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      Earth girls are forbidden… but he'll break all the rules to claim her

      I'm a brave hero. A warrior from the planet Yolcadia. A superstar space commander with a perfect battle record. The only thing missing? A mate.

      My warrior status means I must remain a bachelor. So when a captivating Earth girl arrives on my ship for protection, I know she's off limits--no matter how much I crave her sweetness.

      Her frosty attitude entices me. Her soft curves light my body on fire. But touching her would destroy the peace our planets have worked so hard to build.

      I'm supposed to stay away from her.

      Not a chance.

      The Earth girl is mine. Even if I have to tear down the whole damn galaxy to get to her.
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      I stand on the flight deck, surveying the battle in front of us.

      “There’s no chance of survival, Commander.” My deputy Hilfrod looks pale and haunted as he delivers the news. “If we go forward, the Xilficonians will shoot us down. If we try to escape…” He trails off.

      I fix him with a stare. “If you have something to say, Hilfrod, say it.”

      “We’ll be killed. The whole ship will be destroyed.”

      I swipe the virtual navigation panel into the air. “We’re not giving up. We’ll find a way.”

      “Commander! It’s impossible.”

      “No such thing.”

      I call up the star charts for this part of the galaxy. We are not familiar with the area. The influence of our planet runs a long way in all directions, but this is a dark corner of space. I am not sure exactly where the defense force for this planet is located.

      "But—”

      “Hilfrod, get me a connection to the cosmonet. Use the main ship’s transmission beam to tap into a signal. My personal device does not work here.”

      Hilfrod clenches his jaw. “Nothing works in this part of space, Commander.” With a swipe, he maximizes the onboard ship communication screen. It is blank. “See? We cannot connect to the cosmonet at all. Not by any means.”

      “There has to be a way.”

      “I just—”

      Hilfrod is beginning to despair. I recognize the signs. But I am his commander. He is only my deputy. It is not his responsibility to save us all.

      It is mine.

      “Tell Glarven to ensure the weapons are fully charged and loaded. Including the seismic ray blaster.”

      Hilfrod looks at me in shock.

      “Now please, flight navigator.”

      He hurries away, pale beneath his military uniform.

      I study the star charts again. A memory floods back into my mind, like backwash from an ocean.

      The invading force is from Xilficon. I went to Xilficon, once. That was when I was a deputy myself. The Xilficonians are brutal. Despicable.

      That day, my own commander Harkus displayed great courage in saving both our lives. Today, I must show the same strength and cunning.

      Thinking fast, I devise a plan.

      It’s a crazy plan.

      It just might work.

      I turn to address my crew. “Here’s what we’re going to do. We shall fly in a circular motion, as though we are trying to flee.”

      They know we cannot escape with this trick. So they all look just as miserable as they did a moment ago. But I am not done yet.

      “Then we shall switch off the ship’s propulsion mechanism,” I continue. “We will float in space with no propulsion at all, as though our engines have failed.”

      Still nobody speaks. My entire crew stares at me in disbelief.

      “Then we fry them, right?” says a voice from the back.

      “No. We shall not fire our weapons at that point. It will appear to the Xilficonians as though we have lost all power. We shall seem defenseless.”

      There’s a murmur, as my warriors digest what I’m telling them.

      “Commander—we will actually be defenseless at that point,” interjects my weapons specialist, Glarven. “If we are unarmed in that scenario, we are history. The Xilficonians will despatch a single cannon shot from close range and it will be all over for us.”

      “We are going to have to hope they do not.” I switch off the ship’s autopilot function for a moment and adjust our trajectory by a few degrees.

      “Hope?” Glarven looks baffled.

      Hilfrod coughs. I look back in his direction.

      “Commander—I fear you are putting too much trust in the Xilficonians’ sense of fair play.”

      “I’m not putting any trust in that at all. They are thoroughly debased beings. They aren’t capable of fair play.”

      “Then how—”

      “They will not want to destroy us. They will want to capture us. A ship full of Yolcadian warriors would be a worthy trophy. Believe me, their hideous king would love it. I have met him. I know what he wants.”

      Glarven screws up his face in confusion. “But then what? You want us to be captured?”

      “Of course not. Once their ships surround us at close range, we shall launch a seismic ray blast. That will clear the entire field.”

      Reading the room, it is clear I am the only one who has faith in this plan. It is fortunate that I am the one in charge.

      “Commander—” A young warrior with a hopeful expression steps forward. He is the most junior member of the crew, and anxious to please. “If I may be of any service in this mission, please let me know. I am willing to do whatever it takes.”

      “Thank you, Torkil. Your courage is noted.” I look imperiously around at the other members of the crew. “Get to your positions, everyone.”

      Yolcadian discipline is legendary. I do not have to spend any energy imposing my force of will on my warriors. They do as they are instructed, without complaint.

