
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Makunia is doomed! Emperor Valonius Djaron’kuh has very little time left to evacuate his people...

	 

	 

	The exploration ship sent out months ago to find a suitable planet for the population of Makunia returns with seven captured Earthlings. Valonius is furious when he learns of this lawless act.

	Upon meeting the Earthlings, a woman called Athena intrigues Valonius. Beautiful, alluring, she is a spitfire and minces no words.

	Athena feels drawn to the handsome blue alien and determines to at least seduce him before doomsday. Little does she know that she and the other six abductees have landed in a web of intrigue and deceit. Or that they’re in for the adventure of a lifetime...
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Emperor Valonius Djaron’kuh paced back and forth in the deliberation room. He finally stopped and faced his council. “You’re telling me that in this endless universe, there is only one vastly overpopulated planet suited to our needs? I find that hard to believe. Send out more exploration vessels. Search the next universe. What about the other two ships? Have they reported in?”

	“They are almost home, Sire. They reported no results,” Trem’cali, his chief advisor, said.

	“Your Imperial Majesty, we do not have time to send out other ships. We have to evacuate sooner rather than later,” one of the older council members dared to respond. “We have less than a few weeks left at best until the asteroid strikes.”

	Trem’cali stood and bowed before he spoke. “Sire, our scout ship returned with several subjects from that planet. After Doctor Ozonko ran numerous tests and questioned them, he has come up with a solution.”

	The doctor was their head scientist with many inventions and cures to his credit. He had a brilliant mind. But apparently brilliantly stupid also because he had broken an imperial law.

	“Why is Ozonko not present at this meeting?” Valonius thundered. “We have never stooped to abducting aliens or even alien animals and using them as test subjects. Why was this done without my knowledge or permission? Not that I would have allowed it! Who ordered the abduction?” Simmering anger was fast turning into a rapid boil.

	“Sire, we are running out of time fast, and—”

	“If it is the will of the gods that we evacuate and travel to the next universe to find a suitable world, then so be it.”

	“Sire, besides the fact that we are out of time, we may never find another suitable planet. Our large evacuation ships can only support life on them for about one year. After that, they will run out of life support, food for the crew, and fuel, and all aboard will perish in space. The evacuation ships are nothing like our regular space crafts, which can remain in space for much longer periods.”

	Valonius began pacing again. He suddenly stopped and shouted, “Fetch Ozonko. Now! And Granondo!”

	Granondo was the head of the astronomy lab. Valonius needed a more accurate answer about the path of the asteroid since his council was being so vague. Granondo was the only one who could give him the information he needed.

	One of the guards stationed at the doors quickly left. The chief advisor sank to his chair.

	“Did I give you permission to sit?” Valonius snapped.

	Trem’cali quickly stood again.

	“What is the name of the planet they found?” Valonius demanded.

	“Earth, Sire. It is quite a small world, less than a quarter the size of ours.”

	“Why is it taking so long for Ozonko to get here? What kind of species inhabits that world? What do they look like? Did the team record images? Did the exploration team mingle with the population at all? Would their king, emperor, or leader, welcome us? What is the population count?” He fired one question after another.

	Valonius tried to curb his ire because Trem’cali was also his best friend, and right then, he looked ready to crawl under the table. Val felt the blood rising to his head, his blood pressure going through the roof as his frustration and anger rose dangerously.

	“Sire, like Councilman Dovantu’kir told you, Earth is already heavily overpopulated, in the billions, and they can barely sustain many of their own. There are many different regions on Earth, all with their own rulers. The team finally chose a region to explore called America, which seems to be dominant from what they learned. They spent seven days among its people in a large city and learned as much as possible. The exploration team doubts they would welcome over one million alien refugees, or even have room for them.”

	“Then why are we even talking about this small world called Earth? Since we have run out of time to search for another world, I suggest we evacuate as planned and take our chances by traveling into the neighboring universe. The evacuees will all be in stasis, so we will only need food for the crews. I will listen to what Doctor Ozonko and Granondo have to say, but you have heard my opinion. The evacuation fleet stands ready, and we will take a vote on how to proceed.” He stopped when the door opened.

	The guard returned, escorting Doctor Ozonko, an older, tall man with long silver hair that contrasted sharply against his lined blue skin. Granondo followed behind the others.

	“Your Imperial Majesty, you summoned me?” Doctor Ozonko greeted while Granondo merely bowed.

	Valonius gave the men a brisk nod. “Yes, Doctor. You should have been present from the beginning of this meeting. I learned that you have been running tests on abducted aliens from the planet Earth. You do realize you have broken the law? As have the captain and the commander of the scouting vessel by allowing the exploration team to abduct them in the first place. What do you have to say for yourself? Was it you who ordered the abduction?”

