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				We are not alone in the universe...and the aliens have a list of humans they want to meet

Ashley V, a disgraced actress, has a list too.






1. Masquerade as one of the scientists invited to the first ever alien/human summit





2. Dazzle everyone at alien cocktail hour (or equivalent)





3. Come home to publicity buzz and get my career back










Except once the humans arrive on the distant planet, the alien in charge is unsympathetic, unemotional, and uninterested in an actress. He sentences Ashley to die for the crime of not being a genius.


But when his own people turn on him, he winds up in the cell next door and before Ashley can blink, they've accidentally linked their minds together.


That was not on her list.


Being able to read the mind of her fellow inmate, whom she dubs Sam (because his alien name is ridiculous), means they can work together to escape. Sure it's icky to be forced to let an alien read her mind in kind. Only he's not quite who she thought he was...or who he thought he was.


No secret is safe, especially not their growing attraction to each other.


But some secrets are too big to be kept, and when the mysterious origins of Sam's people come to light, the alien king will stop at nothing to silence them. Mindlinking with an alien is suddenly not the worst thing that can happen on a planet far from home, and trusting a male of any species is not in Ashley's skill set. Too bad their survival depends on it.


			

		


		
			
				Dedication

				To my husband. My favorite times are when we sit outside under
					the stars. You remind me the universe was created by a forever-present God, and
					that it’s a magnificent, magical, wonderful place. Thank you for exploring it
					with me all these years—and for all your sacrifices so I could become an
					author.

			

		


		
			
				​One

				Ashley V stepped off the plane at Cape Canaveral a
					transformed woman. She’d started the flight from Stockholm as a world-famous
					actress and ended the flight as a world-class scientist.

				Dr. Astrid Jonsson came complete with invented history, an
					engineered internet presence and papers credited to her name, full of borrowed
					theories. Fooling aliens into believing she was one of the experts they’d
					requested on their list should be a walk in the park.

				Six months ago, humans had learned they were not alone when
					aliens made first contact with an invitation to participate in a groundbreaking
					summit between the two species. The entire world looked to ten scientists,
					hand-selected by a United Nations sanctioned counsel, to bring home answers to
					universal questions long pondered by humankind.

				As Dr. Jonsson, Ashley intended to represent her planet to the
					absolute best of her abilities.

				And get her acting career back on track.

				Even she was impressed with her new persona, though it had
					taken the better part of three months and forty-seven gallons of motivational
					martinis to cram the contents of a PhD’s brain into her own. It was totally
					worth it. Nothing made her happier than disappearing into a role, and it had
					been forever since she’d had the opportunity.

				The third arrest had clinched her status—unemployable. No one
					in Hollywood seemed impressed by her efforts to clean up her act. Only something
					bold would get everyone’s attention.

				Florida humidity wilted Ashley’s tidy bun within seconds of
					exiting the plane, heightening the frump factor. Perfect. Nothing like natural
					character enhancement to go along with excruciating preparation.

				A wig concealed the famous red hair synonymous with Ashley V,
					and she’d hidden her often-photographed green eyes behind mud-colored contacts.
					The external disguise was a necessary part of the role, but the internal
					transformation sold it. She wasn’t Ashley V and wouldn’t be for six weeks.

				The shuttle bus passed the gargantuan gray building housing the
					guts of the defunct U.S. space program. The driver pulled around back to park by
					a smaller building behind it. Helicopters thwacked overhead in an aerial media
					circus, stirring up dust as they zoomed in to capture one of the ten scientists
					selected for the first universal consortium. As the driver helped her out of the
					bus, she automatically stopped and turned to her best side.

				Cameras, she understood.

				A frazzled woman in an orange tent dress approached and stuck
					out her hand for Ashley to shake. “Dr. Jonsson, thank you for your prompt
					arrival.”

				Ashley straightened her dowdy, off-the-rack skirt before taking
					the woman’s hand. Three months of prep was about to pay off. Her career, maybe
					her entire future in Hollywood, hinged on a faultless performance. David Renner
					had promised her the lead in Vertigo
					Society, a role every actress in L.A. would kill
					for, and one she’d never be offered any other way.

				All she had to do was be a scientist, return home from the
					alien planet to reveal how well she’d played the role and soak up the publicity.
					Free publicity, the stuff Hollywood worshiped. Vertigo
					Society had Oscar-winner written all over it, and
					she intended to be on that stage at the Academy Awards. Getting back into the
					swing of regular roles would be great too. She just wanted this chance to prove
					she was ready to be serious about her career again.

				Tent-dress woman pumped Ashley’s hand. “I’m Rhonda Kelly, the
					passenger coordinator. The others are in a private ready room getting to know
					one another. We’re still waiting on the last of the ten, Mr. McAlister.”

				Ashley lifted her lips into an I-have-a-PhD smile and swiped a
					loose strand from the nasty wig out of her mouth. “Very good. Please lead the
					way.”

				The Swedish accent had taken hours and hours to master,
					supplemented by watching endless footage of Ingrid Bergman on YouTube. Senator
					Blanchard’s powers hadn’t extended to getting her on the alien ship as Ashley V,
					so she’d become a scientist. Gladly.

				Acting was all she had. Being someone else allowed her to
					breathe, to forget about all the real-life trouble she couldn’t seem to
					escape.

				She grabbed her single suitcase and followed Rhonda.

				“Your accent isn’t bad. Fantastic.” Rhonda bent her head toward
					Ashley as they walked toward the building. “Some of the others speak such broken
					English, I can barely understand them. It’s nice to be able to communicate, you
					know?”

				Ashley kept her eyes trained straight ahead. Rhonda’s dress was
					the exact shade of orange guaranteed to make her queasy.

				Orange represented the past.

				Aliens, the future.

				“I completed my education in the States,” Ashley explained. A
					photographic memory was only one of the tools in her arsenal. Dr. Jonsson’s bio
					had been a snap to learn, no different than researching a character. “My parents
					moved to Massachusetts in my youth. I returned to Sweden after I received my
					doctorate.”

				Rhonda led her into the squat gray building and held open an
					industrial-grade metal door halfway down the hall. The instant Ashley stepped
					into the frigid room—a huge contrast to the steamy air outside—the others
					glanced up. She smoothed the suit jacket and smiled. Only a mousy brown-haired
					girl who couldn’t have been more than a couple years over the legal drinking age
					returned her smile. Everyone else evaluated her with cool expressions.

				No one stood to introduce themselves.

				Dr. Khan, the scientist who’d coached her, hadn’t mentioned how
					unfriendly scientists were.

				“This is Dr. Astrid Jonsson, from Sweden.” Rhonda’s few, short
					words drifted over Ashley, steeling her.

				I
					am
					a
					doctor. I
					am
					a
					scientist. I
					am—

				“The replacement astronautics engineer,” Rhonda finished. “Dr.
					Khan was unable to accept her place on the ship, quite unexpectedly.”