      However, I can see from the fear in their eyes that they are not happy about it.

      It would be honorable to die in combat. But I have no intention of letting that happen.

      “Not today, asshole,” I mutter to the largest Xilficonian ship on the viewing screen. “Not today.”

      Hilfrod swings the ship around and begins to fly it in a wide circle. Just as I ordered.

      The Xilficonians do not react at first. But they are tracking our movements. Of course they are. They hover over Quinta 5, the little red planet which is their target.

      Quinta 5 is full of rare plant species, which can be used for food, fuel or medical purposes. Xilficon is an arid desert planet, so the Xilficonians invade other worlds to steal their resources. Like now.

      But they made a huge mistake this time. Quinta 5 is under our protection. Since the joint diplomatic venture between Yolcadia and Earth began, both space fleets make it our business to defend the weaker worlds in the neighborhood which cannot fight off invaders by themselves. We have a pact to protect Quinta 5. We will not allow it to be harmed.

      I scan the blackness for signs of Earth patrol ships. I cannot see any. Perhaps they are waiting on the other side of the planet, ready to ambush the Xilficonian ships when they try to land. It is not a strategy I would choose, but it is a respectable one.

      “Prime the weapons for launch,” I call to Glarven. He signals to me that he is doing so.

      As we orbit Quinta 5, I check all the viewing screens to see what is happening on every side of the ship. Xilficonian ships seem to be coming from all directions. They may not have many resources on their own planet, but they certainly have a large military division. It seems the Xilficonian space fleet has added to its numbers substantially since I was on their planet.

      Perhaps losing to Harkus and I made the king even madder than we thought? Perhaps that’s why they built up their defense force to this almost unstoppable level?

      The key word there is almost. Almost unstoppable is not good enough. Anyone can be beaten.

      I intend to beat them.

      “All right, Hilfrod,” I say, as more Xilficonian ships turn toward us. “Kill the power.”

      He does not hesitate. Though he made it clear he disagrees, Hilfrod switches off the engines.

      The ship goes dark. We feel the pull of the ship’s motion slow down. Then it ceases altogether.

      We are untethered, floating in infinite darkness.

      The atmosphere is tense. Though the flight deck is packed full of huge warriors, it is as silent as an uninhabited moon.

      One by one, Xilficonian ships seem to notice our feigned distress. They approach us, slowly and deliberately.

      “There are two flying in our direction from behind Quinta 5,” Hilfrod notifies me.

      That is strange. There should be a battalion of Earth ships over there ready to shoot them down. If the Earth defense patrol squad isn’t waiting on that side of the planet… where is it?

      There is no time to make inquiries. We must go through with our plan, or die in the attempt.

      “There are now fifteen ships in a wide arc around us.” Hilfrod’s voice sounds strained.

      “Wait until there are twenty.”

      “Commander—”

      I silence him with a look. This is the most rebellion I have ever seen from one of my warriors. I know Hilfrod will do his duty, but the stress seems to be getting to him today. I will have to look into sending him on a rehabilitation retreat when this is over.

      If we survive.

      “Eighteen ships.”

      “When it hits twenty, stand by for a fast exit. We shall need a subatomic boost. Steer the ship toward the closest wormhole. It does not matter which. We just need to leave the area quickly once the seismic ray blast has been emitted. We can navigate on from there.”

      “Yes, Commander.”

      I look over and see my junior crew member standing by, his eyes shining brightly. I smile. “Torkil, would you like to assist me?”

      He rushes over instantly. “Yes please, Commander.”

      “Please keep your full attention on the monitoring screen. Watch Quinta 5 closely. If you see Earth ships approaching, please tell me. We must not fire the seismic ray in their presence.”

      “Got it, Commander.”

      “If you locate a ship, please place a call directly to it so that I may advise them to leave the scene at once. It would be better to risk our own safety with a short delay than to compromise the safety of an ally.”

      Torkil looks delighted to have been given this job. The other warriors are more battle-hardened and realistic. Still, they do not object to my orders. They cannot.

      Yolcadian warriors don’t rebel. We will always fight to the death for our team, and for our planet. We don’t argue with our commanding officers. Not even when we think they have lost their minds. I get the feeling my crew thinks that about me today.

      “Nineteen ships now, Commander.” Hilfrod looks at me. “Did you mean approximately twenty, or…?”

      “We’ll stick with precisely twenty.” I turn to each viewing screen and survey the optics. “Hold your nerve.”

      When it happens, it happens fast. Hilfrod slams his hand on the flight desk. “Twenty Xilficonian ships, Commander.”

      “Do you see any Earth ships, Torkil?” I shout.

      He scans the screen, eyes wide. “None, Commander. None at all.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m sure. There are no Earth ships in the area at all.”

      I nod. “Thank you. Prepare the seismic ray blaster, Glarven.”

