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      Can an army combat veteran find new love with an alien prince from another planet, or will the machinations of her ex-husband lead to disaster for both worlds?

      

      What happens when an ebook in cyberspace ends up in outer space?

      It turns a failed author into a bestselling one. On another planet.

      Wounded army vet turned English teacher Mara Eldress figures her flop of a memoir has sentenced her to the classroom…until she discovers her book is massively popular with space aliens.

      Who knew a book signing tour would take an author to a distant planet?

      Enter Vikk Stravdas. Sexy. Smoldering. And an alien prince who claims to be in love with her book, and offers to transport her to his home planet of Vraithe where she’s a famous celebrity.

      Yeah, sure.

      But once Mara calls his bluff and is beamed away by this hunky extraterrestrial, her life turns into a whirlwind romance.

      Talk about close encounters of a kinky kind.

      One small step for a writer, one giant leap into an alien’s sexual paradise, boldly going where no woman has gone before.

      Mara wonders if she should ditch her anonymous life and remain on Vraithe…until her evil ex-husband stirs the pot back on Earth, causing a series of unfortunate events that require Mara’s return, which triggers consequences that affect both planets.

      With lives on the line, will Mara be able to write her own happily-ever-after with Vikk?

      Find out in Claiming the Heart of Vraithe.

    

  


  
    
      I dedicate this novel to those readers who would not push a sexy alien out of their bed
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      If she’d known that teaching ninth grade English would cause the local school board to launch a battle against her, Mara Eldress would have stayed in the military.

      It had more tools at the ready.

      Sitting at her desk in a just-vacated classroom, Mara was hate-reading the superintendent’s email for the tenth time, when the principal, Dr. Eliza Brady stepped inside.

      “I’m glad I caught you before you left for the two-week winter break,” Dr. Brady said. The principal was a forty-year educator with a steady, stoic voice that carried weight and authority.

      As a fifteen-year military veteran who’d reached the rank of Master Sergeant, Mara appreciated hierarchal order and predictability. She’d still be wearing an army uniform if it hadn’t been for two concurrent IED blasts.

      The resulting traumatic brain injury cut her military career short, but after regular therapy and early medical intervention, Mara was in a much better state. Her mood swings were less pronounced, the debilitating headaches less severe, and her sense of self-worth and achievement had skyrocketed after she’d completed her English degree two years ago and established a new career.

      She was only a few months into her first year of teaching. She’d lived through the foster care system, she could coach screaming generals off a ledge, and she could dismantle an explosives ordnance with her eyes closed. But as a newcomer to academia, Mara did not have a lot of experience with academic obstacles.

      In short, Mara’s life had trained her to deal with conflict, but it hadn’t prepared her for an overzealous school board.

      “Good evening, Dr. Brady.”

      Dr. Brady leaned against one of the student desks across from her and crossed her legs. Her long gray hair was twisted in a tight bun and her tiny eyeglasses were perched precariously at the tip of her nose. It was a mystery to Mara how the wiry frames stayed put.

      In the principal’s hand was a slim novella and the object that had caused the school board’s nuclear meltdown.

      The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow was a recently published manuscript that had been found in the estate of a rare books dealer who’d died a few years before. Its authorship was highly debated, though every famous author from the 1970s—which was when scholars believed it had been written—made the tale of an orchid that could grant near-immortal life all the more intriguing. That it had been tucked within the pages of a first edition of The Picture of Dorian Gray only added to its mystique.

      “Given the way your eyes are cursing the screen, Mara, I surmise you received the superintendent’s message?”

      “What I surmise, Dr. Brady, is that they have not read The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow. They claim the orchid is a hidden message of overt female sexuality.” She glowered again at the open email. “How very convenient to issue the ban after the last class on the Friday before a two-week break. Can I challenge them?”

      The principal moved to the frosted, icicle-laced windows and looked out over the gray twilight sky. Mara shivered as she followed her gaze, taking in the mounds of snow in the parking lot. Last week, Boston and the surrounding areas, which included Riley Township, woke up to two feet of snow. New to Boston, Mara had yet to find a way to warm her blood once winter set in, though she had to admit her blood was boiling at the moment.

      With a neutral voice, Dr. Brady said, “Perhaps, Mara, though I am loathe to place impediments in your path. Tell me more about the English assignment.”

      Dr. Brady reminded Mara of a prim 1800s English governess. She’d overheard other teachers say the principal was intimidating, but Mara found formidable personalities relatable.

      She’d worked tirelessly for demanding army generals, navigated the military’s complicated medical system and, for the last two years, she’d fought tooth and nail to get her daughter’s mysterious symptoms diagnosed.

      She wasn’t asking for a miracle cure; she and Finley just wanted to know what was wrong.

      Mara had even written about her experiences. Part memoir, part self-help book, Fighting for Her: A Soldier’s Struggle had barely made a blip in the publishing world. Mara didn’t blame her literary agent for dropping her. His note said that their “interests no longer aligned but he wished her continued success in the future.”

      Mara hoped that Dr. Brady’s interests would align with hers about the school board.

      “My students are exploring the differences in how the English language is used between two stories of similar theme that are at least fifty years apart. The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow is one of five options. All selections were pre-approved by the school board with the understanding that students, or their parents, could opt out, provided they suggested a proper alternative. Four students chose The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow, fourteen students chose one of the other offered choices and two students opted out. They owe me their selections by tonight. They have the two-week winter break to do the reading.”

      Mara figured Dr. Brady must not have expected such a precise response because, as she slowly pirouetted to face Mara, her delicately arched eyebrows went into super-arch mode.

      Then, almost as quickly, she dropped that expression, clasped her hands behind her back, and sighed. “I can tell you’ve put careful planning into the assignment, Mara, which I admire. However, the school board received multiple complaints about this book in particular and have voted to remove The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow from the curriculum until it has undergone a content review. You will—”

      “How many parents?” Mara interrupted. She figured one or two might object to the book, but to prevent everyone from reading it was in poor spirit.

      Dr. Brady’s mouth snapped shut. Her steel-gray eyes turned cold and reprimanding. Mara chastised herself. She’d gone and pissed off Dr. Brady.

      “You will instruct your students to select a different book. The superintendent has already emailed their parents.”

      “Will you support me if I submit a rebuttal?”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Eliza Brady softened toward Mara. She fiddled with the colorful silk scarf that hung loosely about her throat as she thought through things. Mara was beautiful but also a willowy thing, tall and thin, with brittle edges that might snap under duress. She knew her history, her military career, her combat experience. The school system was a different beast. It could chew up and spit out the best. She didn’t want that for Mara.

      “I admire your dedication to literature, Mara,” Dr. Brady said. “But my hands—and yours—are tied until the school board makes a final determination.”

      She paused in front Mara’s busy desk, her hand hovering above a precarious stack of books that needed returning to the library. It was an assortment of young adult dystopian novels her students must have read for a previous assignment.

      A hopeful expression bloomed on Mara’s face. “I sense a ‘but’ in your statement.”

