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Prologue

 


Far away in the distant galaxy of
Oridian, light from the five moons of the planet Zura shone through
the window of a small, bare room high in the Zalian mountains. The
moonlight glinted off the balding pate of an aging seer seated at a
low table, his eyes closed.

Across the room a man and a woman stood
waiting for the old man to emerge from his trance to begin the
ordained foretelling. Only the boy showed signs of impatience,
twisting his fingers and shifting his weight from foot to foot.
Each time a stern look from his father stilled his motions.

Finally the seer began to breathe more
rapidly. His eyes fluttered open once, twice, then the black orbs
widened and fixed on the three dark crystals spread in a triangle
before him. The crystals glowed with amber light, a light that
flared and sparked and died only to flare again, casting eerie
shadows around the room and across the faces of the watchers. After
the wildly changing dance of light, they settled into a steady
golden glow.

Only then did the seer speak, his eyes
focused on the crystals, their reflection shining in his pupils.
“The light is clear and strong for you, O Barak of Zalia, son of
Royl and Vzaro, a sign of the strength and clarity of your
destiny,” he intoned. “You must begin to train now, at both the
military and language academies, because you are destined to be the
supreme commander of the joint counter-insurgency forces employed
against the south.”

The light of the crystals flared
downward and the seer fell silent. Royl nodded solemnly to his wife
Vzaro. Given the circumstances, their youngest son’s destiny was
better than they had dared hope.

Royl glanced at Barak. He noted the
grin the boy could not suppress. For once Royl did not chastise his
son for the inappropriate show of emotion.

Suddenly the crystals flared again,
this time with a strangely cool blue flame that seemed to leap
towards the ceiling of the small room. Royl noted the minute change
of expression on the seer’s face, and a sliver of fear pierced his
calm.

The seer spoke once more. “Barak will
find success in his ordained career, and shall live a long and
healthy life. He will find his mate on . . .”

~

The seer faltered, his gaze flickering
to the boy then back to the flaring crystals. “He will find his
mate on the third planet of the star known as Sun, a place called
Earth. Her name is Alina Kazimiera Stanislawski.”

Royl clamped his lips together to keep
the groan of dismay from escaping. Though Vzaro made no sound, he
could see the horror in her eyes.

He glanced at the boy again. Barak
continued to watch the flaring crystals with fascination. He alone
seemed unaware of the dreadful import of the seer’s last words.

“He will find his mate
on the third planet of the star known as Sun, a place called Earth.
Her name is Alina Kazimiera Stanislawski.”

 



Chapter 1

 


Squelching a shudder, Allie
Stanislawski dug her fingers into the quivering grey gunk in the
small jar. She grimaced, then began smearing the beauty preparation
over her face. She had trouble believing this stuff would actually
perform the wonders the ads proclaimed, but at forty dollars for
four ounces, it had better do something

She smoothed the clay across her cheeks
and over her chin and forehead, avoiding her eyes and mouth. “Not
that it matters, anyway,” she muttered, glaring at the mud-covered
apparition in her bathroom mirror. After dumping Cody last week,
she was swearing off men, forever. Particularly the tall, dark
exciting ones who thought love was some kind of recreational sport
involving a cast of hundreds.

Allie swallowed and blinked back the
tears she refused to let get the better of her. Sniffing, she
smoothed the last bit of the clay mask under her chin, then
adjusted the lime-green towel covering her wet hair. The towel
clashed with the baby blue terry housecoat wrapped around her, but
who was here to see it besides Sharkey?

She smiled woefully at the runt cat
fighting with the fluffy, raccoon-shaped slipper encasing her left
foot. She’d picked Sharkey up from the pound at the beginning of
June. Now, only ten days later—and unlike a man—he loved her
faithfully. Or at least as long as she fed him.

The doorbell chimed just as she bent
over to disentangle the little gray cat from her slipper.
Grumbling, she straightened, and glanced at her watch on the
counter. It was nine thirty, late for callers on a week night. She
certainly wasn’t expecting anyone. Not dressed like this. Worse,
how had that someone got in without buzzing her from the lobby? The
west side of Chicago wasn’t exactly danger city, but what good was
a security system if it didn’t keep people out?

Still grumbling, Allie shook Sharkey
off her foot and clumped over to the door of the huge, bare
apartment in a renovated warehouse she’d moved into only two weeks
earlier. Light from a street lamp that had just snapped on in the
waning of the mid-June twilight streamed through the bank of
windows along one wall, casting long shadows in the darkened
room.

Allie made a face, then knelt down to
peer through the peephole. Had the last tenant been confined to a
wheelchair? The waist level installation certainly made trying to
view callers a nuisance.

The mud above her eyebrow cracked and
pieces fell onto her eyelashes as she squinted through the tiny
hole. She blinked and brushed at her eye, then focused again. Damn!
She couldn’t be certain, but it appeared she was looking at a pair
of legs covered in dark denim. She strained to look downwards, but
was unable to see beyond another few inches. She scrunched down
lower and looked upwards.

Her gaze locked on a higher portion of
the caller, then started to focus. More denim, and a stitched fly
pulled tightly over a bulge that . . .

Allie snapped upright, her face burning
under the drying mud. Either a dwarf had lived here before or
someone with a perverted approach to identifying callers.

The doorbell chimed again.

“All right, all
right,” muttered Allie. She undid the lock and the deadbolt, then
slipped open the door as far as the chain would allow.

She looked up—up into the most hypnotic
male eyes she’d ever seen. Eyes that glowed like molten lead, their
silvery light repeated in the strange streaks in the man’s
collar-length hair. Eyes that burned into her an unshakable
impression of strength, danger and excitement, an impression that
caught the breath in her throat and sent a shiver down her
spine.

For an excruciatingly long moment she
seemed unable to do anything but stare into those eyes. Her heart
thundered in her chest; her lips parted but no sound came out.

Slowly an awareness of the man to whom
the eyes belonged penetrated her consciousness. And what a man! He
towered above her five foot four inches, a vision of dark
masculinity filling the hallway. But in the dim lighting, she was
unable to focus on much beyond his build and his compelling
eyes.

Allie tried to drag her eyes away, but
could not. She cleared her throat, but couldn’t formulate a
coherent thought, much less a word, for the thrum of excitement
building in her veins.

“Perhaps I have made a
mistake. I was looking for Alina Kazimiera
Stanislawski.”

The deep, calm voice flowed over Allie
like honey on bread—heavy, and sweet, and alluring. Until she noted
the growing chill in the metallic eyes.

With a jolt, the spell seizing her
senses broke. “Oh, ah, yes. I mean no,” Allie stammered. She
remembered the mud on her face, the lime green towel, the slippers.
Oh no, not the slippers! She tried to compose herself, wishing all
the time she could disappear off the face of the earth.

“Uh, no, you haven’t
made a mistake.”

The male god frowned. The metallic eyes
cooled to icy silver. “Then you are Alina Kazimiera
Stanislawski?”

“Yes.” In the face of
his disapproval, Allie’s embarrassment turned to irritation.
“Allie,” she added a trifle belligerently.

The stranger stared at her, his gaze
growing cooler still. After a moment he appeared to have reached a
reluctant conclusion. He straightened.

“Well then, Alina
Kazimiera Stanislawski, I will introduce myself.” He paused, his
eyes glowing again with a strange silver intensity. “I am Barak of
Zura, a planet in the Oridian galaxy far from your Milky
Way.”

He cleared his throat and raised his
chin, but his gaze never left her face. “I have come for you,
Alina. You are my destiny.”

Allie fought the hypnotic pull of his
gaze. “You have come for me . . .” she repeated.

“What?” She snapped
upright as the meaning of the man’s words flashed across her brain.
Open-mouthed she stared at him. And to think she’d thought . .
.

“Oh, give me a break,”
she sputtered. She slammed the door, locked it and rammed the
deadbolt in place. She backed away from the door, appalled to
realize her heart was racing and she was shaking all over. From
shock, from fear, from anger—she wasn’t sure which. She kept
backing up until her legs hit the couch against the opposite wall.
She sat down, scooping Sharkey to her chest, and stroking him
despite his struggles.

She waited one minute, two minutes,
three minutes, all the time forcing herself to take deep, calming
breaths. Finally, still holding Sharkey, she rose and crept to the
door. Careful not to make any noise, she knelt before the peephole
and looked out.

She sighed. Her knees wobbled beneath
her. He was gone. Thank God, he was gone.

~

I’m telling you Kate, you should have
seen this guy.”

Allie deposited her
mug of coffee on the only empty space on her newspaper-strewn desk.
She turned to her co-worker and best friend at The Streeter, a tabloid upstart that
had been fighting for attention for the past two years against the
formidable likes of the Chicago
Sun-Times and The
Tribune.