				Unexpectedly offered a sizable chunk of change to take a quiet
					vacation in the Canaries, to be precise. Senator Blanchard had meticulously
					arranged every detail, once Ashley demonstrated her willingness to trade...favors. She shoved that unpleasantness out of her
					mind. Everyone made sacrifices to get what they wanted.

				“Allow me to introduce the other passengers.” Rhonda drifted
					toward the closest person and with a deferential hand, indicated a rotund,
					fifty-something man. “This is Dr. Marc Glasson, from Switzerland, in the field
					of genetics.” Then she moved to the next passenger.

				None of the people resembled the press photos she’d studied.
					Like she’d done for years on sets, Ashley started assigning cues to keep the
					names and faces straight. The Swiss guy wore glasses. Last name, Glasson. He
					became Dr. Glasses.

				Rhonda introduced several other scientists and one lone
					theologian, the oddity on the alien’s list. Ashley filed away their faces and
					nicknames for quick recall later.

				“Lovely to meet you.” Ashley smiled to the room. Nothing. If
					anything, their faces hardened—if that was possible.

				“Greg Sidelnikov.” The heavily accented voice came from behind
					her and she turned. It belonged to a tall, ruddy-faced man in his mid-thirties
					standing in the hall. “Call me Sid. I missed the introductions. You are?”

				Sid stretched out a large hand and Ashley shook it firmly. “Dr.
					Astrid Jonsson. Astronautics.”

				“Astronautics as well. Odd our paths have not crossed
					previously.” Sid studied her. “Where is Dr. Khan? I was looking forward to
					meeting her.”

				Here
					we
					go. One Oscar-caliber performance coming up. “She
					contracted an unfortunate case of the flu and was advised not to travel. I
					replaced her.”

				“I am not familiar with your work. Where did you study?”

				“MIT. You as well, correct?” She knew for a fact he had, as
					well as everything else from his bio.

				“Yes, for my undergrad. Moscow State University for graduate.
					Did you have Dr. Wellbourne for Structural Mechanics?” Sid jerked a head toward
					the interior of the room, and sidestepped her to take a seat on an empty couch.
					No cues needed for the Russian. His accent was so distinctive she’d be able to
					pick him out of a lineup blindfolded. “Please join me. I’m curious to hear your
					theories on the issue of thermal isolation between thrusters and bus.”

				Ashley’s pulse picked up. The fictional publications to her
					credit dealt with engine design in relation to the second law of thermodynamics,
					and she’d practiced discussing it with Dr. Khan. But Dr. Khan knew Ashley had
					memorized the verbiage, not learned it.

				Panic sent the information swirling into a great black void.
					Before this alien gig, the closest thing to a scientist she’d met was an
					Egyptologist guy on the set of a horrible Lara Croft knockoff. He’d never shut
					up, constantly spouting facts and snippets of information no one sober would
					care about, and never once had he asked her to participate in the
					conversation.

				You
					are
					a
					scientist. Ashley centered herself and called up key
					phrases from her memory, which would surely convey an authoritative command of
					the subject. She was going to come across as knowledgeable and be validated by
					the other scientists. Period.

				The friendly, out-of-place brunette she’d labeled Miss Mouse
					shifted on the leather couch opposite Ashley and Sid with a loud rrrripppp. All eyes in the room shifted toward the
					lanky girl and she blushed.

				“Oh.” Rhonda fluttered a hand. “I forgot to introduce you to
					Natalie Donaldson, the U.S. contribution. The Go! Cola contest winner,” she
					said, as if naming a new disease.

				There hadn’t been a contest winner on the list she’d seen.

				“Contest winner? They want us to send the winner of a contest?”
					Ashley asked, grateful for the subject change.

				“No, they do not,” Dr. Glasses answered for Rhonda with a sneer
					and lumbered to his feet. Must be the type who was used to speaking while
					standing. “Miss Donaldson’s seat should have been awarded to a geneticist. The
					list specifically states two geneticists. I recommended one, which was ignored.
					You Americans are all alike.”

				Ashley sat back and tried to look as Swedish as possible.

				The doctor punched his glasses against his flushed face and
					addressed Miss Mouse, who shrank under his scrutiny. “You have no concept of the
					brilliant and unprecedented opportunity we have here to unite as one world, to
					learn from another species, and instead took an opportunity for
					advertising.”

				“Did someone say advertising? I’m your mate.” A cultured
					voice—with the sexiest Scottish accent since Sean Connery—filled the room
					seconds before the man did. The hotness who could only be Mr. McAlister whirled
					through the door like a Tasmanian devil. He, on the other hand, looked exactly
					like his picture—but in the flesh, he sparkled with energy.

				“Mr. McAlister. I wasn’t expecting you until four o’clock.”
					Rhonda went from harried to flustered in two point zero seconds as McAlister
					drew her hand up and kissed her knuckles. With a wicked smile, he dropped
					Rhonda’s hand and turned to the rest of them.

				“Fredrick McAlister, expert in human behavior, at your
					service.”

				Eye-candy was always welcome. Ashley had a hard time tearing
					her gaze away.

				“Call me Freddy, luv,” he said to Dr. Malinga, a scientist from
					the U.K. “All the girls down under do.”

				Ashley sighed. She couldn’t get mixed up with yet another
					vapid, good-looking guy with an accent. Not if she wanted to maintain her cover.
					But oh, how she loved a great accent.

				Freddy barely looked in her direction. Of course not. She was a
					scientist, not Ashley V. Too bad. Those shoulders and biceps straining to bust
					out of his closely tailored oxford were superhot. Exactly what she liked in a
					guy—easy to look at, easy to talk to, easy to forget. Shallow with a capital S
					and perfect for erasing memories of the months and months she’d wasted on Hugh
					Westgate, knowing it was headed south but pathetically unable to let it go. Hugh
					had been ideal too—gorgeous, fun and self-absorbed, so there was no danger he’d
					try to take things deeper.

				Superficial relationships were the only way to go.

				Rhonda clapped her hands and Ashley ignored the compelling Mr.
					McAlister.

				“All right, everyone,” Rhonda said. “The ship is scheduled to
					leave for the planet Alhedis in one hour. You folks are here because the
					selection committee believes you’re the best of the best, exactly as the Telhada
					expects.” Rhonda’s careful gaze swept the room and pointedly did not rest on
					Miss Mouse. “We will load your suitcase for you prior to takeoff.”

				“Excuse me,” Mouse interrupted. “I have more than one suitcase.
					That’s acceptable, right? I mean, surely there’s enough room on the alien’s ship
					for all my bags.”

				Rhonda’s mouth pinched into a thin line. “Miss Donaldson. The
					materials clearly stated you will refer to our hosts as the Telhada, not the
					‘aliens,’ and it also referenced the number of suitcases.”

				All the other passengers stared at her and she blushed again.
					Rhonda went back to talking about the committee’s expectations.

				Ashley couldn’t stand the pure misery pulling at Miss Mouse’s
					face. Unfortunately, the Mouse cue had stuck. What was her name? Natalie. She
					switched seats and whispered to her, “You didn’t read the information, did
					you?”