      Dr. Brady smiled. “Yes, you have my support in submitting a rebuttal. While I have not yet read The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow, I will say this: after a short amount of research, I am of the opinion the school board is overreacting.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank me yet. Send me a draft email tonight and I will review it.” Her gaze flicked over to the stack of books. “Best get these to Ms. Stravdas before she locks the library. I believe she is leaving early. Something about her brother being in town.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Mara groaned, practically feeling the color drain from her face as she glared at the books stacked on her desk. They taunted her. She could have avoided this fate if she’d returned them earlier in the day.

      Dessa Stravdas, the school’s librarian, would not shut up about her older brother, Vikk Stravdas. Every conversation somehow veered into Dessa suggesting they meet. The librarian failed to understand that Mara just wasn’t interested.

      Mara was not in the right frame of mind for romance, not a casual date or two, not even an erotic daydream. So why bother?

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      As Mara left her classroom, a flood of injustice filled her veins, the delayed emotional reaction not unexpected even as it threatened to drown her.

      She wanted to run, to scream, to punch the school’s boring beige brick walls, but of course she would do none of those things, at least not while carrying a dozen books in her arms. It wasn’t lost on her that everyone seemed to want to protect impressionable teenagers from reading controversial novels, yet had no qualms with eighteen-year-olds joining the military to bear arms and fight—and often die.

      Mara stopped walking. She was shaking. Then a wave of nausea hit and her ears started to ring.

      Negative thoughts did this to her. She hated looking or feeling weak, even if no one was around to witness it. It was almost ingrained into her soul. Mara had been one of those eighteen-year-olds. As soon as she’d aged out of the foster system, she’d joined the military. With average grades and no money to attend college, she had no other prospects.

      Truth was, it wasn’t all bad. She’d traveled the world, made amazing friends, and true to the military recruiter’s word, she was finally able to go to college—even if it was well after the fact.

      Think positive thoughts, Mara.

      For several long moments she practiced a series of breathing exercises to keep her stress level from rising and prevent a debilitating migraine from sneaking up on her. Elevated stress levels made everything a thousand times worse. Mara could not afford to have a breakdown, not when things were finally starting to go well, not when she had to be strong for her daughter.

      After a short time, she felt steady enough to continue, grateful that the hallways were quiet as she made her way to the library. Up ahead, a petite figure in a puffy purple coat carrying two large canvas bags stood at the library’s double doors.

      Mara, sighing with relief, didn’t see signs of anyone else with the librarian. Perhaps Dr. Brady was incorrect.

      “Please wait, Ms. Stravdas,” Mara called out. Ms. Stravdas turned in surprise before a large smile spread across her heavily bronzed face. The blond hair piled atop her head was so bright, it was almost white, and shone like a lighthouse beacon. As soon as Mara closed the distance, she added, “I apologize for my tardiness.”

      The librarian pushed open the doors with animated flare. She was as tiny as a pixy and as energetic as a sparkler. She assessed the pile of books in Mara’s hands.

      “For that many books, Mara, your late fee will cost you a pretty penny.” She let out a tinkle of a laugh that made her seem so young compared to Mara’s own thirty-nine. Ms. Stravdas had a masters in library science, but she looked all of twenty-two.

      “Yeah, sorry about that, Ms. Stravdas.”

      Mara hadn’t been able to place Dessa’s accent. It seemed a cross between Australian and Russian. Some words were light, with a lilted pronunciation whereas other words were rough, even choppy.

      Over her shoulder, the librarian said, “Mara, I really wish you’d call me Dessa. I’ve only asked you like a million times.”

      Mara’s arms had begun to ache, and she took a deep breath as she placed the books on the counter. The pleasant scent of a thousand books restored calm to her nerves. Books had gotten her through a rough childhood, heartbreak, and even combat. Late fee or no, a library would always be a safe haven for her.

      “Right. Dessa.”

      Mara was formal with everyone because, well, as a new teacher, she never wanted to overstep bounds. She was extra formal with Dessa Stravdas because she didn’t want to open any informal channels where the librarian might find an opening to casually mention her brother, Vikk Stravdas, a successful filmmaker who was supposedly single and handsome and funny.

      Mara didn’t have time to be set up on a blind date.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      As Mara zipped up her winter coat and dug deep in a pocket to retrieve her keys, Dessa made no secret of studying the books’ spines while also stealthily observing the new English teacher.

      “Lots of dystopian novels in that stack,” Dessa said conversationally. She liked Mara, but she retreated easily. “My brother Vikk”—Dessa said with an innocent smile—“he’s a film director, in case I haven’t mentioned it—likes to say that art imitates life.”

      Dessa swiveled and directed up her full gaze at Mara, who was easily five or six or ten inches taller. Wow, what an Amazon. Tall and statuesque. Beautiful, with a touch of hardship tucked in the dark circles beneath her eyes.

      At the mention of Vikk’s name, Dessa watched Mara’s face tense up. It made Dessa want to laugh. She had to wonder if Mara was worried she’d recite Vikk’s stellar qualities again. She wouldn’t. Not tonight. Not after what she’d heard about the school board’s decision.

      Dessa took a deep breath and opened her mind’s eye to Mara’s essence. Her azure aura contained a tinge of red at the edges. Stress was trying to push in, but Mara was actively combatting it. A fighter. I wish she’d let someone take care of her for once.

      To lighten the mood, Dessa said, “I can tell from your expression that you’ve been chatting with Dr. Brady.”

      “Am I that easily read?” Mara asked.

      “Your face is etched with bewilderment and agitation. Hallmark Dr. Brady reaction. Plus, I heard about the school board’s decision. What a bunch of assholes deciding that, and right before the two-week break. Never forget: it is always a strategic decision to drop negative news on a Friday night.” Together they stepped out of the library. Dessa turned off the lights and locked the door. “For what it’s worth, The Curse of Mathilda’s Sorrow is a huge hit with the Vraitheians.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vraitheians? Mara frowned, her eyebrows bunching. She’d never heard of such a word. “Who are the Vraitheians?”

      “Uh…” Dessa froze for a second, stumbling to respond.

      Just then, the janitor came toward them pushing a giant microfiber broom. She and Dessa made their way to the main exit lest they get swept up in crumpled paper, bubble gum wrappers, and chewed-up pencils. Mr. Jones, the high school’s long-serving janitor, didn’t care who or what got swept up.

      “If you’d rather not discuss it, I’ll totally mind my own business,” Mara said with full understanding given how private she was about her own life.

      “Oh no, it’s okay,” Dessa said quickly, an instant smile brightening her face. Donning her fuzzy gloves, she added, “Vraitheians are what I call my extended family.”

      “I see.” Mara didn’t see. She had this weird idea that Dessa lived in a cult called the Vraitheians.

      Once outside, winter’s cold air slapped Mara in the face and she had to blink back icy tears. The ground was crunchy with snow and laden with salt crystals to keep everyone from slipping.

      Mara eyed the distance she’d need to cover to get to her truck and knew she would need to tread carefully. She’d bought the used Ford F-150 truck after the school district hired her and now, having experienced a New England winter where twenty inches of snow falling in two hours wasn’t unheard of, Mara knew she’d made a smart decision in purchasing the heavy-duty vehicle.

      Her small two-bedroom, one-bathroom house was only a few blocks away. She eagerly looked forward to a warm fire, a hearty dinner with her daughter, and then a glass of wine after Finley fell asleep. Mara had a ton of work to do, namely drafting the school board rebuttal email, grading assignments, and sending notes to several students on alternate book selections.

