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The Thelli Logs

The three-person crew of the Halo One had one more assignment to complete before taking their much-needed vacation. Go on a surveillance mission to a small planet in a distant part of the galaxy, observe and report back. All was going according to plan until a solar flare sent their spaceship crashing to the surface. Now, Phate, Kien and Solgre have a new mission until rescue arrives.

Find out if Earth females are advanced enough to join the Intergalactic Dating Agency.

These novellas are meant to be read in chronological order.

Book 1: Phate’s Mate

Book 2: Kien’s Kindred

Book 3: Solgre’s Soulmate
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This book is dedicated to my sisters; Margie, Arthella, LaTasha and Tarnisha. Through our many ups and downs, we’re still bound to each other in this life. I love you all.
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The Thelli Logs
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Phate’s Mate

The Thelli Logs

––––––––
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THE PEACEKEEPER. When his shy neighbor knocked on his apartment door, Phate’s mission to stay off the humans’ radar until the rescue team arrived changed in a blink of an eye. He not only wants to tell this delectable human about alien existence, but he also wants to take her back to Thelli with him. 

Getting to know her was proving difficult when his new mission involves joining a dating app in an effort to see if humans are compatible enough to join the Intergalactic Dating Agency.

The Workaholic. Tasha worked hard building her small business on Main Street and didn’t have time for distractions. With a fire-cracker best friend and three new mysterious neighbors, Tasha was finding herself thinking of something other than her boutique for a change. 

But fate? Fate has a way of intervening, and she finds out the hard way that she can’t run or hide from her feelings, especially when distraction as fine as Phate lives right next door.
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Prologue
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“So that’s it, huh?”

Phate, Halo One’s, pilot, navigator and resident scientist, didn’t turn when Kien came up behind him and spoke. Kien, the systems engineer and his good friend, stood to his left and stared at the little blue planet visible from the port window.

Phate drew a deep breath of the regenerated air cycling through the vents. The lifeless air, although filled with high-grade oxygen and vitamins, was the only air he was used to now. He suspected his two crewmates felt the same since they’d been calling their Class Two spaceship home for the past ten years now.

“That’s it,” Phate offered in response as they stared at the new planet they’d traveled light years to observe.

Phate, like Kien and their Captain, Solgre, had seen the holo-pics of Earth and read the file provided when they’d accepted the assignment. No, not accepted. Accepted implied they’d had a choice. They hadn’t. The order to change course and forgo their much-needed vacation had been just that. An order.

A low, rumbling snort came from Kien’s throat. He stepped closer to the window that was almost as tall and wide as him and glanced from left to right. “Doesn’t look like much. No planetary docking station. No defense system. No crafts coming and going.”

“From the file provided, we know this species is technologically behind us and other advanced worlds.” With his friend’s body now blocking most of his view, Phate stepped to the side to continue staring at the planet. He squinted through the cloud coverage of pollution, hoping to see a hint of the defense system he’d read about. “They do have planetary defense systems. They’re using nuclear power.”

There were large structures on the planet’s surface, but Phate couldn’t make out anything remotely familiar. Not knowing exactly what to look for, he gave up his visual search.

Kien let out another snort as he shifted to widen his stance and fold his massive arms across an equally massive chest. Kien’s muscles and girth weren’t the product of genetic engineering favored among the younger males who thought a large appearance was a better indicator of prowess than a naturally honed body.

Kien had the traditional appearance of a Thellian that he’d gotten from his mother. But his sharp features and bulk came from his Phessi father. While not as big as the full-blooded Phessi, he exceeded other races in comparison.

“Their nuclear weapons would destroy every single living being on their planet—including their planet itself,” Kien grumbled.

“No one said these humans were very smart.” Phate tsked under his breath in agreement and inclined his head toward the nothingness to the right of the planet. “Hence why we were able to hyper-jump into their vicinity without so much as an acknowledgement from them. They probably don’t know they’re being watched.”

No scans came from the planet’s surface or the outdated space station orbiting Earth. They’d entered Earth’s space under stealth mode, uncertain of what to expect, but so far, the reaction or lack of was...anticlimactic. Halo One’s defense system was quiet. 

Phate had thought there’d be some kind of monitoring system in place but there wasn’t any indication the humans monitored their planetary space for outsiders.

It was a miracle Earth and its inhabitants hadn’t been invaded yet. It was obvious Earth was rich with minerals and precious gems other species would literally kill for. The scans also picked up an abundance of native wildlife, water, sand, coal and trees.