				She glanced up, clearly surprised. “No. They didn’t send it to
					me.”

				“You can read mine.” Ashley pulled the printed pages from her
					carry-on bag and handed them to the other woman.

				“Thanks. No one else will speak to me. In real life, I run an
					animal shelter but here, I’m a publicity stunt.” Natalie made a fist and slugged
					the air. “Go! Cola keeps you on the go. They pay me to say that. Really, I don’t
					even drink it.”

				Ashley eyed her. “Why did you enter the contest then?”

				“Oh, I didn’t.” She shrugged. “My brother. Big joke. ‘You don’t
					get out enough. Always hanging out with animals instead of people. Since I can’t
					get you to the bar down the street, let’s send you to the other side of the
					universe.’ It wasn’t funny.”

				If none of the others would speak to Natalie, Ashley should
					probably take the hint, but being ostracized sucked, especially on such a long
					trip. And no one else had smiled at her during the introductions. “Then why show
					up to claim the prize? Surely you have the option to say no.”

				“Well, they drew my name on national television, then hounded
					me, constantly. Reporters camped out on my front lawn. I couldn’t go anywhere,
					not even to the grocery store.” Her buddy’s mouth pursed. “You remind me of
					someone. I can’t put my finger on it. Have you ever been on TV or in a movie,
					maybe?”

				Heart pounding, Ashley tossed her fake hair. “Movie? I don’t
					know what you mean. The last movie I saw was The
					Matrix with Swedish subtitles. I don’t have time for
					entertainment.”

				Natalie squinted. “There’s just something about the way you
					hold yourself. You weren’t an actress when you were younger, were you? I swear
					I’ve seen your face somewhere.”

				Big, jagged puzzle-like pieces of her revived career and Oscar
					dream started falling out at a rapid pace. David Renner had been clear. She had
					no shot at the part in Vertigo
					Society without the free publicity. She had to get
					on that ship as a scientist, not a movie star. Actress wasn’t on the alien’s
					specific list of candidates.

				“I’m just a scientist.” Had she said something wrong? She
					hadn’t, she knew she hadn’t. Three months of practice could not have failed
					her.

				Natalie looked dismayed. “Oh. Well, sorry for the confusion. I
					watch a lot of movies and except for the accent, you remind me of an actress I
					like.”

				It had been a long time since someone said they liked her.
					Natalie was a fan, one she hadn’t lost over the
					arrests and bad karma and she couldn’t revel in it or sign an autograph or
					anything. Fans meant everything to her, and gave her precious validation of her
					acting skills. She had to fix her career to earn back their trust.

				Natalie searched her features, and leaned in, dousing Ashley
					with a blast of vile knockoff perfume. Which went well with her clothes, hair,
					shoes and handbag.

				She shoved a hand under her leg so Natalie couldn’t see it
					trembling. “I’m sorry. I’m Dr. Astrid Jonsson, an astronautical engineer.”

				And she was. For six more weeks. Ashley V didn’t exist.

				

			

		


		
			
				​Two

				The transparent polycarbonate panel dividing the
					Acquisitions workshop from the spacebarge bay whirred, and with a high-pitched
					whine, ground to an unexpected halt halfway to the ground. Uniformed workers
					filed toward the offending machinery and began diagnosing the issue with
					handheld scanners. A pair of workers conferred verbally, indicating the
					readouts, while the other pair examined the hydraulic mechanism designed to
					raise and lower the massive panel.


				ZXQ-One
					observed the workers from his office on the second floor—the most efficient
					viewing area in the pyramid-shaped building. Half of the Acquisitions building
					housed administration and the other half, currently empty, held the spacebarge,
					which had been sent to Earth to retrieve the volunteers who fulfilled the
					requirements of the king’s list. The entire city of Kir Barsha awaited its
					return with great anticipation.

				The panel’s inability to operate correctly posed a challenge,
					but his team would prepare the spacebarge bay to receive the subjects from Earth
					on schedule. No question. He did not allow failure in his division, especially
					not so close to the culmination of his inexhaustible efforts to secure a
					promotion.

				Without warning, the panel slammed to the ground, pinning Twelve beneath its weight. One rushed for the door, his heart racing. Twelve might be hurt. In pain...

				One inhaled and commanded his body
					to cease the pounding in his chest. Twelve’s
					inability to perform must be the focus of his concern.

				Results were his top priority. Not his subordinates.

				By the time One stepped onto the
					inclinator to descend, he was in control again.

				When he arrived on the receiving floor, the panel had been
					raised enough to release the worker. The acrid odor of metal-against-metal still
					permeated the bay and the smell would have to be eliminated. Twelve sat clutching a hand darkened with bruises, but
					not bleeding. Praise the Ancestors it wasn’t worse. One straightened his uniform and halted two meters from the
					worker.

				“I will accompany you to medical and ensure you receive proper
					care,” One said to Twelve, then turned to the other workers. “Continue. I will return
					for the status.”

				One kept his gaze trained to the
					floor until Twelve’s shadow straightened. The worker
					followed him to the medical center on the second floor without uttering a sound,
					though he must be in considerable agony. One spoke
					to the robo-medic and once satisfied Twelve would be
					treated for both pain and injury, left his subordinate in the center’s care.

				The High Chairman must be informed. One tapped the screen of his handheld and paused outside medical.
					The High Chairman’s face appeared. One inclined his
					head and waited for his superior to speak as he fixed his gaze on the lower left
					corner of the handheld to anchor his face.

				“Are you well?” the High Chairman asked.

				“Very well, High Chairman.” One
					lowered his chin slightly in acknowledgement. “The spacebarge will be received
					on schedule according to the wishes of the king, but I must report a minor
					mechanical failure with the sealing panel. Additionally, a worker sustained
					injury. I escorted him to medical.”

				“A breach of protocol. Return to the receiving bay at once and
					attend to your responsibilities. I require a full report,” the High Chairman
					ordered.

				“The workers and the panel are equally my responsibility. A
					full report includes the status of a worker’s results.” One couldn’t have left Twelve to his own
					devices, but it didn’t change facts. The workers weren’t his concern, despite
					his argument to the contrary. If he wanted to succeed, he must suppress his
					bothersome inclination to care about the welfare of others. “The schedule will
					not be compromised. Be assured, my team is giving the matter full attention. I
					will update you in one hour.”

				“I shall inform the king you are on schedule. He will be
					pleased.” The High Chairman’s voice remained even, betraying nothing. A fine
					example of leadership One strived to emulate.

				One nodded and tapped the screen to
					end the transmission, then lifted his head as the screen went black. A burst of
					pleasure warmed him, but he snuffed it. The High Chairman’s admonishment lay
					fresh in his mind. Professionalism only, especially now. One planned to be the youngest worker ever to be appointed High
					Chairman of Research, just as he was currently the youngest Director of
					Acquisitions.