      However, she was mostly looking forward to spending time with Finley as well as her best friend from the military, Command Sergeant Major Hannah Atholms. Hannah, who was stationed at Fort Drum, New York, was coming to visit them next week. They’d been through so much together, it would be nice to see a friendly face.

      “Earth to Mara,” Dessa said with a wry grin.

      “Ah, sorry about that. My mind was a million miles away.” As Mara’s gaze fell on Dessa’s tangerine-colored Mini Cooper, a sense of worry filled her. “Can I offer you a ride home, Dessa? I have four-wheel drive.”

      Dessa shook her head and pointed toward a running SUV parked next to the Mini Cooper.

      “Vikk is picking me up.” With a twinkle in her eye, she added, “Come meet him.”

      “I need to get home to Finley. Perhaps some other t—”

      Before Mara could finish the sentence, the driver’s door opened and a man stepped out of the SUV and strode toward them. Even on a slippery parking lot, his steps were confident.

      As Mara took him in, her ability to think straight evaporated into a thousand snowflakes.

      He was incredibly tall with a chiseled jaw and a rugged five o’clock shadow. He was as tan as Dessa but instead of blond locks, he was blessed with a thick crown of curling chestnut hair. His lips, which were red with the cold, were full and sensual and very much deserving of being the subject of poetry. Mara was reminded of Byron’s poem, “She Walks in Beauty.”

      Even through his black wool coat, she could tell that he was an Adonis. Why did he have to go and be an Adonis?

      Mara did not blink as he approached.

      Don’t gawk, Mara. Keep your mouth closed. No gaping.

      The man was definitely hot enough to melt the polar ice caps. That said, Mara was shivering. While her Texas upbringing may have prepared her for encountering good-looking men, it had not prepared her for standing still in below-freezing weather.

      “Good evening,” he said simply. His eyes were dark, almost black. Sinful. Sexy. A hypnotic grin grew on his face. She had an instant thought that he could read minds, but shook it off. How absurd.

      “Hello.” Mara’s voice was calm though she had to fight to keep it that way. Dessa’s brother’s voice, which held the same confusing accent, was a deep baritone that could easily turn disinterested listeners into sudden admirers.

      She reminded herself that she was not usually attracted to extremely good-looking men. They were like shooting stars; nice to look upon but never obtainable. What would she do with a shooting star?

      Beside her, Dessa bounced into action. “Vikk, allow me to introduce you to my friend, Mara Eldress.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Friend? Vikk projected the thought into his sister’s RMO. The RMO—short for receptive mind orbit—was the Vraitheian channel for familial telepathic communication. That’s generous, he added.

      Dessa widened her eyes and threw him a reply of, Knock-it-off, Vikk, along with, Not in front of the human.

      While Dessa had talked almost nonstop about Mara Eldress for several months, he knew that they were not exactly friends. In fact, just reading Mara’s current body language, not to mention the red and gold rings encircling her aura, it was clear that Mara actively avoided his baby sister.

      Vikk grinned. Mara looked ready to bolt. As Dessa made the introductions, she gestured up at Mara, as if she needed to distinguish whom exactly she was referring to. His sister was too energetic by half. No wonder the gorgeously tall woman was standoffish.

      “Hello, Mara Eldress,” he said with a smile. Little puffs of white air escaped his lips.

      Extending a gloved hand, he felt Mara accept it with her own gloved fingers.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      “Hello, Vikk Stravdas,” Mara said.

      There was something like reassurance, even comfort, in his handshake. Something she didn’t know she needed until that moment. Vikk held her hand for a beat longer than normal, and Mara surprised herself by not pulling away.

      Before the handshake, she’d been wishing she had ice skates so she could glide far, far away. Now, however…

      She noted his facial expression, the interest written there, how he seemed to capture all of her with just one look. All at once, he lifted a masculine eyebrow, which accentuated his dark, sparkling eyes. How could dark eyes sparkle so much? Mara wondered. Then, biting down her tongue, she asked herself, How could his dark eyes enthrall me so quickly?

      When Mara glanced away and spotted Dessa, the little librarian was grinning like a maniac. That was enough to zap Mara out of her dazed feeling.

      Her chest felt like it had come loose and that something was unspooling out of her. She couldn’t deal with this right now. She needed to leave.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Even without any movement, Dessa sensed Mara’s emotional withdrawal. She’d figured it might happen but she could not miss an opportunity for the Vikk and Mara to meet.

      “Here.” Dessa shoved the canvas bags at Vikk. “They’re getting heavy.”

      He took them without missing a beat.

      “It was nice to meet you, Mara,” Vikk said as he shifted the canvas bags in his hands.

      Every few months Dessa loaded him up with the newest bestsellers. Her brother was on the hunt for books that could be translated into Vraitheian that might also be turned into a feature film on their home planet, Vraithe.

      Dessa, who had lived on Earth for several years now, started translating many of the novels herself, though she usually translated only young adult dystopian novels or erotic romance novels. After meeting Mara and discovering she wrote a military memoir, Dessa thought she would take a stab at translating a work of nonfiction.

      Fighting for Her: A Soldier’s Struggle, became a surprise hit on Vraithe. Everyone was reading it, even at Taloncourt, the seat of the royal family. Dessa just wished she could tell Mara about it.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk watched as Mara carefully descended the steps.

      “I’ll see you in two weeks, Dessa,” Mara said. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Vikk. Goodnight to you both.”

      As Mara walked to her truck, got in, and started it up, Vikk could tell she’d briefly been under his spell but that it was now broken. He wasn’t disappointed. He’d rather she decide that she wanted to get to know him on her own accord versus it being the Vraitheian appeal. It was easy enough to attract human women, but he never let it grow into anything more than a light flirtation.

      From the moment he laid eyes on her, he knew Mara Eldress could never be a light flirtation.

      There was a solid connection, even on his side, which was rare between a Vraitheian and an Earthling. He could feel the strings within his Vraitheian heartstrings tether outward, searching for her essence, seeking acceptance, permission, love. He called it back. Not yet, he told his lonely heart. Soon, and only if she agrees. Had Mara felt anything? Was there a tingle in her chest? Was that why she fled?

      “I think that’s enough matchmaking for one evening, Dessa,” he said in their native language as they entered the warm SUV. He cranked up the heat.

      He felt Dessa’s eyes on him as she pointedly asked, “Are you wearing the locket, Vikk?”

      A Vraitheian locket helped block false heartstring connections. Without consciously thinking about it, he reached into his shirt to feel the warm locket pressed against his chest.

      “You know I never take it off,” he said as he carefully drove out of the school’s parking lot, “but it isn’t foolproof, either.”

      “Ah, so you felt a heartstring stirring? I thought you might,” Dessa said in a bubbly way. “Mara Eldress will come around.” She paused, then added, “Eventually. She’ll come around eventually.”

      Vikk rolled his eyes as he steered the SUV onto a mostly snow-free highway. “You can’t force these things, Dessa.”

      “I know,” Dessa said with a pout. “But, Mara has been through so much. I want to punch her ex in the face, and that’s saying a lot.”

      True, Vikk thought as Dessa talked on. Vraitheians are not violent by nature.

      “How is the movie version of her memoir coming along?” she asked.