“He was a hunk, an
absolutely incredible hunk.” She rolled her eyes, then shook her
head. Despite herself she shivered. “But a lunatic. I mean he
actually said—can you believe it—he said he was from another planet
and that I was his destiny.”

Kate grinned and ran one hand through
her short, plum-colored hair. “From anyone else, no. But from you?
What is it about you that attracts the weirdos? Like that guy last
month who wanted you to help him prove the decimal point was the
cause of all America’s money woes? Or that woman who just knew she
was a reincarnation of Queen Victoria? Not only that, but you
attract all the sexiest guys, too.”

“I don’t want to talk
about attractive men,” Allie warned. “And don’t even think of
mentioning the name Cody Walker to me. Or any other man’s name,
either.”

She tossed back her hair in an attempt
to toss off the hurt and humiliation that started to well in her at
the mere mention of Cody. Grimly she picked up her coffee. “I’ve
had it with men. From now on I’m concentrating on work. I may have
only been a columnist for six weeks, but I’m going to make Street
Beat the best human interest column in the whole city. You’ll
see.”

She raised the mug to her lips. Out of
the corner of her eye she noticed the city editor Nate Williams
making a beeline for her desk. Her gaze drifted to an unfamiliar
man at his side—and froze.

Her throat seized up. She couldn’t
swallow. She choked on the mouthful of coffee and began coughing
violently.

Kate grabbed the cup from her and
pounded her back. Nate raced the last few steps and joined Kate in
slapping Allie’s back.

“Are you all right,
Allie?” Nate demanded between slaps. “I’d hate for my newest
columnist to choke to death first thing in the morning.”

“Th . . . thanks,”
sputtered Allie, as she escaped the helping hands. “You’re all
heart. Now stop smacking me before you beat me to
death.”

“Ah, that’s my Allie.”
The gray-haired and roly-poly city editor beamed at her and then
Kate. “I’d like you girls to meet the new photographer I just hired
to replace George.” He stepped back and nodded to the man who
loomed behind him. The man the mere sight of whom had made Allie
think her heart was going to stop. “Erik, come here.”

Almost afraid to look again, Allie
slowly swiveled in the stranger’s direction. She raised her eyes,
steeling herself for the shock that had erupted with her first
glimpse of him. A glimpse that had registered the same impression
of strength, danger and excitement she’d seen in the lunatic
stranger at her door last night.

She swallowed and forced herself to
look again. This time her gaze was slow and deliberate, starting at
the top of his six-foot-two inches. Without question, he had the
same height, the same thrilling build, the same dark hair. But, she
noted, the streaks in his collar-length hair were blond, not
silver. His eyes were gray, not the molten lead that had glowed at
her so strangely from a shadowed face in the dim hallway. For the
first time she saw his broad Slavic cheekbones, square jaw, strong
nose and generous mouth. Her mind assessed and concluded that the
man was definitely good-looking.

But not the god who’d sent her pulse
racing and her insides melting last night. Not the sexy stranger
who had terrified her with his crazy statement.

“Allie, Kate, I’d like
you to meet Erik Berenger, our new photographer. He starts today.
He’s been working in Australia, in Sydney and Melbourne, for the
last five years. He just got back to the States a couple of weeks
ago.”

Erik inclined his dark head first to
Kate, then to Allie. She forced her lips into a welcoming smile. As
his eyes met hers, she noted neither the glimmer of a smile nor the
slightest flicker of recognition. It couldn’t possibly be the
lunatic from last night, she thought, but the realization did not
generate a feeling of relief.

Nate, looking more elfin than ever
beside the towering Erik, cleared his throat. “I’m sure you ladies
will both be working with Erik over the next few days. He’s new to
the Chicago area, so I want you to be nice to him.”

A pained expression flashed across
Nate’s face. “Not that nice, Kate!” he scolded.

Allie bit her lip to keep from
laughing. She hadn’t missed the bold leer Kate, always appreciative
of male beauty, had directed at Erik, a leer that Nate’s scolding
had done nothing to lessen.

Nate mumbled something about lack of
respect. Allie glanced at Kate. From her twitching lips it was
evident she was having trouble suppressing her laughter too. If
they could just keep from exploding until the well-meaning but
fatherly Nate was out of earshot.

“And now, if you’ll
excuse us, I haven’t got all day to make the rounds. C’mon
Erik.”

Nate turned, then veered back. “Oh
Allie. By the way, have you seen Cody this morning?”

“No.” The laughter
bubbling inside Allie died. She stiffened. “Why would
I?”

“I just thought—”
Nate’s round face reddened with awareness of the relationship he’d
just implied, a relationship that even he had to know from newsroom
gossip had ended. He started again. “It’s just he hasn’t come in
yet. And it’s not like him to be late, or not to phone if he can’t
make it.”

“Well, I haven’t seen
him.” Allie noted the worry in Nate’s voice, but her wounds were
too fresh to respond in any other way. And pride prevented her from
adding, “Maybe you should ask Jane in Circulation. Or Tiffany in
Advertising.”

Masking her hurt with anger, she glared
at Nate. He turned away, sighing. She noticed Erik staring at her,
his face impassive, his eyes cool.

She glared at him too, until he turned
and followed Nate. The new photographer might not be the lunatic
from last night, but he was a man, wasn’t he? she thought.

Good enough reason to let him know she
wasn’t interested, right from the start. Not now, not ever.

 


During his extended tour of The Chicago
Streeter’s newsroom, Erik displayed polite interest as he committed
to memory the names, faces and details Nate introduced. But his
thoughts kept returning to the petite woman across the room, the
woman called Alina Kazimiera Stanislawski, or Allie as she had
insisted last night.

He suppressed a grimace. He’d told
himself it didn’t matter. Still, he’d been relieved this morning to
see that under the blue/gray face paint, the green and blue towels
and the furred animals on her feet, was the attractive woman whose
image he’d seen in the visual files prepared for him by
Intergalactic Research. If anything, the images hadn’t done justice
to her small but pert figure, her golden complexion and
sun-streaked auburn hair, the almond-shaped green eyes.

More importantly, the research had
failed to prepare him for the shock of coming face to face with the
strong human emotions he’d heard about but never before seen. Open
curiosity, suspicion and anger had burned in the woman’s eyes and
across her expressive face, along with an unmistakable flash of
desire—desire for him. Was it the naked emotions or his shocked
response that had disturbed him most? he wondered.

He frowned, then checked himself. He
glanced at Nate to see if the city editor had caught his temporary
lapse of attention. He couldn’t afford to blow it now. So far
Intergalactic Research appeared to have done a good job—no one had
questioned his credentials, his story, his identity.

Thank the crystals that he hadn’t given
himself away completely last night with his foolish attempt at
being direct. Despite urgings from his advisers that he simply
kidnap the woman and be done with it, he had hoped that his
destined mate would be intelligent enough to understand the facts
and accept her fate. He had naively hoped to avoid a long campaign
to win her acceptance.

But no. He had underestimated the huge
gap in knowledge between the faraway planet of Zura and Earth, as
well as the human shock in the face of an alien encounter. It was a
mistake he would not, and could not, make again. Not if he hoped to
avoid the emotional and mental destruction his grandfather had
wreaked some fifty years earlier while fulfilling his destiny.

But could he do it? He had a maximum of
two months before the Idlanta III, now orbiting the Earth behind
the moon, departed for Zura and his homeland. Two months to
convince the Earthling to willingly forsake her home for the
superior Zalia, his native country in the northern hemisphere of
Zura. Two months to convince her their fates had been irrevocably
entwined since the day so long ago when he had learned of his
destiny. Two months to overcome her resistance and convince her to
accompany him back to Zura as his mate.

Two months, he thought, his mouth
tightening and his eyes narrowing. Two months to succeed and
finally win full acceptance. Or to fail and face shame,
belittlement, and ultimately death.

Nate paused in his ramblings and Erik
glanced across the room, to the untidy desk where his destiny sat,
a telephone receiver cradled between her shoulder and her ear as
her fingers raced across the keyboard of her computer.

A glimmer of feeling rippled through
him. For a second he grappled with it, unable to identify it or to
understand the uneasiness it provoked.

Then, with a shake of his head and a
sense of relief, he seized on the only logical answer. What else
could it be but the lure of the chase, the challenge of the hunt
that was sending a spurt of adrenaline through him, preparing him
for the battle ahead? He had experienced this so-called feeling
only once before, on the eve of a mission to the south of Zura to
ferret out the information Zalia needed to defeat the rebels. A
mission which, he remembered, had concluded successfully.

With hooded eyes, he continued to watch
his destined prey, measuring and cataloguing her physical
properties and actions. Properties he had decided in the last few
minutes were more than satisfactory.