				He returned to the workshop where his team continued to assess
					the malfunctioning panel. The king might appear at any moment to inspect the
					docking apparatus and the Acquisition resources assigned to process the Mora
					Tuwa subjects from Earth. Everything must be in place before the king’s
					arrival.

				For centuries, the Telhada had acquired Mora Tuwa research
					subjects through various methods such as a pickup from sparsely populated areas
					of Earth or more complicated and costly remote acquisition. The quality of these
					random subjects was appalling. Most were illiterate, many exhibited signs of
					mental degradation, and all possessed inferior genetic material.

				Yet the subjects’ memories contained evidence of technological
					advances in science and engineering. Space travel. Cloning. Disease eradication.
					Where were the initiators of this progress? These were the minds needed and the
					Telhada couldn’t afford to spend limited fuel resources to continue acquiring
					deficient subjects.

				No one had ever considered providing Earth with specifications
					and permitting the humans to simply volunteer. No one until One. The king’s quest to solve the fuel crisis would finally be
					fulfilled. Without fuel, the city of Kir Barsha would come to a halt,
					threatening the way of life the Telhada had preserved for hundreds of years.
					Resources were scarce, but not exhausted. They had little time to find an
					alternative and Earth’s scientists were their last hope.

				One’s list would pave the way.
					Pride wasn’t as easily contained as pleasure and required extra effort to curb
					before he reached his workers.

				“What is the status?” Head inclined, One halted by his second-in-command.

				Two swiveled and mirrored the
					stance. When One received his promotion, Two would become One. The
					transition would be streamlined due to meticulous preparation over the last six
					months.

				“A rupture in the power circuits caused the failure,” Two said to the floor. “It will be repaired within
					minutes. Fourteen is testing the docking clamps and
					power grid in Receiving to ensure the break did not extend to that sector.”

				“Excellent.”

				“The Mora Tuwa will be well cared for upon arrival. Seven and Four have the
					final checklists and will perform a trial on the test subject procured from the
					Security Division. They will have the results to you by the end of the day.”
						Two’s shadow nodded.

				The report so pleased him, One
					spoke without censor. “You will be an exceptional addition to the Director-level
					staff. I look forward to witnessing your results.”

				His subordinate’s shadow jerked, likely in surprise. “If I am
					successful, it will be due to your exceptional leadership. I could not have
					learned under a better mentor.”

				One cut the conversation short.
					Other workers performed their duties but five meters away and he could not allow
					them to overhear such familiarity.

				He sent an update to the High Chairman and scrolled through his
					agenda, noting he’d been scheduled for his annual haircut later in the day. He
					ran a hand over his bristly hair—it had grown at
					least two centimeters since last year. How inconvenient. However, rescheduling
					might cause issues.

				Issues were to be avoided.

				Beep!

				He glanced at his handheld.

				A message from ORU, the king’s
					assistant. The king was here. In the most extraordinary event of his life, One would be granted an audience with the king of Kir
					Barsha.

				Before the message faded from his screen, he rose and strode
					out of his office to greet the king. A tingle traveled across his skin,
					accompanied by a slight tremor to his hands. A trip to Medical might be
					sensible, once his team processed the Mora Tuwa and removed them from
					Acquisitions. The king would not appreciate a Director of Acquisitions whose
					hands shook.

				Through the glass of the inclinator, he watched his team rush
					to form a straight line as he descended to the first floor. He snapped into
					place at the head of the line, noting every worker stood in perfect formation to
					receive the king.

				ORU appeared at the main entrance.
					Despite wearing the uniform of a worker, ORU exuded
					rarified authority in his role as special liaison between the king and his
					citizens. “His Majesty King Kufu the Second. All bow,” he cried.

				One bowed his head and followed the
					shadows as they passed along the walkway. ORU’s
					unadorned head came first, then four Security workers marched by with absolute
					precision. The king’s distinctive profile, with the larger nose and lips, and
					tall headdress next, then four more Security. High Priest UBA, Director of the Afterlife, with a shorter headdress and pointed
					emblems, swept by.

				Interesting. The High Priest should be preparing for The
					Festival of the Ancestors tonight, the most important of holy religious events.
					Why had he accompanied the king?

				An unrecognizable shadow slid past. He raised his head a notch
					to glimpse feminine sandaled feet, accompanied by an exotic, spiced scent.

				The queen.

				The Telhada honored his team with not one, but two esteemed
					members, an unprecedented occurrence.

				After the queen’s security passed, ORU cried, “His Majesty King Kufu is present. Account for
					yourselves.”

				One gave a slight nod. “ZXQ-One is pleased to be a
					subject of His Majesty. All hail King Kufu. May you rest with the Ancestors in
					eternity.”

				On his left, Two nodded and
					repeated the traditional greeting. Then Three, Four and the rest of One’s
					team paid respect to their king. Formalities complete, One broke ranks and approached the king. He stopped two meters away
					and went down on one knee, eyes fixed on the floor.

				“Rise.” The king’s voice carried a trace of satisfaction.

				One stood and forced himself to
					meet the king’s gaze, the highest form of respect. His muscles tensed, braced
					for the agonizing zap of a completed link.

				Nothing happened.

				Nothing should have happened—the
					Telhada did not have a brain implant and therefore had no fear of connecting via
					the eye interface. No fear of having their thoughts and secrets exposed to
					another. One allowed his muscles to unclench and air
					to flow through his lungs.

				“Your Majesty, you honor us with your presence. Please allow me
					to show you the preparations for the arrival and processing,” One said, pleased his voice remained even, and
					gestured with his palm for the king to lead.

				The king’s heavy crown dominated his appearance and banded
					fabric draped from the circlet to cover his shoulders, serving as a visual
					signifier of his exalted status. Stamped in the center of the crown at the
					highest point was the round emblem of Sohlar—the
					most revered of the Ancestors for his hand in guiding the stars and planets
					through the heavens.

				They walked toward the empty bay, Security in lockstep behind.
						One began his presentation, gesturing to the
					various areas as he explained their function to the king.

				Queen Tanith advanced to the front of the group, robes swirling
					behind her, and clutched the king’s arm. Should One
					acknowledge her or include her in the conversation? From her serene stance and
					blank expression, it appeared she merely wished to provide silent support to the
					king, as opposed to participating. But then the king flicked her hand away with
					a scowl, and she stumbled, knocking the metal headdress anchored in her long,
					dark hair askew.

				Automatically, One stepped forward
					to steady her, but caught himself and jerked his outstretched palm to his side.
					He continued speaking without hesitation but watched as the queen retreated into
					the midst of her security, face taut and etched with pain.

				Yet more divisions between the classes—freely initiating
					contact with another’s skin and freely demonstrating emotion without worry of
					repercussion.

				The High Priest noted the exchange as well, but his expression
					revealed nothing as his gaze lingered on the queen for a moment and then
					returned to the king. He’d not contributed to the inspection thus far and the
					mysterious presence of this highest-ranking citizen had yet to be explained.