      Unbeknownst to Mara, her memoir was being made into a feature film on Vraithe. The hype surrounding it was off the charts, which meant the studio had given him carte blanche to produce and direct it, but things were not going as well as expected.

      “Badly,” Vikk said with a slight groan. “Filming has commenced, but I think I need to redraft certain parts of the script. There are not enough who have had a meaningful experience with humans to do it justice.”

      “Hmm,” Dessa mumbled under her breath. “I wish I had the capacity to help you. Too bad we can’t just ask for Mara’s help.”

      His sister’s casual remark took hold and Vikk found himself contemplating it. Naturally, he wanted to produce a well-received feature film. Additionally, he needed to please the queen or she’d cut his portal privileges.

      But now that he’d met Mara Eldress, he wanted nothing more than to do justice to her story.

      Why not ask Mara directly?

      As Vikk exited the highway, he drove slowly through a showy, holiday-lights-blaring neighborhood and let his mind wonder for a minute. His brain latched on something.

      “Earlier, while we were standing on the doorsteps, did I hear correctly?” Vikk asked as he turned down Dessa’s street and navigated fresh mounds of plowed snow. “Everyone who works at the school is on a two-week break?”

      Dessa smiled a knowing smile as they pulled into her driveway. “Your hearing is as impeccable on Earth as it is on Vraithe, dear brother.”

      Vikk nodded as he contemplated his options. He knew what he had to do.

      His chest squeezed and fingers flew back to his locket.

      There was only one solution—and he had a strong feeling that the human woman who had activated his long-dormant Vraitheian heartstring was not going to like it one bit.
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      Tucked under a thick blanket, fifteen-year-old Finley Eldress was lounging on the living room couch, reading a text from her dad, when the front door opened and closed in a flurry of clatter.

      A huge gust of icy wind blew into the house, something fell to the floor, and she heard her mom mutter a Dammit! under her breath. Finley’s thin frame shivered. Her eyes glanced at the clock on the cable box just as her stomach grumbled. Dinner time, she thought with a smile as the scent of cheesy goodness filled the room.

      Anything that distracted her from Dad’s text was welcome. A few moments ago, Dad texted, “Abigail and I are getting married on Christmas Eve.” Poor Abigail.

      Finley locked her phone and placed it in her pocket. Mom must have grabbed pizza on the way home from school. Finley shuffled to her feet with the intent to assist.

      “I’m coming to help,” Finley said in a loud voice as she walked into the hallway.

      There, on the floor, was an upside-down box of pizza. Finley let out a short laugh as she bent over to pick it up.

      “Careful,” Mom said in her mom-voice, “don’t give me that look, unless you want to eat floor pizza.” Then, after a soft sigh, Mom added, “I’m doing the mom-voice thing again, aren’t I?”

      “When don’t you?” Finley rolled her eyes in exaggerated fashion but her voice wasn’t tart. As it so happened, everything Mom said was said in mom-voice. It kind of came with the territory.

      “Sorry,” Mom said. “It’s been one of those days.”

      Tell me about it.

      At fifteen, Finley had recently been diagnosed with chronic fatigue syndrome, but she’d been suffering for close to two years before doctors finally took her and her mom seriously enough to pursue tests.

      While there were some days Finley could barely manage to open her eyelids, today she felt pretty decent.

      “I think I can manage picking up a box of pizza without blacking out, Mom.”

      Of course, as soon as she stood back up with the hot box in hand, Finley saw the blinking stars in her vision. Floaties. Nothing to worry about, but still, she casually leaned against the wall and quietly took a restoring breath. The weight of the box was imbalanced, which meant the pizza had slid to one side.

      “I’m sure I’d manage to slip on it, like some bumbling idiotic cartoon character,” Mom said with a bemused laugh. She hung up her winter coat and scarf.

      Finley scoffed. “Says the woman with four combat tours under her belt who can expertly dismantle military bombs with her eyes closed.”

      Mom grinned when she said, “Well, my enemy these days are members of the school board, and their metaphorical bombs are much harder to dismantle than anything I ever did for the military.”

      “Sorry you had a crappy day.” I wish Mom wouldn’t worry so much, Finley thought. It killed Finley that she was a huge reason for Mom’s stress.

      It certainly didn’t help that Dad bailed the moment Mom got injured by that IED blast, shirking every ounce of responsibility. Oh, he helped in the beginning, but things changed when he started to complain about it interfering with his life—how he couldn’t focus on his newly started nutrition business. He didn’t like taking Mom to her appointments, driving her everywhere, picking up her medicine. Toddlers were better behaved.

      Finley had only been ten at the time, but she wasn’t stupid. Plus, Dad wasn’t very smart at hiding the fact that he was seeing someone else—or maybe he wanted to get caught. It all came to light when he forgot to pick her up from school one day. Finley had been left out in the cold because he was with his girlfriend. Mom had positively flipped out and had to ask a neighbor to pick her up.

      Finley knew she needed to change the subject and fast. “Half cheese, half pepperoni?”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Unaware of her daughter’s dour thoughts, a smile bloomed on Mara’s face as she thought, The kid worries about me too much. “Well,” Mara said as they made their way to the kitchen, “it was half cheese, half pepperoni.”

      Finley, who was wearing thick socks, slid her feet against the hardwood floor. It made a shush-shush sound that Mara found endearing. Finley must be having one of her better days. She placed her oversized backpack full of papers to grade on a dinette chair while Finley did her best to flip the pizza box right side up.

      Mara held her breath as Finley placed it on the counter.

      “Shall we see?” Finley asked, adding in a “ta-da!” once the lid was up.

      “Yikes.” Mara let out a low whistle. Stringy cheese was stuck to the top of the box while the pizza itself was an oblong lump shoved to one side. “What a messy mess.”

      “Metaphor for my life,” Finley added sarcastically as she plucked pepperoni from the cardboard and popped it in her mouth, then abruptly spit it into the sink, her face going ashen.

      Mara knew that look. Finley was about to shut down.

      “Hey, don’t say that.” Mara took a few steps in her daughter’s direction before pulling her into a gentle hug. “We’re going to figure this out. I promise.” She had to be careful since even regular hugs could restrict Finley’s lung function. At first Finley was stiff in her arms but after a few seconds she relaxed in Mara’s embrace. In the chaos of her former military injuries and her divorce from Calix, Mara’s small pockets of contentment were in moments like this, when Finley melted into her arms and accepted comfort. “I know things are rough now, but we Eldress girls persevere. This is a new town and we have a fresh start.”

      When Finley pulled away, a tear slowly made its way down her pale cheek. “I’m too tired to eat anything. I’m going to go lie down for a while.”

      What was Finley truly worried about? Mara wondered. She felt sure there was something else troubling her daughter tonight.

      It took everything within Mara’s willpower not to wipe the tear away. She never wanted to minimize her daughter’s emotions, but sometimes she felt like crying herself. Instead, she smoothed down Finley’s long, brown, static-prone hair. It was on the stringy side, but at least it wasn’t falling out in clumps like it was two years ago. That had been such a terrifying time.

      “Okay, sweetie. If you get hungry later, I’ll make you soup, if you want, or I can heat up the pizza. Do you want me to help you to your room?”