Maybe he was going to enjoy the
challenge posed by his destiny after all.

 



Chapter 2

 


“Are you sure you’ve
taken enough pictures?”

The new photographer nodded,
maintaining the silence that had annoyed Allie more with each
passing minute since they’d left the newsroom an hour and a half
ago. If Erik was playing the strong, silent type, she thought, he
was taking it too far.

Allie frowned, but the expression on
Erik’s broad, handsome face remained calm and unreadable. The
camera dangled from one of his large hands. Short of ordering him
to take more photos of Maggie and Sarah Rankin—an action not
usually necessary with an experienced photographer—there wasn’t
much she could do. She’d just have to wait to see what he
produced.

Allie checked her
irritation and turned to the young blonde woman she had just spent
the last hour interviewing. “Thank you,” she said, extending her
hand. “I really appreciate your willingness to share your story
with the readers of The
Streeter. Your perseverance is
inspiring.”

Allie smiled warmly. She meant every
word. It was a great story. Maggie Rankin had spent the last year
single-handedly tracking down the ex-husband who had snatched her
daughter and disappeared. Her efforts had paid off three weeks ago
when her ex-husband had been arrested and she and her five-year-old
daughter were reunited. Allie had been moved by the woman’s
tenacity, her love and her faith, and her ability to forgive.

In those circumstances, Allie wondered,
would she be strong enough to do the same? The woman was inspiring,
and she wanted readers to be aware of such perseverance in their
midst.

Besides, she thought
as she stowed her notepad and pen in her large shoulder bag, it was
the kind of underdog story readers loved. Though she’d been
with The Streeter since it began two years earlier, she’d been a columnist for
only six weeks—quite a coup for a twenty-five-year-old. To be
successful, she needed to make a splash, and she was counting on
this story to do it—and boost The
Streeter’s circulation.

She just hoped Erik had caught the
woman’s spirit in the few shots he had taken. But she doubted it.
She’d never seen a photographer so uninvolved in a shoot. He could
have been in another galaxy, for all the interest he’d shown. She
should have demanded he take more photos, she thought morosely.

Allie said her good-byes and left the
tiny apartment in a lowrise not far from where she lived near the
north branch of the Chicago River. As she traipsed down the
uncarpeted stairs to the plain lobby and the street, she heard Erik
behind her, a looming presence that not only annoyed her but
distracted her with his silence and inescapable maleness. Because
whatever else Erik might be, you only had to look at him to know
that he was all man. She sniffed disdainfully.

Out on the street she located the
bronze-colored Honda Civic that she had sandwiched between a
battered pickup and a rusted-out Chevy. She unlocked the passenger
door, then proceeded around to the driver’s side.

Inside, she glanced at Erik as she
turned the key in the ignition. Scrunched into the small space, his
knees forced close to his chest, he seemed larger than ever—and
impossible to ignore.

She rolled her eyes. “You can let the
seat back, you know. The handle’s under the seat.” She didn’t try
to hide her irritation.

Silently he released the seat and his
long legs unfolded into the increased space.

Allie glanced into the side mirror,
then pulled away from the curb. She felt her agitation rising. What
was it about Erik, about everything he did or didn’t do, that
raised her tension level? Not only had an annoying, low-grade
humming sound settled into her head since Nate had brought him over
after the introductions this morning and said he was to accompany
her on this story, but she felt inexplicably edgy. And it wasn’t
Erik’s similarity to the lunatic who’d appeared at her door last
night; she’d already discounted that. Nor was it just a bad
mood.

“Why do you drive this
car?”

The question surprised Allie so much
after ninety minutes of unremitting silence that she almost rammed
into the car stopped at the red light before them.

She jammed on the brakes. “Well,
whaddya know. The man not only breathes and walks, he speaks too,”
she muttered. She glanced at Erik; he acted as if he hadn’t
heard.

She sighed. “What do you mean, why do I
drive this car?”

Eric turned his steady gray eyes on
Allie, the same eyes she knew had rarely left her the whole time
she’d been interviewing Maggie Rankin and her daughter. The eyes
that had watched with an eerie concentration that both puzzled and
unsettled her.

“Why don’t you drive a
bigger car, one with more power?”

The voice washed over Allie, its
unaccented firmness disturbing her. It reminded her of something,
or someone. She laughed nervously. “This is what I can afford.
Besides, I’m a columnist, not a race car driver. I just need
something that will get me around.”

“It’s not
safe.”

The light changed. Allie accelerated,
then glanced at Erik. What an odd thing for someone who was
basically a stranger to say. Especially a man she’d bet her pay
check was not only under thirty-five, but unencumbered by anything
resembling a wife or children. He sounded like her late Tata and
Mama, or her older sister. They’d have liked her to drive a
Cadillac or a Lincoln. Or even better, an armored tank.

She shook her head. “Safe? No car is
all that safe. The trick is not to get into an accident, period.”
She remembered that Nate had said Erik intended to lease a car. “So
what kind of car are you getting?”

“A Jaguar.”

Allie laughed again to cover the
bitterness rising in her throat. Cody drove a Corvette. Was a
sleek, expensive car some kind of symbol of fast, devil-may-care
men? Men who lied and cheated? Men who didn’t care whom they hurt,
or how often? Somehow they always seemed to be able to afford an
expensive set of wheels.

“A Jag?” she said,
unable to keep the sarcasm from her voice. “Why aren’t I surprised?
I guess that’s all part of the image, the cool, sexy photographer
and his—”

The car phone’s sharp ring cut her off.
She picked it up, then switched it to the speaker phone. Nate’s
gravely voice filled the interior of the car. “Is that you,
Allie?”

“No, Nate, it’s
someone else driving around in my car. What do you
want?”

“Uh, Allie, I know
this is a bit out of your way, but I’d like you to stop in at
Cody’s on the way back to the office. He still isn’t in, and he’s
not answering the phone either.”

Flooded by bitter memories, Allie
didn’t respond. She couldn’t. Static filled the air.

“Allie? Allie, I know
you’re there. And I’m sorry to have to ask you this. I know, well,
I know about you and Cody. I know the engagement’s off. But you’re
the only one I know who’s got a key to his apartment. And I really
am starting to worry. Maybe he’s really sick. Maybe he’s had an
accident. You know it’s not like him to just not show
up.”

Allie remained silent, fighting back
the hurt and humiliation spawned by the far too fresh memory of the
last time she’d walked in on Cody unannounced. She didn’t want to
set foot in his apartment ever again.

Finally, aware that Nate was waiting,
she swallowed and forced out an answer. “Oh, all right. I can
probably get there in about fifteen minutes.”

“Atta girl. I knew
you’d do it. You and Erik head over there now. I don’t have any
other assignments for Erik today anyway.”

Allie ended the call, then turned right
at the first cross street. She gritted her teeth, forcing aside her
reluctance. Maybe Nate was right. Maybe Cody was too sick to answer
the phone.

“It won’t kill me to
check on him,” she mumbled.

“Pardon?” Erik looked
at her quizzically.

Allie grimaced. For a moment, wrapped
up in her own misery, she’d forgotten he was there.

She sighed. “Well, at least our little
search and rescue mission will give you a chance to see the ritzier
side of Chicago, Erik. We should be in the Gold Coast area in a few
minutes.”

~

Allie yanked the Honda to a screeching
halt in a No Parking zone directly in front of a grand, three-story
mansion on a street just off North Astor. Erik hadn’t paid much
attention to Earth architecture since his arrival, but the
well-kept building and its gracious neighbors appeared to be
remnants of an older era.

“Cody lives here?” he
asked, unable to completely suppress his admiration. As a result of
pollution and intermittent wars, most edifices in his native Zalia
and indeed, in the whole of Zura, were built underground. Any
above-ground buildings were low, mud-colored, and without windows.
As they should be, he reminded himself.

“Oh, not the whole
thing.” Allie turned off the ignition. She took a deep breath, as
if she were trying to calm herself. “He’s got money, but not that
much. A lot of these old buildings were renovated and partitioned
into high-priced condos a few years ago. Cody’s got one on the top
floor.”

Allie opened the door, her expression a
mask of unconcern. “I’ll just zip in and be back in a minute. You
wait here.”

“No.” Erik slipped out
his side and faced her over the top of the car. He had observed her
distress over Nate’s request she check on Cody. He was curious
about the reasons for it, as well as her present forced air of
unconcern. Besides, he needed to keep her with him, to observe her
while he formulated a strategy to convince her she belonged with
him. That was all, he told himself, even as his gaze dipped to the
shadowed cleft between her breasts revealed by the mint-colored
vest she wore over a matching knit skirt.