				“I find great satisfaction in your results, ZXQ-One. The High Chairman
					speaks of you often.” The king smiled and gestured toward the bay. “After the
					Mora Tuwa are processed, you will be promoted to High Chairman of Research. I
					need a strong leader capable of producing results over this division.”

				One frowned to counter the smile
					fighting to bloom. No greater honor existed for someone of his low birth, and as
					an unexpected bonus, the king had personally promoted him in the presence of his
					team.

				Head bowed, One replied, “Of
					course, Your Majesty. I understand your wishes. I am pleased to accept. May I
					ask where the current High Chairman of Research will be relocated to?”

				“He is being transferred to the Security Division.” The king’s
					expression turned grim. “The High Chairman there dissatisfied me and has been
					recycled.”

				The ultimate solution to issues. Unfortunate. The former High
					Chairman of Security’s reputation for not producing results led One to believe he deserved the sentence. Citizens in
					positions of leadership did not have the option to fail. The new High Chairman
					would steer the Division down the correct path and recycled organic material
					from the former High Chairman would benefit citizens.

				Robes flowing, the king turned and inspected the harvesting
					equipment on display. “I am curious about the Mora Tuwa Earth chose to fill the
					list.”

				“Yes, Your Majesty. We are interested as well. The Mora Tuwas’
					skill with engineering has progressed significantly. We will find the knowledge
					to solve the fuel crisis among the subjects.”

				One had created the list’s
					specifications personally, though misrepresenting the purpose of the list to
					Earth’s leaders had been a requirement mandated by the king. Sacrifice for the
					greater good should be foremost in the value system of any species, even the
					lowly Mora Tuwa.

				“Do not forget our additional objective,” the king said. “The
					ability to clone Mora Tuwa will save precious resources. When I am recognized
					historically as the greatest king to ever rule Alhedis, your efforts on behalf
					of the Telhada will be mentioned as well. The Ancestors will be pleased.”

				One’s handheld beeped twice.

				“I’m humbled by your praise, Your Majesty. If you’ll excuse me,
					we have duties to perform.” One bowed to the queen,
					then the king. They turned to exit, the High Priest close behind, and One followed.

				The royal barge hovered near the entrance to the Acquisitions
					building, the driver poised at the helm. The open-topped construction allowed
					citizens to view their rulers traveling throughout the city. A footman helped
					the queen into the barge and to her seat on one of the luxurious cushions, then
					returned for the king. The High Priest and Security rode in the surrounding
					barges.

				The barges glided away and disappeared around a corner. One pivoted to stride back inside the Acquisitions
					pyramid, anticipating both the spacebarge and his promotion.

				The results of One’s invitation to
					Earth would not left to chance.

				

			

		


		
			
				​Three

				Ashley escaped Natalie’s probing gaze with a discreet
					trek to the back wall. That was the last time she’d try to help the
					underdog.

				Thankfully, instead of continuing to try and place Ashley,
					Natalie focused on the front of the room. Rhonda was blathering about protocols
					and how the heads of all their countries counted on them to foster diplomatic
					relations between the Telhada and Earth.

				Rhonda wrapped up her spiel. Finally. “And now we’ll adjourn to the pressroom.”

				The pressroom. Ashley perked up. She’d memorized mind-numbing
					paragraph after mind-numbing paragraph about her “expertise” for this single
					event.

				The list-ees trailed after Rhonda, the pecking order clear. Dr.
					Glasses first, followed by the other scientists and the Russian, who motioned to
					Ashley to fall in behind him. Evidently they considered PhDs part of the elite.
					The others followed.

				The pressroom lay off the main hall and the addition of one
					more person would have made the crush ridiculous. Flashes popped as the ten of
					them filed into the overheated box.

				Rhonda announced the last-minute replacement of Dr. Khan and
					motioned Ashley to the podium. She stepped up and smiled amidst the sudden
					explosion of flashes and conversation. Few people knew about the switch ahead of
					time—deliberately. A search of her name would reveal carefully placed
					information but Senator Blanchard hadn’t wanted to allow time for an intrepid
					reporter to do a more thorough search.

				“Dr. Jonsson!” someone in the crowd shouted. “Why do you want
					to meet aliens?”

				Her mind went blank. Not one memorized fact would address that
					question and I
					don’t wouldn’t work, either.

				Was she an actress or not, for crying out loud?

				“This invitation is about a brilliant and unprecedented
					opportunity between our species and another to unite in a learning opportunity.”
					Ashley firmed her mouth. Dr. Glasses glared at her, clearly affronted she’d
					borrowed his speech.

				When another reporter called out to one of the other
					scientists, she swallowed in relief and added able
					to
					leap
					tall
					questions
					standing
					in
					the
					way
					of
					fixing
					career
					problems to her resume.

				“Dr. Malinga,” the reporter yelled again. “A spaceship from
					another planet with a mysterious invitation appears one day, and we consent to
					send off our brightest thinkers to who knows what. Why would you agree? How can
					you be sure of the aliens’ true intentions?”

				Dr. Malinga spoke into the microphone. “That question has been
					rehashed far too many times in the six months since First Contact. I trust the
					leaders who vetted the invitation, and I am delighted to participate in this
					extraordinary opportunity. That’s all.”

				The rest of the questions and answers were lame sound bites
					with no substance.

				After an eternity, Rhonda closed the press conference and
					herded the group to the exit door. “The ship is ready for you,” she said.

				“Buck Rogers time,” Dr. Glasses said, with glee.

				Who was Buck Rogers? Instead of asking, Ashley kept her mouth
					shut as Rhonda led them out of the building, through a corridor of tight-lipped
					police officers holding back a throng of shouting people at the edge of the
					walkway and into the space shuttle hanger.

				Ashley glanced around the empty hanger. Where was the ship?

				She zeroed in on a smear hovering above the floor, like a giant
					fingerprint across a frame of film. Oh. The ship wasn’t using some magic
					invisibility technology—it was just the same colors as the background. Like one
					of those lizards that turned itself the exact shade as whatever it clung to. A
					chameleon.

				If the ship was a chameleon, what would the aliens be like?
					Lizards too? There had to be a reason Hollywood makeup artists always portrayed
					aliens as giant reptiles.

				Ashley turned to the person in line behind her, who happened to
					be Natalie. “How do you board a ship you can’t see?”

				Natalie whispered back, “I don’t know. I’m kind of new to all
					this, too.”

				“Everyone ready?” Rhonda chirped. “Good luck! We’ll see you in
					six weeks.” With a regal nod at the ship, she backed away.

				Dr. Malinga led the way, thankfully, and as soon as she neared
					the ship, a ramp descended from the underside.

				As Ashley tromped up the gangplank-style walkway into the
					underbelly of the ship, she paused and poked a finger at the ship. Awestruck,
					she did it again and ran the pad of her finger across the cool, slick surface.
					It gave a little, like reptile skin.

				She followed Natalie into the spaceship and nearly collided
					with her. The other woman stood at the edge of a stark, bare room with rounded
					walls, but no chairs, consoles, pilots—nothing.