	Ozonko ignored the question. “Sire, once the Earthlings arrived here, the deed was done. The aliens are quite different from us. Have you viewed the recordings and learned of the crew’s findings? Earth is already vastly overpopulated, and its atmosphere is polluted with dangerous gases across many of its landmasses. Its ozone layer is heavily damaged, causing many relating illnesses. The planet has a lot of water volume. Its water percentage is about seventy percent, which leaves only thirty percent landmass. It has one sun and one moon and—”

	“I have not yet viewed the recordings. Show them now!” Valonius sat on his chair and waited for the holograms to begin.

	The first recording showed a tiny marble that grew bigger and bigger. Then it switched to actual surface recordings. Many of them were of forests, mountains, lakes, rivers, and seas. The last recordings were of crowded cities and streets.

	The emperor leaned back. “It looks to me that only certain areas are heavily populated, namely its cities and surroundings. I saw much empty land. Surely there is space for us?”

	“Sire, I do not know how welcome we would be. As said earlier, Earthlings and their way of life are very different from us. There are no aliens from other planets on Earth, from what the team discovered. Although the Earthlings’ skin tones vary greatly from very pale to yellow, brown, and black, the seven abductees state that regardless of their various colors and ethnicity, they are all indigenous to Earth,” Doctor Ozonko explained.

	“So we would be the first blue species to add to their diversity. Did I hear you correctly? You said seven abductees?”

	“Yes, Sire. Seven.”

	“Why that many, and where are they now?” Valonius fought against his rising fury. What he was listening to went completely against the law, and he was disgusted and ready to have the scientist thrown into the dungeons.

	“They are in two containment units, the males in one and the females in the other. They have displayed anger and are quite volatile, and—”

	Valonius jumped up and slammed his fist on the marble table. “And can you blame them? One or two would have been bad enough, but seven? If we didn’t need the commander of the fleet for the evacuation, I would have him executed for this act of aggression against another species, along with the captain who ordered the abduction... and you.” He sent the doctor a piercing, angry glance. “They are not to be treated as prisoners, but from now on, as guests. And you will not run any more tests or question them. Understood?”

	“Yes, Sire.”

	“Now, what is this solution you supposedly have?”

	“Invasion. If we can rid that world of its present population, then cleanse the planet, it will be the perfect home for us.”

	“You are making me angrier by the minute. You speak of their population as if they are nothing but vermin to be exterminated. We are a peaceful people.”

	“Sire, many of them are already ill. Disease is rampant. It will not take much to get rid of them. If we were to live among the Earthlings, we would also be susceptible to their many illnesses. Our people are not armored against their diseases. But if we rid their world of the sickly citizens and the elderly, then shift and take on the countenance of the remaining healthy Earthlings, their world is perfect for us. They would view us as no different from them, and we could even live among them undetected. I’m sure our people can adapt to a different way of life.”

	“Genocide? You are jesting, surely.”

	“Sire, we would be just hastening along what is inevitable. Many Earthlings are already dying, and I have added another pathogen into their atmosphere to speed up the process. There is only one problem. If we shapeshift to resemble the remaining healthy Earthlings, we need to be injected with their blood once a week, or we will revert to our natural form. We can transport the hosts we need for blood supply to our ships, place them in stasis, and keep that ship orbiting Earth. That will give us the blood supply we need until we find another solution.”

	“On ships that would run out of fuel. And what about the remaining Earthlings? And how many of them would need to be in stasis to supply us with enough of their blood? How many other laws would you like to break, Doctor?” Valonius ensured his sarcasm couldn’t be missed. His temper was growing by the minute.

	“Sire, we would be relieving them of their difficult lives and reduce their number significantly. We do not have to resort to physical violence. I have created a substance that can be added to their water supply that disintegrates them instantly. It would not involve bloodshed or war. It is a painless death. The remaining people on Earth will think it is just another deadly disease that has struck. They will not suspect it was us as they will have no idea that we mingled with them, and if our ships remain cloaked—”

	Valonius felt ready to explode. “Murder? Women and children? The elderly? What are you thinking of? I want that substance destroyed immediately. And your solution, which makes little sense, is heavily flawed and bordering on insanity. You would not only annihilate that world’s people but also the animals that drink the water. I will not listen to more of your nonsense. To even contemplate a million of us shifting to resemble them is the most deranged suggestion I have heard yet.”