      Teenage defiance flashed in Finley’s dark brown eyes. “No,” she said weakly before shuffling to the end of the hall. Her bedroom door closed with a soft snick.

      This had been their standard evening routine for a few weeks now. Perhaps in a few months Finley would want to attend school in person. It was her choice. Until then, however, she was taking self-paced online high school classes while also receiving virtual tutoring for her Latin language coursework. Mara provided one-on-one English tutoring.

      Overall, the extra tutoring was pricey but Mara refused to let her daughter fall behind academically. Her teacher’s salary and military medical retirement check barely covered their monthly expenses. Thankfully, Mara’s status as a one-hundred-percent medically retired soldier gave them access to the doctors at the nearby Veterans Affairs hospital, which covered medical expenses.

      If they were lucky, Calix sent a few hundred dollars their way, but it wasn’t something he did regularly. He had his own life now, with a successful business and a model girlfriend. He had his own interests and had used their moving out of state to his financial advantage.

      Calix had been a shitty husband and an even crappier father, but Mara didn’t talk bad about him because at some point Calix might surprise them both and own up to his mistakes. It was Finley she was worried about; worried that she’d try to reach out and get rejected by a father who had shown very little interest in his daughter’s well-being. As much as Mara hated Calix’s guts, she would always be civil for Finley’s sake.

      As Mara bit into a tasty, though oddly-shaped slice, of pizza, she couldn’t stop herself from comparing the attentive Vikk Stravdas to her absent ex-husband.

      Dessa had not been lying. Vikk belonged in a cologne commercial. As his image materialized in her mind, a tingle entered her chest. It felt like her heart had shifted into a nest of threads ready to reach out and grab hold of what it desired.

      Stop! she told herself.

      Instead of analyzing it further, Mara poured herself a glass of wine, sent a venting text to Hannah about the school board’s decision, and started drafting her rebuttal email.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk had never made an overt decision to kidnap anyone before. Vraitheians avoided violence at almost all costs with the exception of self-defense, and even then they would try to talk it out first.

      How exactly does one go about kidnapping a human?

      He parked his SUV on the street across from Mara’s house and shut off the engine. It was very dark out, but her lights were on. He knew she was up because every few minutes he’d see movement at one of the lit windows.

      He was a filmmaker, not a kidnapper. Perhaps he should just tell Mara the truth. Clearing his throat, he practiced the conversation in the SUV: “I look human but I am not human. My image is a mirage. I’m an alien from the planet Vraithe and I need your help. Will you walk through the Vraithe portal with me?”

      She would think him insane.

      He had never before invited a human to return with him through the Vraithe portal. That thought alone made his heart skip a heavy beat.

      The two main portals back to his home planet were in North America and South Africa, with a few lesser portals throughout the globe that would transport a Vraitheian to one of the two main portals. The best Earth comparison Vikk could come up with was that it was like regional airports that flew passengers to and from main airport hubs.

      In the beginning, it was all quite accidental. A young Vraitheian, tinkering with portal tools, found herself teleported to New England in North America in the Earth year of 1870 with no way back. Young Burbur worked tirelessly to build a portal that would let her return home and found her niche within the Bell Telephone Company working alongside Alexander Graham Bell and Thomas Watson. Shortly after humans invented the telephone, Burbur succeeded in creating a two-way portal. Ever since, Vraitheians, who could assume human characteristics via a glamour veil, had been visiting Earth. Several Vraitheians, like Dessa, had even made Earth their home.

      A wry smile touched his lips as he thought about Earth’s obsession with alien abduction. If only they knew how wrong they were. Little green men! Ha! Vikk recalled his amazement at learning humans had multiple entertainment channels solely devoted to solving alien mysteries. Granted, Vraitheians had done everything possible to steer humans away from the truth.

      Though, it could not be denied that the Vraitheians were much more advanced in both technology and medicine. Vikk did not own a flying saucer, nor could he conduct medical experiments. Contractually, when they signed the portal’s end user agreement, Vraitheians agreed to not interfere in human civilization—although sometimes that could not be helped, such as when Earth-bound Vraitheians founded prestigious tech companies or helmed scientific research labs. Smartphones and incredibly powerful vaccines did not just magically appear.

      No, what Earth had over Vraithe was entertainment. Droves of precious, delicious, juicy, drama-filled entertainment.

      Vraitheians lived and breathed for Earth-found novels, television shows, and feature films. The more dramatic, the better. Their never-ending demand was almost insatiable, and made worse because very few Vraitheians could translate the various Earth languages into Vraitheian. Dessa was doing her best by simultaneously translating several books at once, and Vikk trusted her judgement, but Taloncourt was demanding more. More. More. More.

      As of late, the queen had become enthralled with Earth’s military stories. The Earth film Saving Private Ryan had been translated into Vraitheian as Stalking the Fourth Son. Queen Uska hailed it as a masterpiece and all but ordered her royal filmmaker to produce more…or else.

      Since Vraitheians were not violent, the “or else” mostly meant Vikk would lose his chosen profession, he’d be banned from Taloncourt, and his portal privileges would most likely be revoked for an extended amount of time. This was ironic considering the queen was his aunt and he her heir.

      Vikk wanted to keep his queen happy, but he also wanted to keep his job, his home, and his travel privileges, which was why he was parked outside of Mara Eldress’s house trying to decide on how to go about politely absconding with her person.

      It had only been a few hours since he’d met her and his heartstrings still ached to reach out to her. He could feel her heartstrings unraveling, too, though he doubt that Mara Eldress understood it. Truthfully, this had never happened to him before. It was a helpless feeling. If Dessa were here, she’d be both pleased and amused.

      In something of a nervous fit, his heartstrings wove themselves into knots. “Calm down,” he told his chest.

      It was as if his connection to Mara was getting stronger. Worry consumed him. What if Mara agreed to travel to Vraithe and something went terribly wrong? Vikk had to remind himself that humans had successfully traveled through the Vraitheian portal. He had to think positively.

      Granted, there was that one ill-fated human, who had inadvertently stumbled into the portal center, accidentally passed through the portal and had, as a result, become liquidated. The portal was shut down for more than a week to clean up the biological contamination.

      “It has been many years since a human was liquidated as they passed through the portal,” he said out loud to himself.

      Mara would not be liquidated. Vikk was playing several scenarios in his mind when he heard a crisp tap-tap-tap on the passenger window.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      Vikk recognized Mara’s voice. Gone was that polite, professional voice from this afternoon. This was an angry Mara. However, before he could respond, he was momentarily paralyzed by an incredibly bright beam of light.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      No one had ever accused Mara of being an easy target and she wasn’t about to start now. She was almost finished writing her rebuttal email when she heard the approaching vehicle. When a few moments passed and no one rang her doorbell, Mara looked outside and immediately recognized Vikk Stravdas’s SUV parked on the street. How does he know where I live?

      Her pulse jumped and she felt a throb in her head. Instinctively, she knew that Dessa was not with him. She was more annoyed than scared.

      Mara donned her winter coat and pocketed pepper spray and a self-defense flashlight that could temporarily blind someone. She slipped outside through the kitchen door.

      In the darkness, she kept to the thick row of hedges that separated her property from her neighbor’s driveway and ducked behind his vehicle before crouching beneath the passenger window.