				“Where are we supposed to go?” Natalie whispered.

				A disembodied voice floated out and surrounded them. “Proceed
					to the center of the spacebarge and await the launch sequence.” The voice
					repeated the instructions in several other languages until they all did it. The
					gangplank slowly rose, then retracted, and the hatch whirred closed with an
					ominous thud.

				Simultaneously, panels around the interior walls flipped open
					and revealed ten people-sized tubes. The clear tubes sank into the floor and the
					voice instructed them to stand in the newly created opening.

				The group glanced at Dr. Malinga, who strolled over to take a
					slot, her back against the wall. Thwonk. The tube
					snapped back into place, sealing in the doctor. She instantly relaxed, eyes
					closed, as if in a deep sleep. No prelude, no questions, and most importantly,
					no alien list-master with a death-ray gun poised to zap anyone who wasn’t
					supposed to be on board.

				One by one, the scientists and Natalie followed Dr. Malinga.
					Ashley took the last slot, next to Natalie. Ashley stuck a hand in the pocket of
					her suit jacket and closed it around her lipstick case, the good-luck charm she
					never left home without. It had been a gift from her mom and had belonged to
					Marilyn Monroe once upon a time. Ashley owed her long-suffering mom—who had
					sacrificed most of her adult life to further Ashley’s career—a complete
					turnaround. This trip was both an apology and a
					symbol.

				With luck, superior acting skills and a senator in her back
					pocket, nothing could go wrong.

				Take
					that, bad
					karma. Once the ship left Earth, she’d be one step
					closer to forgiveness for her constant screwups. All she asked was for a chance
					to break out of the downward spiral, to prove she could be hardworking and
					deliberate about her career.

				She’d already scoped out a perfect spot on the mantle for the
					Oscar.

				

			

		


		
			
				​Four

				Ashley strained to clear the cotton from her head. The
					tube snapped into the floor and cool air slapped her face. With every passing
					second, the brain haze melted a little more.

				“Move to the center,” the spaceship’s voice instructed.

				On wobbly legs, she joined the others in a bleary-eyed zombie
					promenade. Dr. Malinga, who’d been the first to go under, seemed the most
					awake.

				The gangplank whirred to the ground and Voice urged them to
					exit the ship. Wow. They must have landed on the alien planet but Ashley hadn’t
					registered flying or moving or anything. Some brilliant technology, there. How
					far from Earth was the alien planet anyway? The information hadn’t said. It
					would be nice to know if they went through some type of space wormhole or a
					stargate to get here, just for curiosity’s sake.

				She followed Sid, careful to stay in formation in case the
					aliens expected them to be lined up according to importance. Pinpricks stabbed
					her trembling legs, like when she sat Indian-style too long studying a script,
					and her palms were fell-asleep-in-the-tanning-bed dry. Flakes of skin peeled off
					her arm with a fingernail flick. Ick.

				The group emerged inside a building of some sort, like a giant
					warehouse with slanted walls. Except it was clean and bare of everything but the
					humans, yet none of their movements echoed. Large, metal doors loomed overhead,
					shut tight, but were wide enough to have accommodated the space ship.

				“It’s a pyramid,” Natalie whispered from behind her. “Look at
					the walls, how they come to a point in the center. And there’s one of those
					elevators that follows the incline of the wall.”

				Ashley craned her neck to see the elevator. Glass-enclosed
					rooms on the second floor split into two halves by the elevator mechanism. The
					whole place had a stark, modern feel, like a set for a futuristic movie, but
					incomplete, as if the prop guys hadn’t filled it yet.

				“Once I stayed at the Luxor in Vegas. It was kind of like
					this,” Natalie said under her breath, then squeaked. Ashley glanced at her
					widened eyes then followed Natalie’s line of sight.

				Aliens.

				They marched into the huge room, single file, wearing drab gray
					uniforms. At first glance, all twenty or so appeared identical, with the same
					blunt haircuts, comparable height and blank expressions. But then she noticed
					the subtle differences in their features and the color of their hair and skin
					tones. Definitely not lizards.

				“This is the welcoming party?” Freddy snorted as he moved
					closer to the front of the line. “Expected a parade at least. Confetti.
					Something.”

				Dr. Glasses gasped at the group of silent aliens and whispered
					to Dr. Malinga, “Remarkable. I didn’t anticipate humanoids—it’s eerie. I’d be
					curious to study their gene sequencing.”

				She strained to hear Dr. Malinga’s response and keep an eye on
					the freakishly similar aliens at the same time, but missed the woman’s breathy
					comment. None of the aliens moved a muscle and her pulse jumped. Why were they
					all just standing there?

				For the first time in history, two species faced each other on
					common ground, poised to discover universal truths. What did they think of her
					and humans as a whole? Were the ten of them what they expected or something
					completely different? In the back of her mind, she’d half expected this trip to
					end up like in Contact where Jodi Foster returned
					with eighteen minutes of recorded static to show for her trouble.

				At least the aliens made an appearance here.

				One of the aliens stepped from the line. “Do you speak
					English?”

				His accent was bizarre, like nothing she’d ever heard. A cross
					between an Aborigine and Shakespeare in the Park with a hint of chimpanzee. The
					other aliens didn’t twitch and stood like they’d been shot full of Prozac.

				When no one answered, the alien switched to something that
					sounded like Spanish and then an Asian tongue. Dr. Malinga cleared her throat.
					“Most of us speak English. Shall I perform the introductions?”

				“I wish you to say which specification you represent,” the
					alien corrected in Borg-flat cadence. “Your designation is not relevant.”

				Specification? Ashley glanced at
					the others and they looked confused too. Dr. Malinga took a half step back, her
					British sensibilities evidently slighted. Ashley almost gagged. Hugh had been
					like that too, always worried about propriety. He hadn’t liked it when the cover
					of Star featured grainy shots of them at what should
					have been private events, particularly if Ashley wasn’t sober...

				Pulling a device from his pocket, the alien marched up to Dr.
					Malinga, the closest of the humans, and stated, “What is your
					specification?”

				“I am Dr. Sunanda Malinga of the United Kingdom,” she said,
					with exaggerated pronunciation, and patted her chest. “I’m honored to be one of
					Earth’s chosen repre—”

				“No. Your specification. Which specification on the list are
					you?” He tapped twice on the device in his hand, comparable in size to a cell
					phone but thicker, with solid white casing. “Expert in astronautics? Expert in
					genetics?”

				“Oh. I am a Nobel Laureate in nuclear physics,” she
					amended.

				Two of the aliens peeled off the line and surrounded her. They
					hustled her off by the arms across the room, where panels flipped noiselessly,
					revealing a long hallway. The aliens disappeared through the opening, Dr.
					Malinga in tow. The panels snapped back into place and Ashley blinked. They’d
					sealed so seamlessly, she couldn’t point to where the blank wall had opened.

				“Your specification?” the alien asked Dr. Glasses.