      “I’m on it, Commander.”

      Xilficonian ships fill all our monitors and viewing screens. There are so many. It is almost impossible to see anything else. Little shreds of black space show through the gaps, but hardly any.

      They loom over us. They do not shoot.

      I was right. They want to capture us, not kill us. They won’t shoot, because we are a far more valuable prize alive.

      And they think we are defenseless.

      “NOW,” I yell.

      Glarven launches the seismic ray blast, and Hilfrod hits the power.

      The seismic ray ripples out from our ship. We judder and shake so violently, several warriors are knocked to the floor. Torkil hangs onto a seat with one hand, and for one glorious moment he is swept vertically into the air like a kite.

      “MOVE IT,” I shout to Hilfrod.

      He activates the subatomic boost, and we streak forward faster than the speed of light. To anyone watching from the ground on Quinta 5, we must look like a shooting star.

      The ship reaches the nearest wormhole, and we plunge inside.

      We did it.

      And we are out of there, safe and sound.

      “Great job, everyone,” I say.
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      “So, Lucy.” My boss Cresta pats her round belly. “I have something to ask you.”

      “What is it?” I ask, admiring how her baby bump seems to have grown even more, almost overnight. “Tell me what you need.”

      “Will you take over at work once I take time out with junior?”

      I stare at her. Did I hear her correctly?

      She touches my arm. “Well, what do you think?”

      “You want me to run the laboratory while you’re gone?”

      “Of course. Who else?”

      “Seriously, Cresta? Me?”

      Cresta laughs. “Oh, you sweet doofus. It has to be you. You’re great at this job. You’ve been an awesome assistant to me. Everyone knows you’re going to be promoted sometime.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue. You’re good. Really good. And I trust you. That’s worth a lot.”

      “Wow… I…” I can’t keep from smiling. “Yes. I’d love to. Yes. Thanks.”

      “Great. I already told everyone you were doing it, so thanks for not making me look like an idiot.” She winks at me. “I mean, I’m looking idiotic enough already. Check out my silhouette. Have you ever seen a bump this big?”

      She’s half-right. Her baby bump is about twice the size you’d normally see on human women. She looks like she’s carrying triplets, or more. Only her obstetrician told her there’s just one baby in there. It’s a half-Yolcadian baby, which accounts for its size. Cresta’s husband Harkus has to be seven feet tall. Maybe even more.

      But Cresta doesn’t look terrible. She’s wrong about that. If anything, I’ve never seen her more gorgeous and glowing. Even her red hair seems more vibrant and glossy than ever. I envy her this aura of shiny good health. And she just seems so… happy.

      “How long do you have left before the birth?” I say, guiding Cresta to a chair.

      “A few weeks, I think. It’s hard to say. The Yolcadian doctors are incredible, but they don’t get a lot of human pregnant women to work with. I’m kind of a curiosity for them. They pull in the medical students to examine me whenever I have an appointment.”

      “Ooh, that must feel weird.”

      “Not as weird as someone wedging their foot behind your ribs.” She sighs. “Speaking of feet… I hardly walk anywhere these days, but my feet permanently feel like I just ran a marathon. In heels.”

      I move a box over so she can rest her legs on it. “Let me start helping you more now. We don’t have to wait until you take maternity leave. Start passing work to me whenever you feel like it. I can manage.”

      “That’s a great idea. Hey, and I’ll introduce you to all the important Yolcadians tomorrow night. Everyone will be there. Great time to showcase you as my replacement.”

      “Tomorrow night?” I stare blankly at her.

      “You’re coming to the Yolcadian Warriors awards, right? It’s just across town from the laboratory. You can come with Harkus and me.”

      Anxious butterflies flutter around my stomach. “I’m not sure if—well, I probably have a lot of work to do, if I’m going to take over the lab.”

      “You don’t need to work late tomorrow, honey. Come with us. Please. You’ll enjoy yourself. You’ve worked late every night recently. Take time to enjoy a little Yolcadian hospitality. It’s awesome, really.”

      She’s being really sweet, but I am a little nervous about hanging out with the people over here.

      “Does anything bother you about hanging out with Yolcadians, Lucy?”

      Damn, she’s good. “It’s not… I just… ” I don’t know how to say it, so I just come right out and tell her what’s on my mind. “I heard that Earth girls seem exotic to Yolcadian guys?”

      Cresta laughs. “That’s true. Our hair, our curves—it’s all weird to them. I mean, the women here have turquoise skin and no hair, right? And they’re ultra tall. You can see why the guys stare when they see us. Little people with peach or brown skin and hair all over their heads.”

      I cringe a little inside. I really hate being stared at.

      “Guess I’m just not comfortable with a lot of attention,” I mumble.