      Even though it was below freezing and snow was coming down in fat flakes, the man’s sheer audacity made her blood boil. She felt hot and itchy inside her thick winter coat.

      In the hum of the night, Mara listened for a long moment. He seemed to be talking to himself. She overheard words like portal and liquidation. Mara decided that just because Vikk was a good-looking man, it did not eliminate the possibility that he was bonkers in the head. Or, she thought, perhaps he was reciting lines from a film he was producing.

      Listen to your gut, Mara. A man does not park outside a woman’s house just to recite film lines.

      She jumped up, tapped on the window, and demanded, “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” When she flicked on the flashlight and aimed it at his face, she expected Vikk to flinch or duck or throw his arm over his eyes. Instead, he looked straight at her, through the extremely bright lumens.

      For several long seconds the man did not move. Mara thought, It’s like he’s carved out of stone. His eyes were glowing like silver orbs, which was something she’d never seen before. Then, he blinked, and Mara gasped.

      He didn’t blink in the normal way. His eyelids fluttered in from the sides several times before his arm finally came up to block the light.

      Mara scrambled back and barely kept herself from falling on the slippery road. She was steady with the flashlight—it was still aimed at him.

      What the hell just happened?

      Mara was not tired. She was not drunk. She did not have vision problems. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked and, with startling precision, Mara heard the clean crunching as she stepped in fresh snow. It was oddly mesmerizing in a slow-motion sort of way. Her nose was frozen and she could taste the cold air on her tongue.

      And yet she could not deny that Vikk Stravdas’s eyes blinked sideways.

      Sideways while staring directly into a retina-destroying flashlight.

      As casual as could be, he rolled down the passenger window and said, “Hi.”

      “Hi?” Mara let out a murderous hiss. Her brain could not process all the questions flooding her mind. “That’s what you got? Hi?”

      “Seemed like the appropriate thing to say. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      “Do I look startled? I am angry. There is a vast difference. Why are you—”

      “Sitting outside your house? I wanted to ask you a question.”

      Mara was on the verge of laughing hysterically. His eyes had blinked sideways.

      “Oh, you have a question for me?” She switched off the flashlight. She didn’t want to draw attention from her neighbors. “How about this: What the hell are you?” It came out as a whisper.

      “Mara, please,” Vikk said hoarsely, “let me explain.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk observed her startled expression, the way she huddled into her coat like she was more confused than cold. His chest ached. He desperately wanted to comfort her, to tell her everything was all right, that he would never harm a single hair on her beautiful head.

      “Your eyes…” she said in a faltering voice. “They…” He could tell she wanted to say more but he knew she probably felt crazy. Humans tended to feel that way when presented with something from out of this world.

      From above, muted yellow light cast down from nearby streetlamps and a few front porch lights flicked on. Most of her neighbors’ holidays lights were turned off. It was like a scene from a noir film the way she stood in the middle of the icy road. Snow floated around her, landing on her hair, her coat. Even with the small distance, he could hear her perfectly. It was as if he was already in tune with her.

      Vikk could almost see the thoughts brewing in her mind. Her aura was copper tinged with black, which meant she was contemplating violence.

      She had no way of knowing that Vraitheians could withstand incredibly bright light, that they went into something of a paralysis to protect their nervous system before their inner defense mechanisms took over. That’s why his inner eyelids shut the way they did. He tried to prevent it from happening but perhaps it was for the best that Mara witnessed it. It might make his business proposal somewhat easier to swallow, easier to believe.

      “I know, weird, right?” Vikk said with a soft chuckle. He decided to just go for it. “Has Dessa told you about the Vraitheians? About our quirks?”

      He smiled when Mara’s head tilted sideways just as her aura shifted back to her natural shade of azure. So Dessa must have let something slip. Vikk wondered what.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Of course Mara knew that Dessa displayed quirks—many of them, in fact. However, sideways-shutting eyelids had never come up as a topic of discussion with the Riley High School librarian. Why would it?

      Mara wasn’t ignorant. She’d witnessed anomalies while on active duty. Several soldiers, to include high-ranking generals, displayed extraordinary skills and abilities that seemed to defy human conventions. She remembered once talking about it with Hannah. However, at the time, they’d chalked it up to super intelligence or athletic prowess usually found in Olympic candidates. Mara never once thought them otherworldly or paranormal.

      While standing here, she’d kept one hand in a deep pocket, ready to pull out the pepper spray if need be. Now, however, it felt like overkill. Instinctively, she knew that Vikk Stravdas was harmless. Mara had no idea how she knew this, she just did.

      “You said you had a question for me?” she asked flatly.

      “I have an early departure tomorrow, so I have limited time.” Vikk lifted an object in his hand and, in the dim light, it took her a second to recognize it. It was her book, Fighting for Her: A Soldier’s Struggle. “I have a business proposal for you.”

      Mara scrunched her eyebrows, her mind racing. Vikk was a film director. Was it possible he wanted to turn her book into a film or a documentary? If so, her story might reach a wider audience. Her literary agent and publisher might start talking to her again, maybe even ask her to write another book. Hadn’t that always been her goal?

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk was struck by the various aura shades that morphed around Mara as she contemplated what his business proposal might be. Then, out of nowhere, the atmosphere shifted when he heard someone weakly say, “Mom?”

      At the front door of Mara Eldress’s house stood a smaller, thinner version of Mara Eldress. Did Mara have a child? He thought through the ramifications. This changed everything. His chances of convincing Mara to come with him to Vraithe dwindled by the second.

      “I’ll be right there, Finley,” Mara called out in a reassuring tone.

      He watched as Mara’s contemplation aura returned with a vengeance. She had to be debating between convincing her daughter that everything was perfectly fine while also making it clear that he should get lost.

      “Vikk,” she said, surprising him, “why don’t you come inside so we can discuss the specifics.”
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      After napping for a few hours, Finley woke up famished but was quickly distracted when she couldn’t find Mom. Worry squeezed her insides. She tasted blood before realizing she was biting her inner cheek, and forced herself to calm down. Sometimes, when Dad called Mom, she’d take the phone call outside. Was he calling her now, with the news?

      Finley peeked out a window and noticed an SUV parked out front. Whoever they were, Mom was talking to them. Dad drove a sports car so it wasn’t him, not that she thought it would be. She looked at her phone to read Dad’s text again. “Abigail and I are getting married on Christmas Eve. We want you to be a part of the ceremony. I’ll be there Monday to pick you up. Don’t tell your mom. I’ll call her in the morning.”

      Finley didn’t care that Dad was getting remarried. Good for him. She’d had zero illusions that her parents would get back together, and too much respect for her mom to even suggest it. The truth was that Dad didn’t deserve Mom. But, they were her parents and Finley had to make the best of it. Still, Dad suggesting that he was just going to pick her up without coordinating it with Mom was an epically bad move. He hadn’t even asked if she wanted to attend the wedding. Baltimore was hours away and Finley didn’t do well in long car rides.

      Putting that worry aside, if Mom wasn’t talking to Dad outside, then who was she talking to at ten o’clock on a Friday night?

      Finley wasn’t one to sit around and wait for answers. Opening the front door, she yelled, “Mom?” and watched in amazement when Mom invited the stranger inside. Mom never acted irrationally, so Finley knew that whoever he was, he was either a friend or someone Mom trusted. Probably another teacher.