“We’re not here to determine how smart these humans are,” Solgre said. As he strolled through the doorway and onto the bridge to join Phate and Kien, his boots thumped against the metal floor. 

Phate and Kien snapped to attention, giving their Captain the respect due. Solgre had the confidence of someone who’d served his life on a spaceship, and it showed by way of the air of confidence that enveloped him. 

Solgre, like most native Thellians, had blond hair and lavender colored eyes. He was the same height as Phate and had a similar build; wide shoulders, toned waist and legs. Although the spaceship’s gravity mimicked their home planet, it was imperative they spend two hours each day lifting heavy weights, otherwise their muscle tone would be affected.

Solgre didn’t bother making his way to the port window. He went straight to the high-backed chair centrally located on the deck and pulled up the hologram of Earth along with the specs of the blue planet. “We’re here on a surveillance mission.”

“I know, I know,” Kien said, breaking away to take his seat at the engineer’s station. “Observe and report back.”

Phate turned away from the window as well and crossed the small bridge to take the navigator chair. He pulled up the map of the sector which showed the current star system and the other planets in the area—all uninhabitable. As missions went, this was an easy one. 

A few months ago, the Thellian government had intercepted a capsule containing rudimentary communication about this new species. The humans had gone as far as to provide their DNA samples and their coordinates. A very naive and extremely dangerous move for a planet without any formidable allies or Federation protection. 

Luckily for the humans, that capsule had reached Thelli, Phate’s home planet. Preying on the weak and stupid wasn’t what Thellians did. As a planet of explorers and scientists, their interest had been piqued by the rudimentary message.

It wasn’t every day a new species and inhabitable planet was discovered. In fact, the last planet to join the Federation had happened well before his birth. Actually, well, before his great, great, great, great, great, great grandfather had been born.

“We must stay focused on why we’re here,” Solgre stated, his fingers flying through the air, accessing the files and scrolling through the data Halo One had accumulated thus far.

“Their air is extremely polluted but breathable,” Kien said, eyeing the specs in front of him. “But not for long. Their ozone layer is gone to the Ancients.”

“Not our problem,” Solgre muttered in a dismissive tone. His gaze remained on the information as he read. “Phate, download their radio frequencies so we can transmit the updated data to Thelli. The sooner we give the lead scientists the information they requested, the sooner we can leave this solar system and head to Pesna-9.”

Kien whooped, his features flushed with excitement. “I have two Vulron’s waiting for me already.”

“Why? So, you can disappoint them both?” Phate smirked as he initiated a search on available radio frequencies. The amount coming from multiple places on the planet’s surface stunned him. He created a file and linked them for upload and transmission.

“Yes, but that’s no business of yours,” Kien countered.

Pesna-9 was where they were headed when they’d received the call from home base to alter their course. Instead of heading to a pleasure vessel, they’d had to make a slight detour. That “slight” detour being four deep space hyper-jumps away.

Besides, who else in their lifetime could say they’d not only witnessed this momentous event firsthand, but been a part of it?

“Do you think the humans will be civilized enough to make contact with?” Phate asked.

There was a noncommittal noise from Solgre. “Who’s to say? Maybe if an exchange agreement is formed between our two worlds.”

“Although it appears they haven’t mastered interstellar space travel yet, if the resources discovered on our initial scans prove viable, it would make them a valued partner to several worlds,” Kien added.

As he waited for the download to complete, Phate brought up the specs of the current population. It was one part amazing, and one part comical to think all these humans lived on one planet. He imagined they had to compete for everything from space to food to basic living needs.

This planet didn’t look big enough to hold that many people. Why hadn’t they at least colonized the little moon orbiting them? Thellians had colonized all three of their moons. 

As he read the information regarding the population a sudden thought crossed his mind. IDA.”

“What did you say?” Solgre asked.

“The Intergalactic Dating Agency,” Phate said louder. “The humans’ natural resources are plentiful, but they can’t stay on this planet without depleting them completely in a few short lifetimes. They’ll need to colonize either their moon or find another habitable planet. According to the computer, there are almost four billion females currently on the planet. We haven’t had a species join the IDA with that many available females in many years.”

Solgre and Kien let out low whistles.

Thelli wasn’t hurting in the area of females, but with any advanced species, they knew the way to longevity was the female population. There was no growing or sustaining life without them. 

