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In the dimly lit confines of the StarChance spaceship's cramped bathroom, Althea MacGregor peered at the mist-covered mirror. Her reflection seemed to whisper a question that echoed through her mind. How had she, an aging nobody in her forties, land herself on the precipice of the most breathtaking adventure imaginable?

After enduring countless heartbreaks and setbacks, Althea seized on the unexpected opportunity to transcend her mundane existence. Among the countless women populating the world, fate placed her in the elite ranks of a select few women embarking on a voyage into the vast unknown—a daring alien-exchange program, with the tantalizing promise of discovering true love among the stars.

As the sound of the spaceship engines hummed in the background, Althea's pulse quickened with anticipation. The confines of her past crumbled away, replaced by the boundless potential now before her. This was her chance to redefine herself. To leave behind the disaster of her former life for something better.

Althea clenched her fingers so she wouldn’t pinch herself, just to make sure she wasn’t dreaming. It boggled her mind that she’d had the courage to sign up for the alien-exchange program in the first place. But here she was, in a tiny cabin aboard an honest-to-God spaceship, racing toward an alien planet. And all without getting kidnapped like the heroines in her favorite sci-fi romances, thank you very much. 

A slight ping rang in the outer bedroom. She gave her reflection a quick once-over to make sure she looked the best she could. Her dark-brown, shoulder-length tresses were glossy and smooth. Check. Brown eyes accentuated with light mascara on her lashes and her eyebrows touched up with a subtle hint of color. Check. Light, neutral lip gloss. Not too bold, not too invisible. Check. She smoothed her palms over the tan trousers that coordinated with her pale-peach blouse and gave her pasty skin a bit of a glow. With one last reassuring smile at her reflection, she nodded. Damn, she was as ready as she’d ever be. 

She waved a hand over the bedroom door's controls, and the panel slid open to reveal a surprise.

Aja, the liaison between the small group of humans on the ship and the Zerin aliens who ran it, stood there.

No matter how amiable Aja acted, from the beginning, the pretty alien made Althea uncomfortable. 

“Are you ready to go, Althea?” Aja had her hands behind herself, her head tilted, and wore a stiff smile. Her wine-red hair was tucked into a tight weave, leaving a tail of braids that ended at the back of her thighs. With her hair pulled back, it left her face bare and highlighted her pointy ears decorated with multi-colored crystal earrings dangling in a single rope from the tips, ending an inch above each lobe. Her dual-colored irises were another hint of her alien nature. The first ring of color in their almond-shape was a dark shade of greenish yellow followed by a light shade of khaki. Her long, thick lashes matched her rich eyebrows, the same burgundy as her illustrious hair. Her porcelain-smooth skin with its underlying honey tint now flushed. 

Althea’s eyes widened at what Aja wore. Holy shit! What? Was the female going to fight some superhero somewhere?

Instead of her normal uniform of a one-piece, cream-colored suit, the liaison had on a bizarre outfit that would be right at home in any comic-book movie. The form-fitting outfit shimmered whenever she moved. Over her chest was a silver plate decorated with swirls that matched those on her wristbands.

Wow, those babies had to be at least two inches wide and would give Wonder Woman a run for her money.

On her feet were a pair of black leather boots that reached over her knees. The steel over the toes bore the same pattern as her chest plate. A shimmering cape flowed dramatically behind her to the top of her butt. Its slight silver brought out the glittering colors of her suit and accessories. The strangest thing she had on was something that looked like a tip of a spear poking up between her shoulder blades. What in the hell was she going to do with that? In all the training they’d attended about the Exchange over the last thirty days, Aja never hinted it might be dangerous. 

Aja didn’t say anything. She just grasped one of Althea’s hands and tapped the wrist with her thumb.

A sharp pinch on the skin there made Althea’s breath catch. She tried to yank her hand back, but Aja’s grip was too tight.

“No, you don’t.” The alien woman leaned close. “Just give it a minute, and let it do its thing, as you humans like to say.” Her plump lips creased into a sneer. “And you will follow me as if you’re happy to do so.”

