to green. His skin was no longer deathly white but ivory with a rosy blush, and he suddenly had hair on his head. It was an unusual shade of reddish-purple—power-violet, to be precise—the exact color listed on the supply of boxed hair color she’d brought with her from Earth.

Suddenly, it all clicked. “God help me, you’re a fucking parasite!”

“Crudely put, but you caught on quickly, which is surprising for a dimwitted, unevolved subspecies,” the being observed blandly.

She ignored yet another insult, her mind whirling in disbelief that, for the first time, it spoke, not in her head, but in a distinctly familiar feminine voice.

He opened his mouth again, and with his penetrating green eye boring into her, eyes identical to her own, sucked in another deep breath.

When the creature spoke of feeding, she’d imagined monsters from old horror classics: zombies, werewolves, and Dracula. But this being didn’t take the tangible; what it stole couldn’t be replaced by transfusions or mended with stitches because what it took was the spark of her very existence. Unprepared to die, at least not without a fight, she thrashed and kicked, finding a small sense of satisfaction when she raked her nails down his cheek and heard a grunt of pain.

She broke free, but in her weakened state, crumpled facedown on the floor.

“You’re more trouble than you’re worth,” he stated irritably.

How strange was it to hear condemnation in her own voice?

The being grabbed her once more and flipped her over, then it crouched above her and resumed sucking in what little life she had left.

Before her cognizance faded into blackness, she felt an overwhelming sense of sadness for what she hadn’t accomplished in her short life, but also remorse for so much she had.
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“Orleon to Dohkarian command.”

As he awaited a response, he continued breaking down his control center, storing his computer systems in their respective cases and carefully stowing the viewing screens—the ones the human hadn’t destroyed, that was. He regretted not having the lighter, smaller, more advanced equipment at his disposal. The components were encased in a special alloy that had a better chance of surviving a photon blast at close range. It would have been easier for him to carry out this solo mission with the best technology, but he wasn’t allowed that luxury—or respect.

From the beginning, the operation had a low probability of success. The humans, unknown to Dohkarians until recently, were an unpredictable variable, and since they had the protection of Primaria, his superiors expected it to be a dismal failure. He thought so, too—at first.

Tergen’s disapproving tone suddenly resonated loudly through the cave. “Why are you signaling on an obsolete frequency? This is most irregular.”

“I know, sir, but I had a minor problem.”

“Apparently,” the exarch snapped. “You were to maintain communication silence during the initial stage of this mission. Does this mean you have had success so soon?”

“Not fully, no.”

“Then your reason for breaking protocol had better be good.”

“I felt it vital to inform you that my position has been compromised and I must relocate. Once I’m reestablished, I will relay my new coordinates.”

“The Primarian ship has left I assume?”

“I, uh...no, sir. They remain in orbit.”

“Fool! You risk detection not only of yourself, but our ship!” He blurted out a string of oaths hot enough to singe Orleon’s ears even from across the galaxy. “I told Sorin you were not ready for this.”

“No, Tergen. I would not dare expose us. They have yet to deploy a security system like in their home world. There are vulnerable areas with dampening effects and the twin suns give off artifact, which often disrupts communication. I took precautions.”

“Tergen?” he repeated. “So informal. Do you forget to whom you speak, little brother?”

“I took precautions, Your Eminence,” he replied dutifully, though it galled him to have to subjugate himself to a sibling, especially one only minutes older. But Tergen was a favorite of their father and had been assigned a lofty position and title. 

Orleon, an unproven scientist with dozens of failed trials behind him, had been called upon to prove his value to his people or be expelled. He’d chosen the role of scout, a position he’d had to claw and fight for against many. They were sent in first to explore, infiltrate, and observe then report their observations about other worlds, the people, and potential new prey. Scouts were expendable. If captured or killed, there were thousands ready to step in as a replacement. To Orleon, this illustrated how low he ranked in his father’s esteem.

The single benefit of being a scout, and the reason he’d chosen this as his backup profession, was because they worked alone. This gave him the opportunity to continue his research, furtively, and with the hope of one day proving himself not only to his people but to his father.

“Have you made contact with a female host?”

“It happened today.”

“What took you so long? You have been there for weeks.”