Allie made a face, then shrugged. “Suit
yourself.”

Abruptly she turned and strode through
the wrought iron arbor guarding the entrance to the lawn and the
house. Erik’s gaze followed the smooth curve of her hips under the
skirt, the slim legs obviously used to a workout. He liked the
confident way she walked, all of it tied together with an enticing
feminine sway he’d never given much thought to before.

The observation, and an unexpected
surge of pleasure, gave him pause. Until now, he had regarded this
aspect of his destiny as an inescapable duty, something that must
be done regardless of his wishes. An achievement that would assure
his place within the Zalian elite once and for all. The possibility
that he might actually derive some physical pleasure from it was a
novel, and not unappealing, idea.

He hurried after her, catching up in
time to wrest the heavy leaded glass door from her grasp. She
ignored him and proceeded to a small directory panel protected by
Plexiglas. She punched a button and waited.

“Cody?” Her voice
cracked. She frowned and cleared her throat. “Are you there? Cody?”
When only silence met her question, she jabbed the button again.
“Cody, if you’re there, it’s Allie. Just in case you’ve got someone
or something to hide, I’ll give you a warning. I’ll be up in thirty
seconds.”

With one of the keys on her chain, she
opened the glass door into a gleaming lobby. She walked through it
without a second glance, ignoring the elevators and heading for an
imposing oak staircase. “It’s faster,” she said, not bothering to
look back at Erik. “You can take the elevator if you want.”

Erik caught up with her in several
strides, and kept abreast as she raced up the stairs. When she
reached the richly-carpeted hallway of the top floor, she proceeded
to the closest of two doors. The staccato rap of her knuckles broke
the silence. “Cody? Cody?”

She fumbled till she found the right
key. “What a waste of time,” she grumbled. She stuck the key in the
lock, turned it and flung the door open.

Erik followed her into the room, then
stopped abruptly. Every available surface in the large, sunny room
was littered with discarded clothes, newspapers, books, dirty
dishes and half-full ashtrays. Two black leather couches were
strung with clothing and books that spilled over onto the golden
hardwood floor and dribbled towards a kitchenette. The room, which
under normal circumstances might have been inviting, smelled of
smoke, flat beer and spoiling food.

Instinctually, Erik recoiled. The mess
offended his strong Zalian sense of order and undermined any
respect he might have held for Cody.

Allie, however, didn’t give the mess a
second glance. She picked her way around the books and the papers
towards one of two doors on the far walls. She was almost there
when she stopped and detoured to a glass coffee table whose top was
obscured with books and dishes.

She retrieved two crystal glasses, one
still half full. Deliberately she held the empty one up to the
light. The color drained from her face and her features seemed to
crumple in pain.

Erik glanced from Allie to the glass.
Even from several feet away he could see the rich, mauve lipstick
marks on the edge of the glass.

Suddenly a vivid image of the memory
flooding Allie’s mind flashed into his head. It took him aback; he
winced with surprise. For one brief but painfully clear moment he
saw what she saw, felt what she felt. Her giddy pleasure as she
quietly opened her fiance’s door in preparation for a surprise
visit. The jolt of shock when her gaze struck Cody and an
attractive brunette, half-dressed and tangled together on the
couch. The hurt and betrayal in the fleeting moment before she
turned and fled.

Erik shook his head to dispel the
intense images, and the incredible human emotions assaulting him,
setting him off balance, and filling him with a sense of sympathy
he’d never experienced before. By Zalian standards, his telepathic
powers were weak and rarely worked without intense concentration on
his part. Why had they suddenly focused so sharply on Allie?

He looked back at Allie in time to see
the tears filling her eyes. She blinked hard and bit her lip, the
two glasses suspended shakily in her hands.

The tears disturbed Erik even more than
the quickly fading images. Where had he seen that kind of sadness
before? No one cried on Zura, and certainly not in Zalia. No one
that is, except . . .”

He crushed the thought, and the
uncertainty it always provoked. All his life he’d had to fight
doubt, a weakness he suspected resulted from his mixed parentage.
But now was not the time for doubts. There was only room for
single-minded concentration on achieving every aspect of the
destiny foretold for him at age twelve. It was destiny or disaster.
The choice was clear.

He watched as Allie replaced the
glasses, tears now under control. She straightened and continued to
the far door. She opened it and looked in.

With a few steps, Erik reached her
side. He stood close enough to smell the alluring, fresh scent that
wafted from her pulse and tangled in her reddish-gold locks. Close
enough to see that she was trembling.

“He’s not here,” he
said. For reasons he did not understand, he wanted to stem her
distress. But, he realized, he didn’t have a clue how to go about
it. Mutely he reached for her.

“I can see that,” she
snapped, stepping away before he could touch her.

“What a mess,” she
muttered as she stepped into the bedroom. Erik had to agree as he
surveyed the unmade bed, the piles of crushed bedding, the glasses,
ashtrays and crumb-covered plates littering the room.

Allie snatched a T-shirt from the floor
and tossed it onto the bed. As she straightened, he caught the
glitter of tears in her eyes once more. He clenched and unclenched
his fists, then stopped with a shock.

Had he just had the distinctly
non-Zalian desire to strangle this Cody character? To avenge what
he’d gleaned from the city editor and from his limited knowledge of
Earth social customs had been despicable treatment of Allie? The
man might be a top-flight investigative reporter, but his personal
behavior lacked the integrity Erik considered essential.

Erik shuddered and pulled himself
tightly in check. He couldn’t let Earth’s emotional climate affect
him. He might be compelled to marry an Earthling; he might
occasionally be forced to feel what she felt; but it didn’t mean he
had to become one. He had struggled too hard to live up to his
Zalian heritage.

He averted his gaze from Allie’s
stricken face and cleared his throat. “C’mon, let’s go. There’s no
point staying here.”

Allie sniffed, then shook her head. “In
a minute. I’d better check the closet and his dresser. See if his
laptop computer is here, his watch, maybe his loafers. I know Cody.
He’d never go away for any length of time without his laptop.”

She slid open the double closet door.
The laptop was there, open but turned off, and sitting on a shelf
that looked as if it doubled as a desk. Her gaze fell to the floor
and a half dozen pairs of shoes, carefully lined up in neat
contrast to the rest of the room.

She shut the door, then knelt to look
under the bed. When she stood up again, the tears had been banished
from her eyes. “Well, wherever he is, he’s wearing his loafers,”
she said. Her gaze fell to the night table. “His watch too. And
nobody’s broken into his apartment or anything like that.”

She moved across to the unshuttered
window and looked out. “His car’s not in the space in the back
either.”

She frowned, then worried her bottom
lip with her teeth. “But still, it’s not like him to just not show
up at work.”

She paused for a moment, then muttered,
“On the other hand, who am I to say what he might or might not do?
What do I know? How well did I ever know him?”

“Maybe he was called
out of town. You know, on an urgent family matter,” Erik offered
blandly. “Maybe he’s even back at work. Besides, I want to get back
and get this film developed.”

Allie sighed, and kicked the foot of
the bed. “Yeah, you’re right. Who knows where he is? Nate’s a
worrier, anyway. Cody will probably show up anytime now.”

Erik put his hand at Allie’s waist and
steered her out of the bedroom, and then out of the apartment. Some
feeling he couldn’t identify and didn’t want to understand boiled
just below the surface. All he knew for sure was that he didn’t
like the worry Allie had shown for Cody, or how much Cody had hurt
her.

He’d thought Cody’s disappearance would
work in his favor, clearing the way for a campaign of
seduction.

But maybe he’d been wrong. Was this
another area where Intergalactic Research had failed to prepare him
for the illogical behavior of humans? Had he once again failed to
fully understand the strange reactions and emotions of an
Earthling?

~

Allie stared in disbelief at the black
and white prints spread across her desk. There were only six of
them—that was all Erik had taken earlier this afternoon—but every
one was perfect. It was as if she’d told him exactly what she
wanted and he’d produced it to order.

She picked up the closest photo. It was
all there in Maggie Rankin’s face as she gazed down at her young
daughter. The pride, the relief, the love, and the answering glow
in the five-year-old’s chubby face.

Allie picked up the next photo. Erik
had shot it from a different angle, with a resulting shift in
nuance, but it was every bit as moving as the first one.

“Hey, whatcha doing?”
Coffee in hand, Kate stopped at the desk to peer over her shoulder.
“Wow! Is that the mother and daughter you were talking about? Who
took the photo? It’s terrific.”

As usual, Kate rattled out question
after question. Allie waited for her to stop, then wrinkled her
nose. “Erik. Can you believe it?”

Kate raised one finely-plucked eyebrow.
“Well, why not? He is a photographer. And experienced too. He
didn’t spend all those years with the Aussies for nothing.”