“We, Thellians, would get the first pick of females, of course.”

“We’re compatible with them according to their DNA samples,” Solgre said, a thoughtful look crossed his face.

“The government officials would need to determine if it’ll be worth engaging and exchanging, though,” Phate added.

Kien leaned back in his chair, causing it to groan under his weight. He kicked his long legs out in front of him. “Maybe we should hop down there for a quick visit. You know, just to look around and see what these females look like. Maybe even sample a few?”

Solgre cut his sharp gaze toward Kien. “Not our mission. Keep your dick in your pants and wait until we get to Pesna-9.”

Kien grumbled under his breath then jerked upright in his seat. The smile left his face abruptly. “What’s this?”

Solgre and Phate turned in his direction. Kien’s playful mood had dropped. A sense of foreboding washed over Phate. He too dropped the jovial mood.

“Give it to me,” Solgre commanded.

Phate switched his attention to the planet’s surface. Nothing of concern showed on his holoscreen.

“There’s an energy spike coming from their sun,” Kien noted.

Phate frowned as he switched from monitoring the planet’s surface and focused his attention on the sun. “Could it be a solar flare?”

Kien’s eyebrows pinched together. “That’s what the system is saying, but it’s also larger than any flare we’ve calculated before.”

Solgre waved a hand through the air and the image of Earth disappeared, replaced by Halo One’s specs. Phate did the same on his end. 

“I’m increasing the shields to one hundred percent,” Phate said as he made the adjustments.

Kien started the count off. “Incoming in three, two, one.”

Nothing.

Phate held his breath for a second longer. On the next exhale, he breathed out, “Crisis averted.”

Solgre stabbed his fingers through his light-colored locks. “Good, now get the—”

The lights flickered and a rough shock rolled through the ship, sending it teetering to the side.

“Brace yourself!” Kien yelled over the noise of groaning metal.

Metal should not groan, Phate realized. Alarm bells blared over the loudspeaker and the bright lights above turned red, indicating the power reserves had been triggered.

“Systems report!” Solgre snapped, his voice almost drowned by the booming sounds around them.

Phate ran a quick scan. It didn’t look good. Adrenalin kicked in but he wasn’t on high alert yet. They’d been in worst situations before, namely going up against space pirates and asteroid belts. This, this they could handle. He initiated the jump sequence to get them out of range. 

The system didn’t respond.

Hmm.

“We’re holding steady!” Kien yelled over the noise. “Hold tight and ride this wave out.”

“We’re only receiving thirty percent of the flare,” Solgre noted. “Shields status?”

“Shields down to fifty percent!” Phate’s chest tightened. Indicators revealed a small amount of radiation already leaking through. If the shields didn’t hold, radiation would breach the hull and none of them would be visiting Pesna-9. They’d be dead.

He initiated another jump sequence and like before, nothing happened.

“Status?” Solgre asked.

“Radiation in the ship at ten percent,” Phate said, heart sinking. Maybe this was worse than going up against space pirates after all.

“We won’t be able to withstand another flare at this rate,” Kien said.

Solgre’s hands moved frantically over the controls. “I can’t get control of the ship’s guidance system to jump us out of range.”

“I’ve been trying to jump to the dark side of the planet since this began,” Phate told him.

“There’s only one option,” Kien said.

Phate glanced at his friend, coming to the same realization. “We have to drop to the planet’s surface. The flares can’t reach us there. Their ozone layer is preventing it.”

Solgre didn’t hesitate. “Do it.”

“Strap up!” Phate yelled as he cut the guidance system. The adjustment would send the ship plummeting to the planet’s surface.

“Let’s hope these humans are welcoming to newcomers,” Solgre said.

Phate strapped the harness across his chest as the “Systems offline,” announcement blared over the speakers. 

Phate prayed Solgre was right.
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Chapter One
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Apparently, bored with pressing the side of her face and ear against Tasha’s incredibly thin apartment wall, Nisha sighed, turned around and dropped from her knees to her butt on Tasha’s equally thin couch cushions. “Have you met your new neighbors yet?” 

Sitting in the reclining chair across from Nisha, Tasha didn’t look up from the laptop perched on her lap. Although winter was approaching fast, she was already working on the upcoming spring line for her small boutique. She’d started selling her current winter’s line two months ago and business was doing well.

And the main reason business was doing so well was because she didn’t rest. Rest was a luxury a small business owner couldn’t afford.