“Preparations needed to be made,” he explained, struggling to retain the calm Tergen had such a knack for disturbing. “It is too soon to know the results, but I am optimistic and see no reason not to achieve our objectives.”

“We have little time. Still, this is progress. Unless the Primarians intercept a communication. We haven’t lived undetected for a thousand generations to have our existence divulged by a panicked, inept scout. Do not make contact again until it is time to progress to the next stage of the plan. Is that clear, Orleon?”

“Quite so, Exarch Tergen.”

“It had better be. You do not wish to incur my wrath with further noncompliance. Worse, that of Sorin. Command out.”

When the link ended, Orleon disconnected the orb he’d used to power his signal scrambler. He’d so easily duped the human, using it as a lure. He hadn’t lied; the orb was superior to what the Primarians offered, but it was merely a vehicle enhancing the real treasure inside. He walked to a large lead chest in the corner. When he opened the lid, the chamber flooded with light—not the blue of the orb, but uladite green.

The mineral was the answer to the Dohkarians’ prayers. For decades, scientists like him had tried to recreate its properties without success. It was unique to Primaria, or so everyone thought. Now, it appeared they’d found a way to produce it off-world and had shared their treasure with the humans.

He sniffed in derision. The Primarians weren’t as benevolent with their gift as it seemed. It was an enticement because they needed to breed with the human females to ensure their species’ survival.

How was that different from his needs and those of all Dohkarians? Time and again in this vast universe, one species preyed on another to get what they needed, and often, only the strongest, fastest, and, in his case, the cleverest survived.

Blowing up the mine had been a means to an end. Tergen would be livid to know he’d been instrumental in its destruction, but it was all part of his master plan.

He looked down at the ball hovering over his palm.

Although ten years of exhaustive experimentation to recreate the valuable ore had failed, it had led to the development of the blue orb—his defining achievement as a scientist. Before he could fully test it, he’d had to set aside his true calling to scout for his people.

He probably should have shared its existence with his superior. But his brother would have swooped in and claimed it as his own, negating Orleon’s hard work, as well as criticizing and demoralize him as he never failed to do.

No more!

In an uncharacteristic fit of temper, he hurled the glowing ball across the chamber. He regretted his rash action immediately when the wall exploded in a shower of sparks and rock fragments and the floor beneath him trembled. Diving for cover, he waited until the dust settled, much of it tinted green, then slowly got to his feet.

For his people, he would make the sacrifice of spending the next half-annum on this dismal, unbearably hot planet. Success in his mission would make him a hero. If he knocked his smugly superior, antagonistic sibling from his pedestal and replaced him as the favored one in his father’s eyes, all the better.

He just had to hope, when this was over, after spending so much time alone, without beings of intelligence to interact with, he wasn’t as dim-witted and mindless as the humans.

“Focus on the mission,” he muttered as he resumed packing. “With success, loneliness won’t be a problem.”
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Terra Nova Colony, population 501...

Heat encompassed Adria the instant she stepped outside into the damp morning air. She glanced up at the sky. The lesser of the twin suns was barely visible over the horizon and it had to be ninety degrees already. Her first inclination was to retreat to her cool, comfortable apartment and never leave. Her second, to kick herself for volunteering for a field assignment on a subtropical planet in the middle of their dry season to begin with.

The term was a misnomer because, while the rainfall had been less than normal, it was wet. Muggy, she’d heard one human call it. Another referred to the moisture-laden atmosphere as oppressive. Still another was more creative comparing it to a steam bath in hell.

She couldn’t argue with any of them. Outside barely two minutes, and she had already started to sweat. On her homeworld, with its mild year-round climate and low humidity, she loved being outside, but that wasn’t the case here. By the time she walked the three blocks to work, she’d need another shower.

No other residents were out and about, which wasn’t surprising. Most of her construction worker neighbors had left hours before, heading first to Milton’s for breakfast or stopping by the new bakery for coffee and a donut before reporting for a grueling ten-hour day in the unrelenting midsummer heat. She’d treated several cases of dehydration and thermic exhaustion during her time here.

Flushed and shaking, the men would come staggering in, their overheated bodies unable to cool sufficiently. The more severe cases presented with confusion and disorientation, on the verge of what the humans called heat stroke, and they usually arrived in the arms of several of their coworkers.