“No. That’s not what I
meant.” Allie frowned as she struggled to find the right words.
What did she mean? Was she surprised because a man who’d shown so
little emotion had managed to capture someone else’s perfectly? Or
was it something else? An image of Erik, his eerie gray eyes
watching her, filled her head. A faint hum started up in her
ears.

She shook her head and shrugged to
shake the hum and the fleeting sense of uneasiness that accompanied
it. “It’s just, well, you should have seen him this afternoon. He’s
so quiet it’s unnerving. I’ve never seen anyone take so few
pictures, so fast. And with no expression on his face, no attempt
to put the subjects at ease, nothing. I was furious. I was
convinced he’d screwed up.”

“Hardly.” Kate looked
at the photos again and whistled. “If that’s a screw-up, I want him
working on my next feature. I don’t care if he ever opens his
mouth.”

She licked her lips and smiled
lasciviously. “Besides, what’s that they say about ‘tall, dark and
silent’? Think of the challenge of finding out what’s behind that
pretty face.”

Allie groaned. “Why don’t you just
sharpen your teeth and go after him then?”

Kate pouted, but Allie
didn’t miss the sparkle in her eyes. She shook her head. Despite
her friend’s vamp act, Allie knew Kate was a one-man woman, and had
decided The Streeter’s photo editor Doug Long was that man a long time ago. Still,
Kate could rarely resist the opportunity to flirt with an appealing
male. Lucky for Doug he understood her so well.

Allie gathered the photos together and
stood up.

“Where y’
going?”

“To the photo
department. Like it or not, I should tell Erik how great his photos
are.” She sighed. “And apologize too. I was in a foul mood this
afternoon.”

Kate chuckled. “That bad, huh? I guess
it didn’t improve your mood any when Nate asked you to check on
Cody?”

“No.” Allie frowned
again. Talking about Erik made her edgy and tense. Throwing in her
ex-fiance just made it worse, bringing back all the hurt and anger
she wanted to forget. Not to mention the germ of worry that had
been gnawing at her ever since she’d left his empty apartment.
Where was he?

She bit her lip and commanded herself
to forget about Cody. “Maybe I’d better ask Erik if he’d like to go
out for a drink after work. He is new to Chicago. And between
snapping at him and then wavering on the verge of tears this
afternoon, he didn’t have much of an introduction.”

“Oh, yeah. It’s
terrible the things a woman has to do.”

“Stop it, Kate. You
know I’m only asking him because I was so rotten this
afternoon.”

“I’m sure it has
nothing to do with his rugged jaw, or stunning build,
or—”

“You know I’m not
interested, Kate. Not after Cody.” The flush Allie could feel
rushing up her neck undermined the words she was determined to make
true. Her breaking voice and the tears starting to brim in her eyes
didn’t help either.

She took a deep breath, swallowed and
then continued as evenly as she could. “Not now, and not for a long
time. I’m not ready to trust any man. Or myself, either. So cut it
out. I’m only being polite.”

“If you say
so.”

Kate grinned slyly, but Allie saw the
unspoken sympathy in her best friend’s eyes, a sympathy far more
threatening to her composure than any amount of friendly
teasing.

She swallowed again and forced herself
to wrinkle her nose at Kate. For good measure, she stuck out her
tongue.

Then, with a careless flourish, she
picked up the photos and stomped off to the photo department.

 



Chapter 3

 


A bearded man in khakis and an
open-necked shirt hunched over a light table in the photo
department, squinting at several strips of negatives. Doug Long had
an eye for art that belied his solid build and dependable nature.
Not only that, he was fun, thought Allie. It was easy to see why
Kate was crazy about him.

“Oh, hi Allie.” Doug
looked up from the light table. “What can I do for you?”

She waved the prints. “Where’s your new
photographer?”

“Erik?” Doug
straightened and nodded at the prints. “Great, aren’t they?
Especially when you figure this guy just showed up on our doorstep
the day George retired. Perfect timing. Perfect
credentials.”

“Really?” Allie
paused. That was odd. Fortunate, she supposed, but odd all the
same. “So where is this paragon of photography now?” She glanced at
her watch. It was almost five thirty. “Has he left yet?”

Doug chuckled, then turned back to the
light table. “He’s in the darkroom. The second one down the
hall.”

“Thanks.” Allie headed
for the hall. She found the right door, knocked once, and waited. A
moment later she heard a low “Come in”.

In the darkroom’s dim lighting, she
blinked several times as her eyes adjusted to the light. At first
she didn’t see Erik.

Then she found him standing beside a
tray of developing fluid. The light shone off his broad cheekbones
and straight nose. His eyes remained cloaked in shadow, and the
blond streaks in his hair glowed silver in the strange darkroom
light. Like the unearthly silver of the lunatic who’d shown up at
her door last night, Allie thought.

She shoved the ridiculous idea out of
her head and held up the photos.

“Uh . . . Erik.”
Suddenly the simple words didn’t want to come out. She cleared her
throat and tried again. “Your photos are . . . just
wonderful.”

He nodded. What she could see of his
face remained expressionless.

Exasperation flashed through Allie. She
stomped it down and forced herself to carry on.

“I wanted to apologize
. . . uh . . . for being so impatient this afternoon. For my
attitude. You really do know your business.”

“Yes.”

Yes? Was that all the man could say?
She bit her lip and debated whether to leave now. But no. She
should do what was right. “I wondered if I could buy you a drink
after work tonight. Just down the street there’s a—”

“Dinner.”

“Pardon?”

Erik straightened. His broad face
remained expressionless. “I said let’s have dinner instead. I’m
hungry. You must know a good place.”

“Yes, but . . .”
Prepared to protest his counter-offer, Allie scrambled for an
excuse. Then her gaze fell to his mouth. A broad, generous mouth
with unexpectedly full lips. Lips she could easily imagine trailing
kisses along her neck, across her collarbone, and lower
still.

Distracted, she licked her bottom lip.
The tip of her tongue awakened a tingle of anticipation, an
electric current of curiosity about the man standing before
her.

Suddenly she realized where her
thoughts were heading. She gritted her teeth. What was wrong with
her? She didn’t want a man, not any man. And particularly not this
sinfully good-looking man who was likely a smooth and heartless
operator behind his detached demeanor. “Ahem, I—”

“Good. I’m just about
finished. I’ll come by your desk at six.”

Without another word, Erik turned back
to his work. Startled, Allie stared at his broad back. Then she
shook her head and left, the photos forgotten in her hand.

Outside she leaned against the wall and
blinked in confusion. Dinner? How had Mr. Tall, Dark and Mute
managed to change a simple drink invitation into dinner?

She shook her head again and looked at
the photos clutched in her hand. More to the point, why had she let
him?

~

The silo-shaped brick building in the
middle of Lincoln Park appeared to grow out of the side of a hill.
Erik narrowed his eyes. Except for the formidable glass doors
marking the entrance, the structure was similar to many a Zalian
building. The contrast to the Earth buildings he was quickly coming
to accept was jarring.

He stopped abruptly. Allie bumped into
him. “What’s that?” he asked.

Allie jumped away from him as if she’d
been shocked. Erik turned around and observed her with care. Since
their standup dinner of what Earthlings disingenuously called a
“Hot dog” and “soda”, Allie had bumped into him several times. And,
except for the few moments when they’d been eating, she’d talked
non-stop.

“Sorry,” Allie
mumbled, backing away farther still. She cleared her throat.
“That’s the Great Ape House. When they built Lincoln Park Zoo . .
.”

Erik listened as she launched into a
dissertation on yet another aspect of Chicago. His destined one
certainly could talk, he thought. And much to his surprise, he
found he didn’t mind. He’d always disliked Zalians who talked too
much, considering it a waste of time and a sign of weakness.

But now he was spellbound. He’d never
seen such rapid-fire change of expression on any face. He’d never
heard anyone speak so quickly, or careen at such dizzying speed
from subject to subject. In less than two hours, he’d heard about
her family, her childhood, Chicago’s great fire, the political
leaders, intrigue in the newsroom, the best places to live, all of
it delivered without a pause for breath. Perhaps humans, in this
respect at least, weren’t inferior to Zalians after all.

Allie concluded. A second later she
began tugging him towards the building. Erik closed his much larger
hand around the slim smoothness of hers. With satisfaction he noted
the tingle of pleasure that rippled outwards from the place where
their two hands joined. Good. The physical sensations he was
beginning to experience towards her confirmed the correctness of
the seer’s predictions so long ago. He suspected her constant
bumping into him was the first sign of the same sensations building
in her for him. It was only a matter of time before destiny took
its course, and he could take his mate back to Zura.