	He paused long enough to take a deep breath. “What about our children? Infants? They cannot shift until they have reached puberty. So, what do we do with them? Keep them in stasis on the ships until they reach the desired age? On ships that will run out of fuel and life support as Earth may not have the kind of fuel that powers our ships? Enough of this! We will begin evacuation in one week, and we will take our chances that Earth will welcome us. I doubt when they hear we have no other option available that they will deny us refuge. I have made up my mind and will not even ask for a vote. This is my final decision and an imperial order. Now have the Earthlings brought here. I wish to meet them. And make sure they are wearing translators and send two along for us. You are all dismissed except for my chief advisor and Granondo.”

	The scientist wouldn’t give up. “Sire, as I said earlier, I have already started the elimination process and—”

	“You have started what?” Valonius shouted.

	“In case our exploration teams found a suitable planet, and the world was already populated, I gave one of the explorers of each team on each ship a vial containing a pathogen to release in a populated area. The team that explored Earth followed my instructions, and—”

	Valonius sent his chair flying. With clenched fists, he stared at the scientist, for moments speechless. “You had the exploration team unleash a disease among the people on Earth? Are you completely out of your mind?”

	“Sire, it is more than three months later, and by now, the disease will have killed millions. I doubt they will have developed a cure. By the time we arrive on Earth, more than half of the population will have perished already.”

	“Guards! Take Ozonko to his laboratory and lock him in. He is to remain there until we depart.” Valonius turned his attention back to Ozonko. “If your expertise and ability to come up with fast cures were not so valuable, I would have you executed immediately. And I may still do so. Cures be damned. We have other scientists. Take him away!”

	Ozonko continued calmly, regardless of Valonius’ words, because he knew it was an idle threat. Executions did not happen on Makunia. “Sire, do not forget that we have the advanced technology to cleanse Earth of its pollution and—”

	“Silence!” Valonius shouted. “You dare to tell me this after suggesting genocide? Wouldn’t cleansing that world be a better solution? To help the ill to heal? And we have many cures that you yourself helped to develop that we can offer to Earth’s scientists. Leave! Now! I am of good mind to leave you behind when we evacuate.” He stopped for a moment and looked at his council who were all fidgeting uncomfortably. “All of you except Trem’cali and Granondo. Go!”

	Just as the guards marched Ozonko out of the room, Valonius yelled after him, “And you would have us go to a diseased planet and expose our people to your pathogen? Have you gone completely crazy?”

	Ozonko stopped and turned, a strange smile on his face. “Our people are immune to the disease.”

	The guards prodded the scientist, and they left the room followed by the members of the council, leaving Valonius alone with his advisor and Granondo. He waited until the door closed and tried to calm down before he addressed the astronomer.

	“Granondo, I need a more accurate estimate of when the asteroid will strike our planet. The council was rather vague.”

	“Sire, it is difficult to predict an accurate time. We estimate the asteroid to strike us within two weeks. That is the closest we can come.”

	“Thank you, Granondo. You may go.” Valonius waited for the astronomer to leave and turned to his chief advisor. Not just his advisor but also his best friend since they were children. “What are your thoughts, Trem’cali?”

	“Sire, I bow to your orders. Almost always,” Trem’cali said.

	“That does not answer my question. If I had called for a vote, how would you have voted?” Valonius demanded.

	“Sire, I am against violence. Even if it does not involve bloodshed, it is still murder. We have always been a peaceful people, have never interfered with other species, and the thought of emptying a planet of most or all of its population is unthinkable. And like you said, Ozonko’s suggestion is heavily flawed and insane. He should be severely punished for what he has already done,” Trem’cali said.

	“Exactly, but we have so little time left. Hardly enough to put him on trial. I think the man’s age is beginning to addle his mind. How old is he now? He came to Makunia when my great-grandparents still reigned. There is something odd about him. Have you noticed that the man never seems to age? Should he not have crossed the Bridge of Life by now?” He shook his head. “Please fetch me a glass of wine while we wait for the seven Earthlings.”

	Trem’cali hastened to fetch a wineskin and glass that were set on a table against the wall along with platters of breads and cheeses.

	Valonius thought about Ozonko. He had never liked the man and had often wondered how he came to be on an alien planet, where one of their early exploration ships had found him and brought him to Makunia. Why had he been on that planet? Valonius had asked his father, but the king had merely shrugged and said he did not know.

	Valonius knew of the alien planet called Xarokka. There were holograms of it and its population stored in the historical database. They were a strange species, very pale with several rows of eyes, no nose, the smallest of mouths, and rolls of flesh across their pointed skulls for hair. What was a lone Makunian doing there? It had always baffled him and still did.