A sudden tickle in her nose made Adria sniff. When that didn’t help, she twitched it with no relief. After a moment, the tickle prompted a sneeze. It wasn’t delicate and feminine, and neither were the two following in quick succession. For some reason, they always seemed to come in threes.

Sniffling and rubbing her nose afterward confirmed something else different here—allergies. She’d never experienced them on Primaria. Eyeing the woods behind the few buildings lining the street, she suspected the culprit responsible for her symptoms resided there, in the thick overgrowth of vines, wild plants, and trees. Although she tried to avoid contact with all of them, it was impossible since it was often windy, sudden pollen-filled gusts not unheard-of day or night, and, in order to build the fledgling colony, they had cleared a section of the jungle and erected the town right in the middle of it.

Her itchy nose and watery eyes could also be from the dust created by the construction of dozens of buildings at once. The stuff settled over everything. The only respite from it was when it rained, which didn’t happen often in summer. When it came, they didn’t only get a few sprinkles. It came down in a deluge and quickly changed the pervasive dust on the hardpacked, sunbaked ground to mud.

Adria sighed.

Compared to Ariad, the capital of Primaria, a perfect pristine city in her eyes—it was her home so naturally she was a bit biased—the new Earth colony had very few redeeming qualities. Strangely enough, despite the heat and her itchy nose, she liked it here. Her work at the clinic was a big reason why. It could also be that, for the first time in her life, she was truly—okay, mostly—independent.

Her freedom would end with her assignment here, however. That day would be bittersweet. With her coursework and clinical training complete, she’d be ready to take her examinations and become the first female physic in Primarian history, which was something she’d worked diligently for and was a long time in coming. It also meant going home to her own bed, being among friends and family who she missed dearly, and breathing easy again—literally.

On the downside, she’d return to Trask’s supervision. Not that she didn’t love her big brother. Older by ten annum, he had practically raised her after their parents died. She’d had a bad case of hero worship for him most of her life. That he was a good man, but also revered and respected as the top military mind in the Primarian Army—the supreme general by title—had a lot to do with it. 

Like most Primarian males, particularly of the warrior breed, he was protective, sometimes to the point of being smothering. Going home also meant having a host of uncles and cousins—all male—who felt it was their duty to keep an eye on her since she didn’t have a mate. If that wasn’t enough, Trask’s warriors, each with an unshakeable sense of honor, were compelled to do the same. She compared it to having an entire regiment of adopted older brothers and her the only kid sister.

Little wonder she wasn’t mated.

But, no. She couldn’t fault Trask, his many warriors, or her male relatives for that; the reason went far deeper.

With her mind wandering, Adria didn’t notice the man standing in her path until the last moment. She skidded to a halt, coming close to slamming into him. He wasn’t alone—several men stood in a line in front of him. After a quick glance at her surroundings then turning and looking where she’d just come from, she realized she’d been so lost in thought, she’d missed the turnoff to the clinic.

Adria closed her eyes, irritated with herself. It was too hot to have to double back over silly daydreams, and she really regretted not putting her waist-length hair up before leaving the apartment. It was too long to wear down while she worked, for both professional and sanitary reasons. But wearing it up made her head ache and her scalp sore by the end of the day. She had hoped to put that off until she arrived at work, which, in retrospect, hadn’t been a smart idea.

After gathering the heavy mass in a fist high on her head, she had to peel several clingy tendrils from her damp neck. At a sudden flash of pink light, she looked up. The second sun was peeking over the tall barrier of trees at the end of the street. With them both beating down, she could see heat waves bending the light, and it wasn’t yet eight o’clock.

“It’s gonna be another scorcher,” the man in front of her observed, seeming as thrilled about it as she did.

“Excuse me, sir,” she asked. “Why are you in line?”

“Coffee,” he answered, the word sounding mostly like a grunt.

“And Jerry better open up soon,” the impatient man ahead of him put in. “This hot and this early, the natives are bound to get restless.”

Adria couldn’t fathom how they drank the stuff in this heat, but humans were in love with the pungent brew. Why confounded her. She had tried it shortly after her arrival when her coworkers raved about it. Even adding a heaping spoonful of sweetener and a large dose of cream—the fake stuff because that was all they had —didn’t make the bitter coffee palatable.