				When he replied, “Genetics,” two more aliens led him out the
					same way.

				Ashley’s skin got pricklier. No one had unloaded their
					suitcases. What about some type of formal reception? A cocktail wouldn’t be out
					of line, preferably a double, and as a good follow-up, directions to the
					bathroom. Lipstick, if nothing else. They’d come who knew how far and the aliens
					were acting incredibly rude if anyone wanted her opinion. She was a world-class
					scientist, selected from thousands of potential candidates, and deserved some
					respect.

				She opened her mouth to ask for someone in charge when Mr.
					Alien came to Natalie and pierced her with creepy eyes.

				“Specification.”

				“Contest winner,” Natalie squeaked.

				The alien tapped on his device. “Respecify.”

				“I’m, uh, not on the list.”

				The alien’s head jerked up. Several of them gathered into a
					tight circle, their conversation hushed as they discussed whatever had gotten
					under the talker’s skin. Two aliens marched over to Natalie and hauled her away.
					Her eyes rounded with terror, but really, what would they do to her just because
					she wasn’t on the list? A scolding? She’d have to eat dinner in her room instead
					of at the table with the other guests?

				“Astronautics,” Ashley said with confidence when he got to her.
					Now she would get to see the rest of Disneyland. This area was so sterile and
					impersonal. Hopefully all aliens weren’t as boring as these few and their whole
					planet wasn’t so colorless.

				A pair of aliens bookended her and grabbed her arms. Their
					fingers bit into her flesh and she jerked away. “Hey. Try a little finesse, why
					don’t you.”

				Neither of them spoke and seized her again, tighter. She
					planted her feet, only to be pulled off of them. The aliens dragged her toward
					the hallway where everyone else had disappeared, twisting one of her ankles.
					Pins and needle erupted all the way down her foot.

				“Let go!” she demanded. “You can’t do this to me.”

				They ignored her.

				A flash from the second floor caught her attention. A uniformed
					alien watched the ground floor proceedings from behind a glass wall.

				Déjà vu, or something like a repressed memory, buzzed between
					them as she locked gazes with the alien. A shiver rippled across her back.
					Twice. Authority emanated from his rigid stance and he wore his uniform like an
					extension of his skin. If he walked onto a set, everyone would snap to attention
					in zero point four seconds—even the blasé production assistants.

				Nobody had to tell her he was the one in charge.

				Panels opened into the sterile hallway. It stretched beyond her
					sight, seamlessly, the air more stale than eight hours into a flight to Monte
					Carlo.

				The Prozac twins halted and the pause allowed her to gain her
					footing. Another panel flipped, and just as she was about to kick one of the
					aliens, they guided her inside the small, gray room. So much for the hope of any
					color. The panel closed, sealing in the three of them. More panels flipped and a
					long, white table slid out.

				Oh, now she got it. They expected her to go through some sort
					of mandatory detox routine so they didn’t exchange deadly germs. She relaxed her
					taut muscles and took a deep breath. So their cultures were different and they
					needed some lessons on how to interact with humans.

				She could teach them.

				They tapped on the devices in their hands. Every alien carried
					one, so it must be important. The whole idea here was to exchange knowledge and
					what better way than to learn their technology. “What’s that thing you’re
					tapping on?” she asked.

				Nothing. Not even a flicker to show they’d heard her. Maybe
					they didn’t speak English, but when she’d said—

				With a muted buzz, skeletal arms with metal pinchers extended
					from behind a panel and tore her clothes off. Every stitch, even the wig.
					Painfully.

				“Ow! What kind of party is this?” she demanded, rubbing a
					chaffed arm. These aliens were uncivilized. At least on the set, assistants
					scheduled nude scenes with plenty of notice. “Give me my clothes back!”

				The arm disappeared, clutching her tattered clothes. She worked
					hard to stay a size two, and even an alien had to appreciate how good she looked
					naked, but this wasn’t what she’d signed up for.

				“I’m not kidding. Give me my clothes.” She’d be happy to never
					see that drab suit again but the room was frigid and the jacket pocket held her
					lucky lipstick case. Lucky and irreplaceable.

				The aliens ignored her and dragged her to the table, then
					lifted her onto it with iron-hard hands. Clamps shot out and pinned her against
					the table.

				She was trapped.

				“Hey! Get these off me.” She flexed her chest and wiggled her
					legs but the clamps didn’t budge. The metal was cold, so cold, and burned into
					her flesh.

				What happened to the intergalactic summit between species she’d
					been promised? Earth had sent its most respected scientists to this planet and
					this was how they were treated? A lead role was so
					not worth it. The Academy could keep the Oscar. She wanted off this table, out
					of this claustrophobic room and away from this alien insanity. “I want to see
					your boss. Right now. This can’t be the welcome your leaders approved.”

				One of the aliens approached her with something in his hand. A
					long, skinny stick cased in slick, white material. Without warning, he shoved it
					up her nose. Her nose.

				Reflexively, she tried to swing her arm up to pull it out, but
					the table held her captive. The stick beeped as she started coughing.

				Erratic heartbeats pounded against her ribcage, hard enough to
					feel. Her nostril stung from being stretched and tears of panic blurred both
					eyes.

				The stick lengthened and crawled up into her sinuses,
					slithering around in her head. Aching cold engulfed her. She was trapped. Pinned
					like a seventh-grade science project. These aliens had no idea who they were
					dealing with. Obviously. This could not be
					happening.

				Tears dribbled into her hair. “What is that thing?” She choked
					on the last syllable as bile burned up her esophagus. But still, they didn’t
					speak.

				Unbearable, piercing pain stabbed at the backs of her eyes. She
					cried out and twisted against the hard restraints in uncontrolled spasms. With a
					tug, the alien removed the white stick from her nose.

				The stick disappeared, but the thing in her head stayed. It
						moved. Frigid tentacles slid around in her
					brain, worming through tissue with sickening squelches she could feel and hear
					simultaneously.

				It was alive. And it was inside her.

				Screams echoed through her head. Scraped past her raw throat.
					Her hands clawed at the clamps. The alien thing in her skull couldn’t be there.
					It couldn’t stay.

				But it was.

				Would it kill her? Carve up her brain with finely honed
					blades?

				A panel in the ceiling flipped and another skeletal arm
					descended. More? Shoving foreign stuff into her body and letting it creep around
					in her brain wasn’t enough? She shrieked as it whirred toward her.

				A probe touched her forehead, between her eyebrows.

				Click. Click-click.

				Images flashed through her head, of the pyramid at the other
					end of the hall, of the other people on the list. Schematic diagrams she’d
					copiously studied to become a scientist. Her mom, smiling, and telling Ashley
					she’d be an Academy Award nominated actress soon...

				What?

				More images flashed—faster and sharper—of reams of text from
					her papers on thermodynamics...

				Dr. Khan saying, “...equilibrate in an isolated physical system
					so as to result...”