	Trem’cali setting a glass on the table, broke into his thoughts.

	“Set glasses on the table for the Earthlings, too,” Valonius ordered after Trem’cali set the platters of food on the table. “And fill them.”

	While Trem’cali filled the glasses with a ruby-red wine, Valonius thought about the pathogen Ozonko had the exploration team release on Earth and the other crimes the scientist had suggested. He felt horrified at even the hint of war, let alone committing cold-blooded murder, like the man’s suggestion to annihilate the whole population on that world. He shuddered. His life of peace had been shattered in just a few moments by the murderous intent of one man. Ozonko was a raving mad psychopath.

	How would the council have voted? He dared not contemplate that they could have favored Ozonko’s actions, especially his final solution to allow them to occupy that world.

	His thoughts were interrupted by the arrival of the Earthlings. Four guards accompanied them. One of them handed the emperor two tiny translators, one of which he passed to Trem’cali, and the other he inserted in his ear. He stood, and with a wave of his hand, ordered the guards out of the room. He looked at the seven abductees and became annoyed. They wore prisoner clothing, gray shifts for the women, and loose gray pants and tunics for the men, and they were bare-footed. Except for their skin, hair, and eye color, their features weren’t that much different from Makunians.

	“Please, take a chair. I bid you welcome to Makunia.” He gestured to the seats around the table.

	They pulled out a chair and sat, except a young woman with light blonde hair.

	She gripped the back of her chair and gave him an angry glare, her eyes like blue chips of ice. “Some welcome. First, you abducted us, then threw us in a jail, and had your scientists prod and poke us. And now suddenly you offer us friendly hospitality? Wine and hors d’oeuvres?”

	Valonius didn’t know what to say. If he admitted he had no knowledge of their abduction, he’d look weak, like a fool. “I apologize for not welcoming you sooner. The jail was a mistake made by my guards. And the tests were to make sure you weren’t carrying diseases. Our planet is free of illness.” It probably wasn’t too far from the truth because Ozonko would have indeed tested them for diseases.

	The blonde woman laughed sarcastically. “Tell me another story. You’re lying through your royal teeth. Is that what you are? The king?”

	He couldn’t blame her for her rudeness and anger. She was beautiful, more so than any woman he’d ever seen, her anger only heightening her beauty. She intrigued him. He tore his gaze away from her and let it drift over all their faces. “Let me introduce myself. I am Emperor Valonius Djaron’kuh of the planet Makunia. What are your names, ages, and occupations, and do you have family on Earth?”

	One by one, they rose slightly as they introduced themselves.

	A very black man with short black curly hair spoke first. “Captain Joshua Waterman of the NYPD, which is short for New York Police Department. I am thirty-eight. I don’t know if you know what police stands for. It means I work in law enforcement. I am happily divorced.” He stopped for a moment. “Don’t know if you know what that means either. Divorced is when a couple do not get along and have their union ended. We had no kids.”

	“John Truman, salesman, thirty-two. I am a programmer, and I also sell computers,” said a red-haired young man. “I am single.”

	“Melody Harrison, receptionist, twenty-four,” a young woman with blue eyes and mid-length black hair. “Also single.”

	“Tracy Hicks, student, nineteen, and single,” said another young woman. She had slanted brown eyes, olive skin, and short white spiky hair that changed to very dark at the roots.

	“Doctor Harold Stefanus, thirty-six, obstetrician. They call me Harry,” a man with green eyes and curly brown hair said. “I have a wife and two children.”

	“Nurse Rhonda Bloomville, thirty-nine,” said a woman who wore some kind of lenses over her green eyes, and she had dark blonde shoulder-length hair. “I am married with three kids.”

	Valonius prodded the beautiful blonde, who still stood with an angry expression on her face. “And your name is?”

	She hesitated, but when the black man next to her poked her with his elbow, she relented. “Doctor Athena Reagan, twenty-nine, scientist. Single. We are all from the city of New York in the United States of America.”

	Valonius tried to imprint the names into his mind, but he knew that he would not remember them immediately. All of them intrigued him, especially their varied skin and hair colors, and even their eyes were of various shades. Yet they were all Earthlings and apparently all from the same region. Their diversity opposed that of Makunians, who varied little in overall appearance. All had blue skin, some lighter, some darker, and black hair that turned silver as they aged, and they all had eyes that were close to black.

	“Why were we abducted? For what reason? To use as guinea pigs? Or maybe you’ll put us in a zoo for your people to gawk at,” Athena threw at him. “I demand you take us home.”

	Her anger bothered him. This was
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