Cheers mixed equally with complaints greeted the man who unlocked the door and held it wide for his eager customers to enter.

“Oversleep again, bud?” one of the patrons inquired.

“We’re going to be late, again, Jerry,” groused another. “You need a new alarm clock.”

“Or a wife to shove your lazy ass out of bed,” someone else commented, changing the grumbles to laughter.

With almost an hour before the clinic opened and looking for a reprieve from the heat before she retraced her path, Adria followed them into the air-conditioned bakery.

The place was popular, and little wonder. The smell of fresh-baked cookies, pies, and bread had her mouth watering as soon as she stepped through the door. The staff—only two Adria could see—hurried to fill orders. She didn’t mind waiting because the cool air felt wondrous against her damp skin. It also gave her a chance to peruse the offerings inside the display case.

She’d been here once before. With so much to choose from, she’d had a hard time making a selection. The same held true this morning. As she debated between an iced pastry and one topped with nuts in a sticky syrup, the hairs on her arms suddenly stood on end.

A quick glance around the shop filled with construction workers showed nothing amiss. Just as she resumed her debate of sweet versus sweeter, the bell over the door jingled. When she turned toward the new arrival, her gaze collided with the arresting pale-blue eyes of the man behind her in line.

She hadn’t noticed Beckett Kincaid’s presence; now, she couldn’t figure out how she’d missed him. The sun shining through the glass door glinted off his light-brown hair, making it appear streaked with gold. It also outlined his big, muscular body. He towered over the other men by several inches and was an imposing figure in his snug-fitting T-shirt and the same type of trousers—made of a heavy material they called denim—as the other men wore. Although, none of them filled theirs out the way Beck did.

A single glance at his handsome face, brawny arms, lean hips, and long muscular legs was all it took to make her heart beat erratically.

Unfortunately, the last time they’d spoken hadn’t gone well. As the lone female in a traditionally male profession, she strived to keep her emotions in check. The only time she really let go was with her family or close friends she could trust. When Mr. Kincaid appeared in the clinic, carrying a sick employee in his arms, she’d let her control slip in a show of temper. Her out-of-character reaction in front of a complete stranger was embarrassing, but allowing her personal feelings to interfere with the care she provided a patient had been completely unacceptable.

That the sick employee was her brother’s human mate, who had left him most cruelly to return to her homeworld, shouldn’t have factored. Except it had and she’d let the scene turn ugly. Lana’s boss had been shocked, then outraged, and was well within his right to insist on a different attendant, which he did. She’d apologized, but his first impression of her couldn’t have been good.

Beckett Kincaid sat on the joint leadership council. Consisting of six members—two other respected men from the budding community and three of her own people, Trask and two of the elders—the council was the only authority they had until a contingent of military arrived from Earth, a police force was in place, and elections were held by the colonists, which could be a while. This made the city planner and sole construction contractor for the new colony an influential man. She should try to smooth things over with him, perhaps explain. As protective as Trask was of her, she felt equally as strong about him, and Lana had hurt him, badly.

Surely, he would understand.

“What can I get you, miss?”

Adria faced the man behind the counter, at a loss because she’d failed to make up her mind.

“I thought perhaps a cinnamon roll,” she said, tapping her lips with a forefinger. “But the sticky bun looks tasty, too. What do you recommend?”

“Why not get both?”

The question came from directly behind her.

Another heart-stirring feature of the big, sandy-haired human, his sultry baritone. Low and smooth, it slid over her skin like a decadent fabric.

Glancing over her shoulder, she angled her face up to his, a considerable distance above her own. Not for the first time, she marveled over how very tall he was for a human. “I’m afraid one is too much, Mr. Kincaid. Both would be my allotment of sugar for an entire week.”

His lips curved into a smile as his eyes skimmed over her. “Sugar doesn’t seem to be a problem for you.”

At the compliment, her cheeks burned, and she averted her gaze. Maybe things wouldn’t be as strained between them as she’d expected.

“I’ll indulge every now and then but try not to make a habit of it. The studies we’ve seen from your world show the health problems your refined sugars can cause in humans. We don’t have enough data to know the effects on Primarian physiology, and I’m not willing to risk it.”

“Spoken like a true physic-in-training.”

Since that was what she was, she didn’t know how to reply.