      The closer he got to the front door, the taller he became. Stepping back, Finley practically had to crane her neck to look up at him. He didn’t look like a teacher; however, something about him seemed calm and familiar, like a family doctor or a favorite uncle.

      Finley was at ease almost instantly. Mom always said to listen to your gut. She didn’t know this man, but she felt that she could trust him.

      Mom led them into the living room. “Finley, this is Vikk Stravdas. I work with his sister, Dessa.”

      Finley nodded, recognizing his unique last name. The high school librarian’s last name was Stravdas.

      “I’d shake your hand,” Finley said in as strong a voice as she could muster, “but I have this strange notion you might crush my bones.”

      Mr. Stravdas looked downright horrified at the suggestion. He glanced briefly at Mom before saying, “I assure you I would do no such thing.” What an interesting accent, Finley thought. He lifted an eyebrow. “How about a fist bump, instead?” he suggested.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Mara wanted to smile as Finley gently tapped her pale knuckles against Vikk’s massive fist, but she managed to keep her face neutral. It surprised her just how comfortable Finley appeared to be around Vikk. Kids usually made their thoughts known pretty quickly through their actions.

      “It is kind of late for a visit, Mr. Stravdas,” Finley said as she sat down in her favorite chair. Mara sat next to the fireplace while Vikk sat in the middle of the couch, leaning in, facing them. He wore a cream-colored business shirt and dark charcoal-colored slacks. In a comical way it seemed like Vikk was under their inspection. Around his neck, an onyx locket that was connected to a thick cord toppled out from beneath his collar before he quickly tucked it back in his shirt.

      He looks nervous, Mara thought. He had her book in his hands.

      “I see that you’re holding my mom’s memoir,” Finley said. “Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Feeling like a giant on their normal human-sized couch, Vikk looked back and forth between the two Eldress women and realized he’d probably bit off more than he could chew. Convincing one woman to go with him through the Vraithe portal was going to be extremely difficult. Two of them? Nearly impossible. Mara would never leave her child behind.

      Their house was warmly furnished with thick rugs and burgundy-hued furniture. Prints and replicas of famous paintings lined the walls. Hanging pots of ivy vines cascaded from each corner, while side tables held framed photos from when the already small Finley Eldress was an even smaller human. Dessa once explained to him that these particular objects were called “yearbook photos” and that human parents and grandparents prized them above all other human artifacts.

      It didn’t escape Vikk’s notice that there were books everywhere. On shelves. Piled in stacks under tables. On the mantlepiece. Atop the coffee table. There was even a slim novel tucked between the couch cushion and the armrest. Vikk read the title. Angela Carter’s The Bloody Chamber. He wondered which of them was reading it.

      Finley’s aura was much like Mara’s, though there was a bit more purple in her azure aura. There were several rings around Finley’s aura, though, that worried Vikk. Rose gold was a concerning ring, signifying medical distress. Her bright silver ring meant she was pushing out a form of bravado. The girl was the size of a whisper, but Vikk admired her strength. Kindness toward the young girl washed over him. He found it reassuring that she didn’t seem nervous or frightful of him.

      While Vikk could never be too sure, Finley did not look very healthy. An idea formed.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Finley arched an eyebrow, watching their tall guest take in the room while waiting for his answer. She was pleasantly surprised when he said, “I hope to turn your mom’s memoir into a film. I’m here to ask for her help.”

      She then understood why he was holding a copy of Mom’s book.

      “And you’re, what, from Hollywood or something?” Finley asked just as she felt her mom’s pointed glare. Finley chanced a glance at her. “What? I have a right to ask. It could be a scam—or a front for an international crime syndicate.”

      Finley knew just how important Mom’s memoir was to her. She’d spent countless hours writing and rewriting it to meet her agent’s expectations only to be let down after publication. Everyone and everything had let down her mother—the foster system, the military, Dad, and the literary world.

      Finley would be damned if she’d let it happen again. Mom deserves to be happy.

      “I appreciate your questions, Finley,” Mr. Stravdas said. “No, I’m not from Hollywood. I’m from a place called Vraithe. International, yes.” He smiled warmly and added, “Crime syndicate, no.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      As Mara watched their exchange, she couldn’t help but feel excitement bubble up within her. Finally! Someone who took notice of her work, her military story, her experience. That’s all Mara had ever hoped for—to inspire, to educate. She didn’t know who or what Vikk Stravdas was, but she was willing to listen to what he had to say.

      However, when Finley asked, “Where exactly is Vraithe?” things took an unexpected turn.

      Mara watched as Vikk swallowed several times before answering. “Well, Vraithe is somewhat difficult to explain. It’s not exactly on any map you would have seen. In fact, some might say it’s, ah…” He paused and his eyes crinkled when he finished with, “out of this world.”

      Does he mean what I think he means? Mara wondered as her mind traveled back to his sideways blinking eyes. What about Dessa? Did her eyelids blink that way, too?

      Finley let out a huff of air as she stood. “He’s wasting our time, Mom.”

      The words were barely out of her mouth before Finley wobbled. Mara’s stomach dropped. In a flash, she was at her daughter’s side, catching her before she crashed to the floor.

      Finley’s eyelids fluttered open and closed. “I’m fine,” she whispered, trying to bat her away. “I should have eaten something first.”

      Vikk crouched beside them. Mara saw the depth of concern in his eyes when he asked, “May I assist in some way?”

      “In the fridge, you’ll find a bottle of cranberry apple juice,” Mara said. “Bring it here.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk sprinted down the hallway to perform the task and returned in a matter of seconds. He was not considered an athlete by Vraithe’s standards, but here on Earth his movements were swift and effortless. He was not too concerned if Finley or Mara noticed. If they decided to return with him to Vraithe, they would hardly remember his physical movements here, not after they witnessed just how different Vraithe was from Earth.

      He could tell, however, that Mara noticed his speed and precision.

      “Thank you,” Mara said as she helped Finley into a sitting position. They were still sitting on the floor with a petite Finley leaning against Mara’s chest. “Tiny sips,” she instructed Finley.

      Finley grumbled. “I know how to drink, Mom.”

      Vikk assumed that this outburst would anger Mara but instead it made her smile. “Teenage rebellion,” Mara said by way of explanation. “She’ll be fine in a minute. Finley didn’t eat dinner. She needs the electrolytes. It’s not a cure-all, but I used to drink it in the military all the time, especially after physical exercise. That, followed by a can of plain tuna with a sprinkle of lemon juice seems to work well in a pinch for Finley.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      With a flush spreading across her face, Finley felt warm all over and elbowed her way out of her mom’s embrace. She didn’t need them both to baby her. She leaned against the chair while finishing the drink.

      “Next you’ll tell him this sort of thing happens all the time.” Finley threw a haughty glare at Mr. Stravdas, daring him to feel sorry for her. When she didn’t read any pity in his expression, she relaxed a bit. Maybe he wasn’t so bad. “Well, let me tell you, sir, it doesn’t happen all the time.” She put the glass down. The room was no longer spinning and her pulse was not as erratic. “Just sometimes.”

      “Do you need more juice?” Mr. Stravdas asked. His voice was baritone-deep yet melodic. It was like he was speaking English through a Russian-Australian voice converter.