Althea’s mood went from giddy excitement to massive confusion so fast it made her head spin. What did Aja say? Follow her? Where? She didn’t want to go anywhere. That floor looked like the perfect place to take a nap. Damn, why was she so lethargic? Did that freaking woman drug her? Well, crap. That wasn’t necessary. She couldn’t wait to get to the Exchange. Didn’t she prove it by leaving everything on Earth behind to follow the Zerins into outer space?

She tried to open her mouth to ask her questions, but nothing happened. Someone had turned off her vocal cords. Jeez, her mouth must be disconnected from her brain. The more she tried to struggle against the sensation, the more her stomach swam in an acidic bath.

Aja yanked at her with a narrow-eyed glare. She looked deep into Althea’s eyes. “Yep, you’re ready. Come on, bitch. Let’s go.”

Another harsh tug, and Althea meekly stumbled next to Aja into the now-crowded corridor of excited human women laughing with excitement. The crowd headed in one direction while she and Aja traipsed the opposite way. Boy, this must be how a salmon felt when they fought upstream to spawn. Good thing most women walked around them, even though a lot of them turned their heads and watched as they passed by. But with Aja being a prominent figure on the ship, no one stopped them.

Althea’s lips were numb, along with her hands, and there was a tingling sensation on her feet. Maybe she’d get lucky and her legs would give out and make her fall ass first onto the hard floor. Hah! What would the stupid alien bitch do then? Carry her? Aja may have been tall for a female, at just under six feet, but Althea was no slouch in the height department herself. At five foot eight, she had a healthy weight of around one-fifty. She giggled. Okay, maybe that number might be a teeny, tiny little lie. But, still... If she passed out, maybe then she’d be lucky enough Aja would just leave her on the floor and forget all about her. Getting trampled by an excited herd of human woman would be better than whatever Aja had in mind. No doubt it was something Althea’d rather avoid.

Damn and hellfire. Trust her to get abducted by aliens anyway. 

* * *

Several weeks later, on the slave planet FiPan - deep in the bowels of a prison complex in the lair of Dred Pirate Maynwaring

“Do you think it’ll ever come back online?”

Althea glanced at Lisa, her fellow inmate, before looking back at the robot on the other side of the force field. Since the question was a rhetorical one for the umpteenth time, she didn’t bother to answer. Nothing had changed for hours now. She studied the strange, neon-red android shaped like a bald human woman. That is, if the woman had three huge double D boobs.

Damn cyborg gave Barbie a run for her money on being a young boy's wet dream. Right now, the stupid thing just stood there, her metallic hand eerily frozen in action before disengaging the force field that held Althea, Lisa, and three other women hostages in a smelly prison cell. None of them had a clue why the robot froze like that. Freakin’ robot could’ve had the decency to shut off the shimmering force field first. 

“I wonder if it being frozen like that is a good thing?” Lisa mused with her arms crossed and her honey-colored eyes narrowed. “Or a bad one.”

“Yeah.” Althea put her hands on her hips. “Well, let’s look at it this way. If she’s stuck like that, we don’t have to worry about her taking us to the sellers' block like she did the others. But the bad news is, if someone doesn’t come soon, we’ll starve to death. We haven’t seen anyone since that stupid thing froze like that yesterday.” She spoke in a hushed voice, hoping the other women in the cell didn’t hear her. Not that it mattered. Pretty sure they were all smart enough to figure out the obvious situation with no help from her.

Lisa grunted.

Althea put her hands behind her back and studied the unmoving robot... cyborg... android... whatever...on the other side. What she wouldn’t give to get her hands on the thing to take it apart. She might not have had any formal mechanical training, but she loved to dismantle things to see how they worked. If she couldn’t do that, maybe there was a way for her to reach it with one of those weapon thingies around the robot’s trim waist. Too bad the only way to do that was to put her hand through the force field. She snorted. Like she’d do something that asinine again. The first and only time she barely touched the damn thing, it burned the tip of her finger. Now a blood blister the size of a dime throbbed. She crossed her arms to stop from picking at it to make it pop. The last thing she needed was to let it get infected.  