“If you must choose, go with the cinnamon roll. They are my favorite.” He leaned close, lowering his voice as though imparting a secret. “It’s all about the icing.”

His stunning blue eyes twinkled, and the faint lines fanning out toward his temples crinkled. Captivated by the handsome human, she silently nodded, her tongue forgetting how to work.

The crinkles deepened as he smiled, saying without taking his eyes from her, “Make it two Cinnabon’s and two coffees, Jerry.”

“Coming right up, Beck.”

Hearing the abbreviated version of his name snapped her out of her infatuated trance. She hurriedly told the bakery owner, “No coffee for me, thank you. I’ll take water. Unless you have milk?”

The older man shook his head. “Our supply delivery is still two days away. Powdered is all we’ve got, I’m afraid.”

Adria wrinkled her nose. The dehydrated stuff tasted awful and had a distinct bluish tint. “Just water for me, thank you.”

“Water with Cinnabon,” his deep voice intoned near her ear. “There’s something fundamentally wrong in that.”

Her attention slowly shifted to him. “Excuse me?”

He grinned. “I’m joking. Although, no human of my acquaintance would pass up a cup of Joe with a cinnamon roll, especially at 8:00 a.m.”

“Six credits for both,” Jerry told him.

Beck didn’t hesitate in putting his thumb on the scanner.

“Oh, no!” She extended her hand in protest. “I have an account.”

“It’s my treat today. You can get it next time.” He picked up the tray and nodded toward the crowded dining room. “If we hurry, we can get the last table by the window.”

He didn’t invite her to join him, just headed that way with her food and drink.

Adria followed him over, unsure what was going on. “That was generous, Mr. Kincaid, but unnecessary. I’m in training but am compensated, and Trask set me up with enough credits to keep me in cinnamon rolls for an annum.”

Already seated, he looked up at her, a smile playing around his lips though, as far as she knew, she hadn’t said anything funny. “Call me Beck, darlin’.”

Using his foot, he slid out the chair across from him. He didn’t say more, instead, he busied himself with pouring the powdery cream substitute into his cup.

She watched as his long fingers stirred with the little plastic stick, the fake cream turning the brew from a dark brown to a light tan, almost identical to his skin.

“Aren’t you going to join me?”

Her gaze shifted to his face. “Why?” she blurted out, noting the crinkles were still there. “I didn’t think you liked me.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders and admitted, “I didn’t, not at first. After Lana explained your remark, I changed my mind.”

She’d been quite vocal during their first meeting. None of her comments were directed at him, however. Puzzled, she tried to recall which remark might have offended him.

“I believe you mentioned something about not liking our kind.”

“What?” she shrieked in alarm, drawing the attention of several patrons nearby.

Quickly, so as not to make more of a scene, she sat in the vacant chair and leaned toward him. “I’m no purist,” she declared in an urgent whisper. “I’ve welcomed humans into our lives. It was only Lana I had a problem with.”

“So she said. You were pissed at her for leaving your brother.”

She sat back. “Pissed? I don’t—”

“Angry.”

“Oh, yes, well... She left Trask abruptly without any explanation, not giving him so much as a goodbye.” She looked down at her hands, one clasped tightly around the other. “I didn’t get one either.”

“Which hurt you, too,” he observed.

Peeking up at him, she noticed his amusement had faded and the tiny lines by his eyes had smoothed out.

“Yes,” she admitted, although hurt was an understatement. When she heard Lana had left on the ship to return to Earth, she’d been shocked at first then enraged on her brother’s behalf, and because she had come to care for Lana, she felt betrayed, too. “I thought we were friends and could eventually be like sisters. It doesn’t excuse my behavior. She was a patient and needed me to act like a professional. Looking back, I’m appalled.”

“We all have our moments, especially when feelings run deep.” His words were laced with understanding, and, from his earnest tone, he truly seemed to. “Think nothing of it.”

Relieved, she smiled and reached for her cup and plate. “He’s taken her home now, determined to get them on the right path again as mates.” Adria took a sip of her water then spread her cloth napkin in her lap. Once done, she glanced up at Beck. “You two are close. Did she happen to say why she left? Trask still doesn’t know.”