      Where the hell was he from? How could Vraithe not be on any map? Next he was going to them he was from another planet.

      Finley felt a smile tugging on her lips. “No.” She handed him the empty glass. “Please put it in the sink for me.”

      “Happy to,” he said before doing that very thing for her.

      While he was in the kitchen she said to her mom, “He’s kind of weird but in a sweet way. He doesn’t give off bad vibes. I hope he’s legit, you know, about the movie thing.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Mara’s focus was solely on her daughter’s health—Vikk and his business proposition could go to the devil for all she cared. In her mind, she was already scheduling the necessary appointments with the right doctors in Boston. It was always an uphill battle just to see the right specialists when every doctor shrugged and said, “Give it time” when what the assholes really meant was, “We think it’s all in your daughter’s head.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      From the doorframe, Vikk observed Finley’s closed eyes, her orange hue aura of pain, while Mara displayed her typical azure aura with her own version of a bright silver ring. She was trying to be brave and strong for her daughter. In reality, she seemed very worried. Worried beyond measure.

      It was almost as if they’d forgotten he was even in the house. He was proven right when he cleared his throat and Mara jerked her head in his direction, startled.

      She got up and helped Finley to her bedroom. He overheard her say, “I’ll leave your bedroom door open and be right back with some tuna. Call if you need anything else.”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Once back in the living room, Mara began to straighten up the papers on the coffee table. She was ready for him to leave while at the same time she wanted to get lost in his dark, sparking eyes. “It’s getting late, Vikk. Perhaps you can stop by the next time you’re in town.”

      Something tugged at her chest, some invisible string that seemed to urge her into his arms. Instead of listening to that urge, she stood behind an armchair and studied his strong, steady figure in the doorframe. Why do I get the sense that he’d do everything in his power to help us? Mara wanted to laugh. Vikk Stravdas was a film director, not a miracle worker.

      “When I leave in the morning, I won’t be returning to Earth for some time, Mara. That’s why I’d like to invite you and Finley to join me on Vraithe.”

      Mara blinked. Returning to Earth? She could not have heard correctly. Then she remembered what she’d overheard him say in the SUV. Portal. Liquification.

      “I’m sorry, but what did you just say?”

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Finley left her bedroom and tiptoed down the hallway. The juice and tuna fish had given her just enough energy to eavesdrop on the conversation in the living room. Though, just to be careful, instead of standing the entire time, she sat on the floor near the end of the hall, just out of sight, to listen.

      “Vraithe is a small, Earth-like planet about ten thousand light years away,” Mr. Stravdas was explaining in a low voice. It did not sound like he was joking. “There is a portal nearby that will take the three of us to Vraithe in under one Earth hour. While you and I work on the script for your memoir, Finley can receive medical screenings for her symptoms at a Vraitheian premiere medical facility.”

      Finley could not believe her ears. Was she dreaming or hallucinating? One thing she could ascertain was that Mr. Stravdas sounded pleased with himself, as if he’d come up with some grand solution to all their problems.

      “Slow down,” her mom said, in something of a stressed-out voice. “On an individual level, I understand each word you’re saying, but when I put them all together, you sound delusional. I’m willing to accept that Vraithe is a small island I’ve never heard of, but another planet? I know you did that eye thing in the car, which I’ll admit was nonhuman-like, and you moved way faster than a normal human when getting Finley her juice, but did you honestly believe that coercing a concerned parent into traveling with you under the pretext of medical treatment for their child would work?”

      “Until I saw Finley tonight, I didn’t even know you had a child, Mara.”

      There was dead silence in the living room and Finley was very worried about Mr. Stravdas’s survivability.

      “Let me get this straight, Vikk. You want to turn my memoir into a movie, correct?”

      Don’t answer it, Mr. Stravdas. You’re walking into a trap.

      “Correct.”

      Dumbass.

      “And you did not know I had a daughter?”

      Seriously, do not respond.

      “No, I was not aware.”

      Finley shook her head. He’s a dead man.

      In a seething voice, her mom whispered, “Get out. Get out now.”

      More silence but then it sounded like he was gathering his things.

      “I apologize for whatever mistake I have made, Mara.” He actually sounded sorry. “On Queen Uska’s honor, it was unintentionally done.”

      From the living room doorway, Finley stood up, entered the living room, and said, “Half of Mom’s memoir is about me, Mr. Stravdas.” She leaned against the couch. Mom was behind the armchair, a grim expression in her face that said, “You should be in bed” while Mr. Stravdas was standing near the window, holding his coat, scarf, and gloves. “Which suggests,” Finley continued, “that you have not read it, nor are you serious in your effort to turn it into a movie.”

      Mr. Stravdas had an “Oh shit, so that’s what I did wrong” expression.

      He turned to Mom. “Mara, I must admit that I read the Vraitheian translated version of your memoir, not the Earth version.” He cursed under his breath in some other language. “Dessa tends to, ah, take liberties with her translations.”

      Mom closed her eyes briefly. “Dessa translates them?” Mr. Stravdas nodded. “The books tonight, the two bags she gave you, were they also all translated versions?”

      “No. I’m taking them to a group of translators in Taloncourt. There’s only so many translations Dessa can do at a time.”

      “What is Taloncourt?” Finley asked.

      Mr. Stravdas smiled at the question. Whatever it was, Finley surmised that it was important to him.

      “Taloncourt is the Vraitheian royal palace. Under the patronage of Queen Uska, that is where I live and work. I run the royal filmography center.”

      “Enough.” Mom was rubbing her temples. “Vikk, I’d like you to leave now.”

      “Where is the portal is located?” Finley asked at the same time.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Vikk saw the hopeful look in Finley’s eyes as he dug into his coat pocket.

      “Here.” He handed Finley a business card that simply listed an address. “If you and your mom change your mind, meet me there at eight tomorrow morning.” Mara had begun to crowd him, which he knew was a way to corral him. Without the slightest hesitation, she fastened a hand around his forearm and led him to the front door.

      “Time to go,” she told him as she opened the door. Her grip was firm, determined.

      His skin sizzled beneath her touch. Sparks flowed through his veins and into his heartstrings. He could barely breathe.

      There was no doubt in his mind: he belonged to her, and would move mountains to make Mara Eldress happy.

      “I apologize for barging in on you like this and for surprising you with otherworldly information,” he said. “My goal was to be upfront and honest from the start. I hope you will reconsider. Vraithe is more medically advanced than Earth, and I have every belief that we can help Finley. For me, the movie is an afterthought.”

      With that, Vikk cast a long look at Mara, hoping to see something other than confusion and distrust. Her aura was a strong copper with a black ring—she was considering violence. It was clear to him that she was not experiencing the same heartstring charge toward him. His heartstrings vibrated with a sting of sadness as he bid Mara goodnight and quietly left the Eldress house.

      
        
        ✧✧✧

      

      

      Mara sank in the chair after locking up the front door and checking all the other doors. She needed hard liquor.

      “You okay, Mom?” Finley asked, nibbling on a cold slice of pizza as she sat on the couch.

      It was late, after eleven, and Mara had a massive headache. The throbbing was thick in her skull. Did he think her gullible? That she’d cave at the promise of some magical hospital curing her daughter? Part of her desperately wished it were true. Her very soul begged for it to be a real, concrete, viable option.
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