As they approached the imposing glass
doors, Allie started to talk about the animals they would see
inside. Erik listened, but concentrated on watching her. He was
fascinated by the changing hue of her green eyes, the lifting of
her eyebrows, the pursing and pouting and lilting of her soft full
lips, the ever-changing dance of emotions across the fine structure
of her face. Coming from a planet where emotions were scorned and
suppressed, it was like watching a forbidden delight.

Finally he couldn’t help it. “Do you
always talk so much?” he blurted.

“Do I always—what?”
Allie stopped in mid-sentence. Her eyes darkened with irritation
and she exhaled sharply. “And what about you?” she demanded. “Don’t
you ever say anything?”

“About
what?”

“About anything!”
Allie ripped her hand from his and whirled about to face him.
“About your family, about you, about your job, your life. Anything.
The only reason I’m talking so much is because you never open your
mouth.” She glared at him. “And you keep looking at me. Like . . .
like I’m an insect or something and you’re thinking of dissecting
me.”

“An insect?” The
description, accompanied by her frustration, puzzled Erik. He had a
quick vision of Allie as an indignant but chatty insect buzzing
around his head. He bit his bottom lip to suppress an odd sort of
gasp that bubbled up inside.

“Yes, a—” Allie
stopped. “I don’t believe it. You smiled. You actually smiled.”
With one of the lightning changes of emotion that he found so
bewitching, her lips curved upwards and her eyes sparkled. “Good. I
was beginning to think you weren’t human.”

The humor that had started to fill his
soul with unexpected lightness was extinguished. Did she know? But
that was impossible. He cleared his throat. “What do you mean, I’m
not human?”

She shrugged. “You don’t smile. You
don’t talk. You barely respond to anything I say or do. It’s like
you’re shell-shocked or something. There’s quiet, and then there’s
quiet. I’ve never met anyone as silent as you before. You make me
nervous.”

Erik exhaled slowly. Her statement had
been just a figure of speech. But perhaps he should take it as a
warning. Sooner or later he would tell her the truth again, but
only after proper preparation. He couldn’t risk ruining his plans
by spilling a truth he knew she wasn’t yet ready to hear.

He clenched one fist at his side. Act
human, he told himself. After all, he was a Zalian from the far
superior planet of Zura. How hard could it be to imitate an
Earthling?

“So,” he started,
“what do you want to know?”

Allie cocked her head to one side and
regarded him. “Well, for instance, why did you come to
Chicago?”

“I’d never been here.
It sounded interesting. You know, all that gangster history. Two
baseball teams. And at least one world-famous
newspaper.”

Allie smiled.
“The Streeter is
hardly The Tribune. Why’d you come to us?”

“You needed a
photographer. The Trib didn’t.”

“Where are you
from?”

“Sydney.”

“No. That’s not what I
meant. Where in the States? Where’d you grow up?”

“Seattle,” Erik said
carefully. Intergalactic Research had assured him Allie had never
been to the west coast, nor did she have family and friends there.
“But it’s been a long time since I’ve been there.”

“Do you still have
family in Seattle?”

“A brother. My
sister’s in New Mexico.” As much as possible, Erik stuck with the
truth. He did have a sister and a brother. He’d learned that was
the easiest way to keep a story straight. “My parents are
dead.”

“Oh, I’m
sorry.”

The glimmer of compassion in her eyes
and voice struck Eric with surprise and wonder. How could she so
quickly recognize and identify with the sorrow he’d tried so hard
to suppress?

“It’s all right. It’s
been a while,” he said from a throat suddenly tight. Likely because
of his mixed heritage, he’d had to work harder than most to
suppress the grief he’d experienced when his mother and father had
been killed. Especially his grief for his mother. She was the only
one who’d ever given a hint she understood when, as a child, he’d
failed to live up to Zalia’s stringent expectations. But he’d
masked his grief and carried on, as any good Zalian
would.

“When did they die?”
she asked, her voice now filled with a gentleness so different from
her usual tone.

“It was five years
ago. An explosion destroyed the laboratory where they both worked .
. . and them too.” He struggled to control the unseemly emotion
wrenched from deep within him by her unexpected concern.

“That must have been
really hard for you.” Her wide green eyes misted with sympathy, a
sympathy her next words explained. “My . . . my parents died quite
suddenly too, within a week of each other. It was a year and a half
ago. My father died of a stroke, and then my mother from a heart
attack right after the funeral.”

Allie’s eyes glittered with tears.
Dismay spurted through Erik. Don’t cry, he implored her mentally.
Whatever you do, don’t cry! He’d rather face a phalanx of armed men
than the tears he had no idea how to handle.

Whether in response to his telepathic
plea, or to the reassertion of her own self-control, Allie
straightened and cleared her throat. Abruptly she changed the
subject. “Why are you a photographer?”

Erik relaxed. Then, using the weapon
whose effectiveness he’d just discovered, he forced his lips upward
into a smile. It wasn’t that hard and, curiously, he rather enjoyed
it. “You ask a lot of questions. You must be a reporter,” he
quipped.

She responded with a conspiratorial
smile that lightened his tension and sent another spurt of heat
flashing through his blood. “I guess so. And a damned good one too.
Just like you’re a good photographer. C’mon, let’s go inside before
they close the building.”

They passed through the heavy glass
doors and were immediately submerged in darkness alleviated only by
the light from skylights high overhead. Animal noises and calls
Erik did not recognize echoed through the building.

“The exhibits are
amplified.” Allie, standing at his elbow, answered his unasked
question, then started to guide him to the right and up a darkened
ramp. “The animals are all in the middle behind two-inch thick
glass. The ramp takes us around the outside.”

As they climbed, Erik’s eyes adjusted
to the low light. He peered through the glass, searching for signs
of life. How strange to encase inferior animals in display cases.
On Zura, such animals were used strictly for food or medical
purposes. Humans were indeed different from the citizens of his
planet.

An explosive crash just to his left
rattled the glass and set off a cacophony of amplified screeching
and chattering that echoed through the building.

Erik leaped back, his fists raised, his
gaze darting from side to side, ready to defend himself and his
destined one against assault.

His eyes narrowed and focused on a
massive shape on the other side of the glass. A black, hairy shape
that stood almost as tall as him and twice as wide, but with arms
that seemed to hang to the floor. A shape whose awesome brow was
marked by two small eyes—eyes staring at him with the unmistakable
challenge of a king to a lowly intruder.

A giggle beside him broke Erik’s
concentration. He glanced at Allie to find her shoulders shaking
with mirth.

He lowered his fists. “What’s so
funny?”

Allie sputtered, then bit her lip.
“You. The gorilla,” she said in a strangled voice. “You should see
yourself. You look just like him. All puffed up and ready to fight.
Primal man defending his turf.” She giggled. “Real soul
brothers.”

“Hmph.” Erik didn’t
like it when she compared him to a lower form of life. He forced
himself to unclench his fists and lower them to his side. He took a
deep breath. “The animal startled me, that was all.”

“Yeah.” Allie giggled
again, then looked from Erik to the ape. “Seeing you like this,
it’s not hard to believe they really were our
ancestors.”

“What?” Erik jerked
away. With consternation he stared at the huge silverback still
regarding him with menace. Ancestors? She couldn’t actually mean
that humans were evolved from these . . . these things? Could
she?

Allie patted his arm, her eyes glinting
with humor, her lips twitching with suppressed laughter. “But don’t
take it so hard, Erik. It’s been a few years. For my family,
anyway.”

She took his arm. “Let’s see the rest
of the animals.”

~

The immense stone steps down to Lake
Michigan at the base of Fullerton Street shimmered with bodies
sitting, walking, rollerblading and talking in the fading sun of
the late June evening.

Allie bumped into Erik, then leapt away
as if she’d been stung. What was wrong with her tonight? It had to
be the fifth time she’d walked into Erik in the last hour. Between
that and babbling like a maniac, she wasn’t herself at all. And she
couldn’t seem to help it. Whenever she stopped concentrating on
keeping a foot or two away from him, she gravitated towards him as
if he were a magnet and she a hapless piece of metal, unable to
resist his pull.

But that was ridiculous. Yes, he was a
handsome man. But she had sworn off men, particularly good-looking
men she suspected were womanizers. And while she often regretted
her impulsiveness, she wasn’t exactly weak-willed. But this
feeling, this overwhelming tug towards Erik, was unlike anything
she’d ever experienced.

She studied him again as they walked
along in the last rays of the sun. She did like his broad
cheekbones, his sun-streaked hair, his generous mouth. She
especially liked it when he smiled, awkwardly and off-kilter, as if
the smile surprised him as much as it surprised her. She liked it
when her comments startled him, and she couldn’t resist making
outrageous statements in the hopes of coaxing another smile,
another jarring halt out of him. She wondered why he seemed so
ill-at-ease, so tightly-held in check.