      Cresta pats my hand. “Oh, Lucy. You had to deal with unwanted attention a lot on Earth, right? When you worked for Professor Gripslade? I remember how gross he could be. He couldn’t take his eyes off you, even in the middle of the damn laboratory. With all of us right there.”

      Just hearing his name makes me shiver with disgust. Handsy, over-friendly Professor Gripslade. Ugh. That dude creeped me out so much.

      I start to blurt it all out, without applying the “I’m with my boss” filter. “The worst thing is that I know Gripslade only hired me because he thought I was ‘decorative’. He admitted it. So I’m never really sure if I’m doing a good job, or… not.”

      I stop myself. Yeah, that’s not the kind of thing you admit to your boss.

      But Cresta’s not like other bosses. At least, she’s not like the one I had on Earth.

      “That’s crap, and you know it,” she says, firmly. “You’re a highly skilled scientist, Lucy. You deserve respect. Never let some slimeball with wandering eyes and hands convince you otherwise. Not even if he’s senior to you. Got that?”

      I stare at my feet. “Okay.”

      “I see how timid you are since you got here, Lucy. You cover yourself up and try not to be noticed. You hide yourself away, so your looks can’t get you into any trouble. Am I right?”

      I’m a little startled, because I never realized I was doing that before.

      “Uh… I don’t know?”

      Cresta shoots me one of her warm smiles. “It’s understandable, but you’re a gorgeous gal. Don’t let Gripslade’s grossness put you off men altogether. Someday you’ll meet a guy who adores you the right way.”

      I shrug. “Dating really isn’t on my agenda. I’m happy working hard and giving my career a kick start.”

      “It’ll happen someday. Okay, I know you don’t want a Yolcadian guy. That’s probably for the best. Dual planet living is hard. And they’re clamping down on warrior dating again now anyway. Guess Harkus was the last one they went easy on.” She shrugs. “But a guy will show up sometime. Probably when you least expect it. And he’ll be worth your time.”

      I laugh. “I love your confidence in me. And in men.”

      “What can I say? I’m a born-again optimist.”

      Maybe if I’d found a love like she has with Harkus, I’d be all hearts and flowers too.

      “Now are you going to help me find an outfit for this awards ceremony?” she says, rubbing her back. “I’m the size of all three Yolcadian moons put together, and I can’t see my feet. So shoes are a problem. And you’re good with clothes and all. I’m really bad at girly stuff. My best friend Kalia’s visiting the folks back home with her guy, and I can’t choose by myself.” She grips my hand, and makes a mock-desperate face. “Help me.”

      Pulling her arm around me, I help her out of the chair. “You’re the boss. Let’s get you fixed up.”

      We spend a couple of hours in a Yolcadian mall, which has the most incredible stores. Some of the things on sale blow my mind. I can’t help splurging on a small copper-colored cube that changes your nail polish color instantly when you tap your finger on it.

      At last, we find a dress for Cresta. It’s deep red and flowing, with a Grecian style top and a cascade of fabric over her bump. The color sets off her hair so well. It needs to be shortened a lot, even though she’s not short by Earth standards. Yolcadian women are just so tall compared with us. The assistant promises to have the alterations done by tomorrow morning.

      Cresta fans herself with her hand. “Oh, that’s a relief. Let’s get yours now, Lucy.”

      “Excuse me?” I blink at her.

      “You’ll need something to wear tomorrow too. Don’t tell me you already have a wardrobe full of red-carpet-ready gowns?”

      “Uh, no. I only packed the minimum when I came to Yolcadia. Just work clothes, mainly.” I flick through my outfits in my head. “I don’t need to buy anything. I have, like… a smart blouse and a skirt?”

      “Nope. You’re getting a great new dress.” I open my mouth to object, but she cuts in. “And you’re not paying for it. Come on now. You can’t argue with the boss. Don’t make the pregnant lady mad.”

      I protest, but it’s no good. Cresta wants to buy me a dress, and I can’t say no without offending her.

      I guess she wants me to make a positive impression on all the Yolcadian VIPs, so the laboratory looks good. That makes sense. I must not let her down.

      “Oh my goodness,” I say at last. “Okay then. But nothing too flashy.”

      “It’s fine.” She waves her arm in the air. “Everything on this side of the store is Earth-style clothes. Leave the other merchandise on the rack. Yolcadian women have some amazingly eye-catching garments, but they might be too much. We won’t put you in one of those if you want to stay on the down-low. Let’s stick with the human-type stuff.”

      She pulls out a simple black column dress, with a scoop neckline and spaghetti straps. After handing it to  me, she slumps onto one of the store’s luxurious-looking quilted chairs.

      “Try this one. Or choose anything else you like. Just don’t look at the price tags. I’m buying. You’ve worked your fanny off since the moment I hired you, and I appreciate that. You’re worth it.”

      I take the dress and hold it up to myself, looking in the mirror. The fabric drapes over me. I have no idea what it
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