				Senator Blanchard’s pasty white thighs... The front page of
						Star, with a spread of her passed out in a
					club... Her manager telling her she’d been replaced in Coyote
					Princess...

				All of her worst moments, and then some, flashed by like street
					signs at ninety.

				The orange couch burst into her mind. That awful orange.
					Orange, and flashes of a male leg, a male hand. Sick waves rolled through her
					stomach as the shame and humiliation gnawed through her all over again. Slick
					with sweat now, she tried to block the memories but they came back, almost as if
					pulled by an unseen force.

				Terror numbed her legs, her throat. She couldn’t swallow. Both
					eye sockets burned but no tears formed. Orange flooded through her mind,
					churning her insides. More bile crawled up her throat, nasty and bitter.

				She longed to hold her lipstick case. The hard, solid shape
					never failed to center her. Losing that last link with home broke open a torrent
					of tears.

				She was going to die here, alone. Killed in cold blood by the
					alien octopus implanted inside her skull. She would die without fixing her
					career. Die without ever falling in love, the real kind of love, like in the
					movies. What happened when you died? Did it hurt? Nothing could hurt worse than
					the shredder the aliens had set loose in her brain.

				If she died, none of her fans would know what happened.
					Disappearing into this role hadn’t saved her after all. The aliens had stripped
					away Dr. Jonsson and left Ashley V on the table. The final mistake in a long
					line of bad decisions and even worse luck.

				The already agonizing pain escalated. Images faded. New,
					foreign ones took their place. Not memories. Mechanical parts, spinning in 3-D.
					A complicated model of a machine rotated and reversed back. Formulas, but not
					ones she’d studied. Kryptonite.

				Wait, what?

				Glowing green tubes flashed again, stacked into a pyramid on a
					floating pallet. Oh, they were supposed to be stuck into the machine, on the
					underside. But how did she know that? The concept just appeared, almost as a
					memory, but she knew it was right.

				How? Why?

				Just
					stop, already.

				Whatever the aliens’ goal, they were going about it the wrong
					way. Blinding pain made it impossible to think. Ashley had plainly never given
					her mom’s migraines enough sympathy.

				Groaning, she shut her eyes, but it didn’t help. Being trapped
					on the table wasn’t nearly as bad as being trapped in her own mind. Even on an
					alien planet, she couldn’t escape her past. And she’d managed to run away to the
					one place she couldn’t escape from herself either. No escape—a punishment for
					not belonging.

				The probe clicked a couple more times. Images from her real
					memory began flashing again. Of her in costume on the set. Reading through a
					revised script. Driving, dancing, taking a shower. Other mundane things. She
					tried to think about purple cows to prove she could. The image appeared and was
					promptly swept away.

				But not by her. The octopus.

				It was almost...rifling through her brain, like its slippery
					tentacles selected and then discarded images. Every passing second, she became
					more aware of the separation between her own conscious thoughts and the foreign
					presence.

				The probe retreated into the ceiling. The pain lessened to an
					almost bearable level. Shuddering, she fixed her pupils on the closest alien.
					“Let me go.”

				Great, racking coughs followed her terse command, grinding her
					ribs against the restraints. This alien planet was destroying her skin, and
					David Renner would have a conniption when he saw the condition of his lead
					actress. How long would it take for the bruises to fade? No makeup artist in the
					world could cover all of them.

				The alien’s mouth stretched into a thin, unhappy line as he
					consulted the thingamajig in his hand. He loomed over her and his breath
					whooshed across her face, warm and icky. Mating ritual? Dining ritual? She spit
					at him, but missed. What she wouldn’t give for a tire iron to smash in his alien
					head.

				How dare he shove a jacked-up corkscrew into her nose and slice
					up her brain like an amuse-bouche? Or put weird alien formulas in her mind. Or
					whatever they’d done. Her memories belonged to her,
					and only by not thinking about all the bad stuff in there could she get through
					the day.

				The cosmos had conspired to teach her a lesson and she got
					it—she could run a kajillion miles but she could never truly be rid of the past,
					no matter what, because the ugliness lived deep inside and was a part of
					her.

				The alien tapped some more on his device and spoke in a low
					voice to the other one in an unrecognizable language. More tapping. The clamps
					holding her hostage vanished.

				Now was her chance. Someone around here was going to pay for
					this. She poised to spring up, desperate to escape her captors. With or without
					clothes.

				Her vision went black.

				

			

		


		
			
				​Five

				From the sanctuary of his office, One frowned over the reports streaming in from the various teams.
					Little of it satisfied him. He tapped through the text and ignored the
					escalating thump of his heart.

				Not one team had produced results. The team processing the
					expert in theology noted experiencing a rare issue with the implantation. He’d
					never seen it happen during his tenure but a predecessor had documented a
					similar incident where the implant fused incorrectly due to the Mora Tuwa’s
					enlarged corpus callosum.

				One bit back an unprofessional
					word. The king would not be pleased to hear they’d lost a subject before
					harvesting the anticipated knowledge, especially on the heels of the first
					issue. A subject had been unspecified, therefore useless, and he’d been
					obligated to send ORU an explanation—they’d only
					received one expert in genetics. One had granted
					approval to send the subject to recycling.

				He preferred dealing with the king’s assistant when reporting
					success. The reverse was not pleasant.

				Another report came online. Excellent. The expert in
					astronautical engineering was critical to solving the fuel crisis, preferably by
					illuminating an alternative source.

				He scrolled through the report but the team’s conclusions made
					no sense. One of the Mora Tuwa pretended to be a specified expert but actually
					knew little about Earth’s spaceships. How had this happened? And why?

				He must attend the processing session for this false subject so
					he could ascertain the full extent of the problem. His team had perhaps misread
					the knowledge harvester’s diagnostic feedback, and he would not accept their
					mistake as fact. Couldn’t accept it. As he strode to the inclinator, a beep
					halted him in his tracks.

				A message from ORU scrolled onto
					the screen of his handheld: ZXQ-One will
					appear
					before
					his
					Highness
					King
					Kufu
					to
					explain
					the
					issues
					with
					the
					Mora
					Tuwa.

				One expelled a pent-up breath and
					responded, almost dropping the handheld as his palms grew slick midway through a
					word. So, then. Instead of the hour of his triumph, it would be the hour of his
					demise. The Mora Tuwa shouldn’t have been allowed to fulfill the specifications
					themselves. He would pay for the mistake of placing his professional reputation
					into the hands of a substandard species.

				Scrubbing a hand through his shorter hair, One exited the Acquisitions building and walked to the closest
					transportation center. The king likely did not intend to listen to One’s poor excuses for the issues. A painful tightness
					in his abdomen compelled him to run test dialogue through his head regardless.
					He rehearsed it over and over during the ten-minute walk as if the proper speech
					might alter the facts.

				He’d failed.

				The train station near the Acquisitions pyramid was devoid of
					workers, and with nothing to impede his progress to the center of Kir Barsha,
					the ride ended much too quickly.

				He paused at the entrance to the lift so the scanner could
					process
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