She raised her hand to push back a lock
of wayward hair from Erik’s forehead. Then she snapped her hand
back. She was doing it again! She couldn’t keep her hands to
herself. She wanted to touch him. And not just touch him. That was
the worst part. Thoughts and images of what it would be like
holding him and kissing him kept sneaking up on her. Images of
taking off his clothes and pulling his naked body close to hers.
Totally inappropriate images for a stranger she’d just met and
wasn’t even sure she liked.

She shut her eyes, her thoughts
whirling in confusion. Could this be Cody withdrawal symptoms? But
she hadn’t thought of Cody all night, or of their short-lived
engagement. A low moan of frustration escaped her.

Suddenly a hand grasped her upper arm.
A firm, warm, hand, whose grip sent an electric shock through her.
Her eyes flashed open and her heart started to hammer in her
chest.

“Is something wrong?”
Erik held her arm and looked at her, frowning.

Allie blinked. “Yes, no, um. Don’t you
find it awfully hot?”

Erik shook his head. “Not anymore. The
breeze off the lake is pretty cool now.”

Allie grimaced. “Then it must be me.”
She raised a hand. To the touch, her forehead felt normal. But
inside it was a different story. Now she was burning like a furnace
at full blast. And the humming. There was a humming inside her head
like the singing of overhead electrical wires on a hot summer day.
A burning and humming that made her want to inch even closer to
Erik.

“Here,” she said,
“Feel my forehead.” She grabbed his free hand and pressed it to her
brow.

His touch was cool and light, but it
did nothing to relieve the burning inside. Her breath started to
come in short gasps and she shut her eyes again, almost unable to
breathe.

What she wanted, she realized with a
start, was for Erik to move his hand from her forehead to her
breasts, and then lower still, where she was pulsating with need
for him. Where she could hardly wait for him to touch her.

She gasped and her eyes flashed open.
Erik regarded her expectantly. She swallowed. “What did you
say?”

“I said you don’t feel
hot to me.”

Allie almost groaned. She bit her lip.
“Well, maybe not, but I must be coming down with something.” I have
to be coming down with something, she thought in desperation. It
was the only way to explain this sudden and uncharacteristic urge
to throw herself on the man beside her. Either that, or she was
turning into a nymphomaniac.

“I think we’d better
go back to the car,” she said abruptly. She turned away and ran up
the steps to where her car was parked farther down the
street.

Erik caught up with her at the car.
“I’ll drop you off at your hotel,” she said without looking at
him.

“No.” Calmly he took
the keys from her and opened the passenger door. “If you’re sick,
you shouldn’t drive. I’ll take you home, and then I can just catch
a cab from there.”

“All right, all
right.” Allie didn’t fight it. It would have been better if she
drove—then she’d be too busy to jump Erik—but as long as he drove
her straight home, she’d be fine. She hoped. Because she’d never
been so hot before. Certainly not for a stranger, and at a time
when she knew she didn’t want a man, and couldn’t possibly handle
one. The tidal wave of desire had come out of nowhere, for no
reason she could understand.

But if the urge had come from nowhere,
she was going to send it right back there, she thought. She bit her
lips and clasped her hands in a death grip as Erik eased his lean
frame into the driver’s seat. As he settled in, his shoulder
brushed hers.

Immediately Allie’s breasts started to
tingle and her breath grew faint. She clamped her legs together.
“Get me home right away,” she muttered in a strangled voice.

Erik merely nodded. For a second, Allie
thought she saw a glimmer of a smile on his lips. She shut her
eyes. Impossible! Erik rarely smiled. She must have imagined it.
Along with all the other things she was imagining him doing. With
her. To her.

~

The trip home took forever. The Honda
had just coasted to a stop in her parking space in the underground
garage when Allie flung open the door and sprinted towards the
elevator.

“Hey wait.”

Her fingers hovered over the elevator
control buttons as Erik caught up to her, his camera-bag slung over
one shoulder. “Your keys,” he said, holding them out to her. “You
forgot your keys.”

“Thanks.” She grabbed
them, then punched the button. The elevator doors slid open and she
darted inside. The doors started to close behind her.

“Hey.” Erik stuck his
hand between the closing doors and forced them apart. He stepped
inside. “I’m seeing you to the door.”

“Oh.” Allie tried to
keep her voice from coming out in a squeak. She pressed herself
against the wall of the elevator farthest away from Erik. Doesn’t
he know it’s dangerous to shut himself up in a small space with a
woman lusting uncontrollably after his body? She grimaced, her
nerves screaming for release, the hum inside her droning louder and
more insistently. Only five floors. Surely she could last five
floors without doing something regrettable?

The doors slid open. Allie sprang out
as if she’d been shot from a cannon. She sprinted to the door of
her apartment halfway down the hall. She didn’t look to see if Erik
followed. She knew he did. Every sense, every cell in her body was
tuned to a fever pitch of excruciating awareness of the man
silently following her down the hall. She could smell him, taste
him and feel him. Desperately she wanted to touch him.

She tried to insert the key in the
door, but couldn’t focus on the lock well enough to connect. After
a third abortive attempt, Erik took her hand and removed the
keys.

He unlocked the door, then opened it
and stood aside. Reeling incomprehensibly from the brush of his
fingers on hers, Allie staggered through the door and to the far
side of the room. “Well goodnight,” she said with the brightness of
a plastic chipmunk. “See you tomorrow.”

“The phone, Allie. I’d
like to use your phone.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Allie
picked up the portable phone from the coffee table and tossed it at
Erik.

Startled, he caught it, then frowned.
My, Allie thought, he’s even more appealing when he frowns. The
tension and humming inside her rose higher. She swallowed again and
stepped back further. She didn’t understand what was happening to
her. Was she going crazy?

“I need the phone
book, too. Unless you know the number.”

“Oh. Yeah.” Allie had
memorized more than one taxi company’s number. But at the moment,
she couldn’t remember any of them. She retrieved the Yellow Pages,
opened it to the taxi section, and rattled off a number.

Erik looked at the portable phone in
his hand. His brow creased. “I haven’t seen this model before. How
do I turn it on?”

Allie almost screamed. Why couldn’t he
just leave? She grimaced again and inched towards him. She didn’t
dare get too close. When she was about a yard away, she extended
her arm. “Here, give me the phone.”

Erik handed it to her, but when she
took it he didn’t let go. She looked up at him in surprise.

His eyes, always so cool and serious,
flared now with the flames of a thousand tiny fires, turning the
grey into a flowing molten metal whose heat she could feel from
three feet away. The flames were reflected in the light streaks in
his hair, now flaming with the same burning fires as his eyes.
Though he didn’t smile, his wide mouth with the generous lips
glistened with an invitation she could feel on her lips.

Still linked by the phone, Erik drew
her slowly forward. She couldn’t take her eyes from his broad face,
from the fire in his eyes, from the lips whose touch she craved.
The humming in her head sounded deafeningly.

“Don’t be afraid,
love.”

Erik’s voice echoed through the hum in
her head, though she didn’t see his lips move. He dropped the phone
and cradled her waist with both hands, drawing her closer measure
by measure. His lips hovered inches from her face. Allie whimpered
as his mouth remained suspended only a whisper from hers. Over the
humming, and through her melting bones and the unbearable tension
inside she wondered faintly if it were possible to die of an orgasm
without ever touching the man you craved most.

A sound like a growl escaped Erik. The
next moment his mouth covered Allie’s with a gentleness that
surprised her, disarming her and soothing the humming and tension
in a way nothing else had. With leisurely care, his lips reassured
her that this was real and she wasn’t crazy. What’s your hurry? his
kiss seemed to say.

Allie sagged with the gentle release
washing over her, and sighed into his kiss. Still holding the
phone, she reached her hands around his neck, tangling the fingers
of one hand into his thick, streaked hair, caressing the warm
muscles of his strong neck.

Then, just as delightfully as the
tension had abated, it began to build again, with a slowness and
sureness that Allie welcomed this time. Erik slid his hands up her
torso to her breasts, lifting and molding them under her knit top.
His mouth, gentle until now, became more demanding. His tongue
sought entrance and hungrily possessed hers with a confidence that
brooked no doubts. He undid the buttons of her top one by one,
exposing the thin lace of her bra and the swelling, aching nipples
straining towards him. Allie exploded in a frenzy as he touched her
nipples through the lace. Frantically she pressed her mouth against
his.

The shrill blast of the forgotten phone
was like the retort of a rifle six inches from her ear. Allie
sprang back from Erik and dropped the phone. Dumbly they both
watched it bounce across the floor, still ringing.