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “Some of it, but not all. That girl is as close-mouthed as a snapping turtle. I think there’s more to this than you and I will ever know. Certainly, more than she’s willing to admit, at least for now. But if I did know, that would be her story to tell, not mine.”

Snapping turtle—yet another of his references that flew right over her head. She guessed he referred to Lana’s stubbornness. Strangely ill before she’d left Primaria, her brother’s mate had been under her care, so she knew firsthand how obstinate she could be. That Beck would keep a friend’s confidence made her esteem for him inch higher than it already was.

At a stopping point in the conversation, she raised the sticky, fragrant sweet roll to her lips and took a small bite. The mixture of exotic flavors—yeasty bread swirled through with cinnamon and creamy icing—exploded on her tongue. Nothing like this existed at home. She closed her eyes as pleasure swept through her, and a little sigh slipped out.

As though it could contain other embarrassing sounds, Adria’s free hand flew to cover her mouth, and she peeked up at him, disconcerted by her lack of manners.

From the smile lighting his face, Beck hadn’t taken offense. In fact, he surprised her by winking. “Was I wrong? Isn’t it all about the icing?”

Before she could comment, he took a bite of his sweet roll—one at least twice the size of hers. His response was very much like her own. He closed his eyes, his gold-tipped lashes lying like a fan against his cheeks, and he groaned. The deep rumbling sound made her skin tingle as well as other places that really shouldn’t, especially in public.

Like her, when he became aware of his noises, his blue eyes popped open and homed in on her. He seemed surprised rather than mortified, however.

“Eat up,” he ordered, with a nod at her plate. His tone had changed, growing huskier than usual, and he sat up straighter—appearing tense. He didn’t meet her gaze again until they left the bakery, too focused on shoving the other half of his cinnamon roll into his mouth.

Beck insisted on walking her to work. It was a short distance, and they chatted easily, moans and groans over pastries deliberately forgotten.

At the clinic, he waited until she was inside before he left to go about his day.

Adria paused to watch him through the big plate glass window in the lobby. There was an air of confidence about him, and though she hadn’t detected conceit, he moved with a graceful swagger through the town he had designed, and his men had constructed. She couldn’t pull her gaze away from the powerful set of his shoulders and the way his broad back tapered to a lean waist, and she took a deep breath, letting it out slowly, at how nicely he filled out his trousers.

“Beck sure is something, isn’t he?”

Startled, Adria jumped and spun so quickly she lost her balance and stumbled into one of the chairs in the waiting area. Dr. Juna, the human physician, stood behind her, grinning.

“I don’t know what you mean. I was admiring the morning sun rising over the trees.”

The doctor glanced at the window then tipped her head first one way then the other. “Funny. I don’t see the sun at all. Looks like a storm is brewing.”

Turning back, she too peered through the glass, taking in the sky, but saw only pink and no clouds at all. The woman had tricked her.

Juna chuckled. “There’s no harm in appreciating a thing of beauty. And Beckett Kincaid is a whole lot of that. You should see where that takes you, Adria. He’s a really great guy. Not only is he easy on the eyes, he’s funny, intelligent, kind—”

“I’m not looking for a mate,” she cut in, stopping her before she listed all his qualities. “I’m here to learn as much as I can in the next six weeks so I can pass my physic exam and begin practicing.”

“I thought you might be interested in a long-term assignment here. Beck would certainly make your stay more pleasurable.”

“Dr. Juna!” she exclaimed, her face heating with embarrassment because the other woman’s thoughts mirrored her own.

“I meant in the fun and friendly sense. A girl can never have too many friends, male or female.”

“Oh, well, as to that, he is easy to talk to.”

Juna patted her arm. “Exactly. If it leads to more”—she waggled her eyebrows suggestively—“a girl shouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth. She needs to jump all over that, especially with a man who wears a pair of Levi’s like nobody’s business.”

“Uh...” She hesitated in her response while trying to decipher all the strange things her mentor had said.

The doctor laughed. “Levi’s are a brand of blue jeans, which are denim pants. Surely, you noticed his fit him really well.”

With her face flooding with heat because she definitely had, Adria headed toward the back. “I don’t know what you mean,” she repeated, then rushed through the door to get ready for their first patient who was due in at nine o’clock. She ignored Juna’s amused chuckles wafting in behind her.
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