With a regretful sigh, she turned and gazed around the cage, studying the faces of the other captives. “We might as well sit down and relax. Doesn’t look like anything's going to happen any time soon.” 

Althea studied the other three hostages, who were either asleep or staring at nothing with dead eyes. Each one of them had been part of the Alien Exchange program that was supposed to lead them to the love of their lives. And the same alien bitch who deceived her betrayed all of them. Aja. 

Lisa nodded and gave Althea’s hand a tight squeeze.

Althea smiled back, but couldn’t bring herself to say anything. What was there to say, anyway?

She sat on the cold, hard floor with Lisa beside her. Well, wasn’t this just peachy? Here they were, locked in a prison cell for what seemed like forever. She bent one knee and rested an elbow on it, blindly looking around. Heh, the only thing to look forward to was the gift of increasing dread, with a heaping sense of helplessness mixed in. Might as well top the whole thing off with a sprinkling of panic.

Normally, she’d force herself not to wallow in negative emotions. And not let anyone else tell her what she could or couldn’t do. If she had, she’d have died a long time ago. She might not want to change her strong-willed outlook on life anytime soon, but it wouldn’t be the first time her stubborn attitude pushed everyone away. Loneliness might be a bitch, but at least the emotion was a constant companion.

Althea put both feet flat on the floor and wrapped her arms around her legs, drawing them to her chest. With a sigh she pressed her forehead against her knees. Just her luck, she left Earth only to be stuck in this stinking shithole to rot. For the umpteenth time, she’d tried to do something different to improve her lot in life. And every damn time, it turned sideways. Now she was here in this cramped cell where the walls were too thick and the force field too strong. Her only option was to sit and wait for God knew what.

She must’ve dozed off because an unusual, distant sound jerked her awake. It was faint, but different from anything she’d heard before. “What’s that?” Her heart skipped a beat. She jumped up and rushed towards the shivering opening. 

“What’s what?” Lisa skidded next to her. “You think a dimensional portal is being activated? I’ve always wanted to go through one!”

Althea raised her eyebrows at her companion. As a science-fiction-romance writer, Lisa came up with the weirdest scenarios. 

“What are you guys looking at?” Toni from LA asked. 

An excited squeal came from Izzy, a librarian from New York State. “Someone’s coming?” 

Morgan, the reigning critic of the group, humphed. “Whatever it is, can’t be good.”

All five of them stood side by side, trying to see down the dark corridor outside their cell.

Squinting didn’t help as Althea peered into the darkness beyond. She closed her eyes and strained to hear better. There, a shuffling sound somewhere in the distance. Her eyes popped open. Not that there was anything to see.

But a hissing noise followed by metal screeching punctuated a low, steady hum.

The undefinable noise grew.

Althea squashed the surge of hope starting to rise. Hang on, girl. You aren’t saved yet.  

Now the distant ruckus grew louder and was close enough for her to figure it out. It was stomping footsteps mixed with grumbling headed their way. She glanced at the other women. A mixture of hope and fear crossed their dirty faces.

Stretched seconds passed, making the escalating fear around them more palpable.

Son of a bitch. Get here, already!

Those plodding footsteps came close enough for the prisoners to see what made all that ruckus.

It turned out to be a bunch of short, weird-looking aliens. A small group of them stopped in front of the shimmering force field.

Damn, they were the strangest creatures Althea’d ever seen.

Five or four feet tall, standing on two legs, with six arms, and thick, stubby tails like a beaver. Their faces boasted long snouts with four beady black eyes set low in their sockets just above their snouts. Tiny, round ears were perched on top of their oblong, flat heads. Each wore either long or short pants, but kept their stubby little chests bare, displaying the long, coarse hairs covering their bodies, ranging from light gold to dark blue. All of them had an assortment of weapons and at least three sets of handcuffs. 

Althea’s heart
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