With the habit of years, Allie reached
for the ringing phone. Erik reached for her at the same time.
“Don’t,” he said, his voice simmering with promise.

Allie swallowed and shook her head,
suddenly aware she was doing exactly what she’d sworn not to do.
She tried not to look at him. “No.” She shook off his hand and
backed away, then pressed the talk button.

Erik clamped his lips together to
prevent the Zalian curse from escaping. Damn that phone! And had he
seen something that looked awfully like relief flash across his
destined one’s face as she dived for the phone? Relief that she had
escaped his embrace?

Erik’s mouth straightened into a grim
line as he watched Allie field the call.

“Yes?” she gasped into
the receiver. She swallowed and made an obvious effort to compose
herself. “Yes, Nate, it’s me.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I’m
just a bit out of breath.” She glanced at Erik, then quickly looked
away.

Erik bit back the disappointment that
seemed to come from deep inside him. He looked down at his boots
and scowled. Despite a disturbing doubt he couldn’t quell, he told
himself his disappointment was strictly the result of the failure
of his strategy. The interruption might be just enough to delay
their physical union, which would delay Allie’s commitment to him,
and their departure for Zura, just that much longer.

“What?”

The sharp note in Allie’s voice made
Erik look up. Her brow was creased in concern. Except for her
unbuttoned top and her glistening, swollen lips, all signs of
passion had evaporated.

“Okay. Where did you
say?”

Allie glanced at Erik as she listened
to the city editor. She frowned. “No, it’s all right. Erik’s here
right now, with his cameras. We’ll be over there in,” she glanced
at her wrist watch, “less than thirty minutes.”

Erik could hear the low drawl of Nate’s
voice as he made a parting comment.

“All right.
Bye.”

Allie punched off the talk button.
Still holding the phone, she lowered her hand to her side.

“What’s wrong?” Erik
asked.

Allie didn’t respond. She shook her
head and swallowed.

“What’s
wrong?”

Allie looked directly at him, her
sea-green eyes sharp with alarm. “It’s Cody,” she said. Her voice
cracked. “Nate . . . Nate said the police just called. They’ve
found Cody’s car off Lake Shore Drive, just the other side of Hyde
Park.”

“So?”

Allie’s eyes widened with fear. “So
it’s abandoned. And Cody still hasn’t shown up.”

 



Chapter 4

 


Twilight slid seamlessly into night as
Allie and Erik sped along Lake Shore Drive towards Hyde Park. To
the east, the blue-black sky slowly filled with stars, their light
reflected on the still darker body that was Lake Michigan.

Allie drove, her body tense, her eyes
focused on the road, her lips pressed tightly together. Erik had
been surprised at how completely she had broken free of the haze of
physical desire and electrical anticipation that had confused and
directed her earlier actions. He had felt it too, the clear Zalian
signs that they were destined to mate, but no where near as
strongly as had the unprepared Earthling. And while his plans had
been disturbed, he couldn’t help but be impressed by the strength
of her will and her ability to focus on new problems as they arose.
She would, indeed, make a suitable wife for a Zalian commander.

Finally Erik broke the
silence that had gripped them both since their embrace had been cut
off by Nate’s phone call. “Why did the police call
The Streeter about Cody’s
car? Normally wouldn’t they just have had it towed
away?”

Allie, her face pale, shook her head.
“It’s the card.”

“Card?”

Without taking her eyes from the road,
she snapped open the glove box and pulled out a folded strip of
white cardboard. She handed it to Erik.

He unfolded it. In
large red letters, the sign read, “The Chicago Streeter. On official
business.”

“We’ve all got one,”
she said. “We’re supposed to post it on the windshield when we’re
on company business. You know. So the reporters and photographers
don’t get ticketed by the cops or towed away.”

Erik looked down at the card. Why
hadn’t he remembered that? He—

“There it
is!”

Erik looked across the center barrier
dividing the south and northbound lanes. There, on the northbound
shoulder behind the orange flashing lights of a tow truck, was a
white Corvette.

“I’ll have to get off
at the next exit and then turn around and go back to
it.”

Erik observed Allie carefully as she
did just that. A few minutes later she swerved out of the traffic
and screeched to a halt on the shoulder in front of the tow truck.
Erik frowned. Well, maybe she wasn’t as controlled as he’d
thought.

Before he could say anything, she slid
out of the car into the warm, damp night air and strode around the
car to where the tow truck driver leaned against the bumper of his
truck. Erik grabbed his camera bag from the back seat and
followed.

The beefy fireplug of a man viewed
Allie sourly, his mouth pulled down at one corner. The thick
fingers of one hand tapped the hood of the truck. “You the lady
from the paper?”

Allie nodded.

“Well, I hope you
ain’t gonna be too long. I got two more calls lined up already, and
it’s only quarter to ten. The cops told me to wait ‘til you got
here.”

“No. I won’t be
long.”

Erik didn’t wait to hear the end. He
strode past Allie, the driver and the tow truck and stopped in
front of the Corvette. His gaze sped over the car. Nothing looked
amiss.

Allie brushed by him, leaving behind a
whiff of her alluring scent. For a second, Erik let his senses
rule, flashing back to the taste and feel of her in his arms, the
desire that had taken him as well as—

“It’s not
locked!”

The surprise in Allie’s voice brought
him back to earth. “So?” he queried, shifting the camera bag from
one shoulder to the other. He looked at her. She was holding the
door open and staring at it.

“No one ever leaves a
car unlocked. Not here. Especially an expensive car like this. I’m
surprised it’s still here.”

“Well, it has been.
Since early this morning.”

Allie jumped at the unexpected comment
of the driver, who’d ambled up behind her. Once he had her
attention, and Erik’s, he continued. “Cops saw it about eight this
mornin’ but when they saw that Streeter sign, they just let it be.
Wasn’t til just a while ago they started to think somethin’ was
fishy.”

Allie’s brow creased and her teeth
worried her bottom lip. “That’s really weird.”

She ducked her head inside for a quick
look at the ignition, then straightened. “Where are the keys?”

The driver shrugged. “Dunno. Cops never
said nothing ‘bout no keys to me.”

“Hmm. I guess they
could be with him. Or maybe the car broke down when . . . when . .
.” Allie faltered, then muttered words Erik barely caught. “When he
was on his way back from Tiffany’s.”

“I doubt it,” Erik
interjected, unsettled once more by the glimpse of vulnerability,
and her deep hurt over Cody. He didn’t understand why it bothered
him, but it did. He cleared his throat. “If the car had broken
down, Cody would have called a tow truck himself and the car
wouldn’t be here any more.”

“Hmph.” Allie ducked
back into the car. Erik jogged to the other side and opened the
passenger door. A nylon jacket, a week’s worth of Tribunes and
Streeters, and three Styrofoam coffee cups started to slide off the
cream-colored leather seat. He shoved them back while Allie did a
visual tour of the interior.

“The phone’s still
here, the radio and CD player, the usual garbage.” She pulled out
the ashtray, then grimaced in distaste. “The usual butts.” She
slammed it back into place, and exited the car. She frowned, then
shook her head at Erik over the top of the car.

“I don’t like this.
Not at all. It’s really strange. Why didn’t Cody lock up? Even
then, I’d have expected the car to be stripped down after all this
time. But nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

She shoved the hair out of her face
with jerky, worried motions, and bit her lip. “I’m phoning Nate
right now. Maybe Cody’s finally shown up. If not,” she raised her
anxious gaze to Erik, “we’re going to have to get the police on to
this right away.”

Allie sighed. “In the meantime, you’d
better get a few shots. Inside and outside, whatever strikes you as
relevant. You never know how we can use them.”

She turned, sidestepped the scowling
tow truck driver, and headed for her car.

A rare spurt of impatience exploded
inside Erik as he removed a camera from his bag. He knew it was
necessary to go through this charade, but that didn’t mean he liked
it.

Instantly he rebuked himself and forced
the impatience aside. He circled the car, concentrating on the job
at hand. The best angle might be a long shot from the center of the
divided highway, or farther down the shoulder. The car’s interior
revealed nothing worth shooting, besides the fact that Cody was a
slob. A slob, he thought sharply, Allie was better off without.

Erik waited for a break in the traffic
before dodging to the center line. He held the camera in a crushing
grip and clamped his lips. He would not let the delay, or Allie’s
obvious concern for Cody bother him. If they did, it would just
complicate his mission. Sometimes plans worked. Sometimes they
didn’t. Recoup and replan. It was as simple as that.

After a few shots, he darted back
across the highway to the shoulder and the Corvette. He heard the
slam of Allie’s car door and the crunch of gravel as she
approached. But nothing prepared him for her sharp gasp.

“Erik! The car!
There’s a glow, a strange blue glow all around the windshield.
Look!”
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