When Tasha didn’t answer right away, her friend cleared her throat. Then, after a few seconds when Tasha still didn’t acknowledge her, Nisha cleared her throat louder.

“You’ve asked me that question, like, twice already,” Tasha finally said, not lifting her head from her work.

“Three times today, but who’s counting? Me. I’m counting.” Nisha grabbed the bag of sour cream and onion potato chips from the coffee table and pulled out an unhealthy amount. “Even though I’m posing it as a question, it’s more of a suggestion. Meet your new insanely hot neighbors, chica.” 

At this, Tasha finally glanced up to stare at her oldest and dearest friend in the world who could make stuffing her face with chips look hot. They were both around the same height, five-foot-four, but that’s where their similarities ended. Tasha was lighter skinned, and Nisha was darker. Tasha kept her straight hair cut and styled in layers while Nisha wore her naturally wavy hair free and wild. 

Tasha raised her eyebrow. “Then what?”

“Then what, what?” Nisha responded with a mouth full of chips. Her large and expressive brown eyes were lit with confusion as she stared back.

Tasha lifted a shoulder. “Okay, so I go over there, knock on the door and say—”

Nisha’s perfectly pink lips stretched across her face in a wide grin as she waved a hand. “Hi, I’m your smart and sexy entrepreneur next door neighbor—”

Tasha rolled her eyes. “That statement would never leave my mouth. Ever.”

Nisha pointed a chip at her. “We gotta work on that, because it should—often.”

Tasha shook her head, not wanting to take this already ridiculous conversation down another path. Aside from being her best friend—almost like a sister—Nisha was her biggest supporter. She thought Tasha should tell everyone she met that she owned a boutique, was single and ready to mingle.

Only one of those things was true. The other two, eh. She didn’t have time for a man and definitely didn’t have time to mingle.

Tasha let out a breath and pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d been staring at her laptop screen for the past three hours and her eyes were on fire. On top of that, she could already feel the headache coming on from engaging in this conversation.

“Nisha, they moved in like two weeks ago and I’ve only seen them a few times in passing. They stay in their apartment and keep to themselves. I don’t think they want to meet any new friends or new neighbors.”

Nisha scooted to the edge of the couch and rested her elbows on her knees. “Didn’t you say they have an accent and speak a different language? Ask them where they’re from.” She shrugged. “That’s a good icebreaker.”

“They haven’t spoken to me directly. I’ve only heard them talking through the vents.” Tasha nodded toward the vent directly above Nisha’s head by the ceiling.

Nisha waggled her eyebrows. “Girl, why were you letting me waste my time with my ear to the wall?”

“I didn’t—” Tasha stopped speaking when she realized Nisha wasn’t paying attention.

To her shock, her friend stood on the couch in her sock clad feet and stretched her neck toward the vent. “All I hear is a whooshing sound. Turn off the heat so I can hear better.”

“What? Turn off the heat? In November? In Minnesota?” Tasha let out a snort. “Yeah, right.”

Nisha positioned one leg to brace her weight against the back of the couch to give herself extra height.

“What are you doing?” Tasha gasped.

“Just for a few minutes so I can hear.” Then Nisha’s eyes widened. “Wait! I hear them talking.”

Interest piqued, Tasha asked, “What are they saying?”

Nisha angled her ear up toward the vent. “I can’t quite make it out. Besides, I think they’re speaking another language.”

“See? There’s no point in eavesdropping on them.” She knew she shouldn’t entertain Nisha, but she needed to give her eyes a rest anyway.

“This is purely for research purposes. We need to find out where they’re from, if they’re murderers, how often they hit the weights, what’s their hair routine, if they have any girlfriends, what they do for a living—”

“Those are super intrusive questions. If I wanted to know any of that, I would knock on their door.” A look that Tasha recognized all too well splashed across her best friend’s face. “Oh, no. No, no, no.”

Nisha jumped from the couch and dashed toward the front door. “Oh, yes.” 

“Nisha, I’m sure they don’t want two strange women bothering them.” Tasha sat her computer aside and scrambled to her feet in pursuit.

“But we do!”

Pausing, Nisha and Tasha swiveled their gazes toward the vent where the deep and very masculine voice had come from.

Nisha giggled and slapped her hands together. “See! They want to meet us.”

Tasha could’ve been mistaken, but she was sure that when she groaned, a groan had also come from the vent.

“Come on! Let’s go meet your new neighbors.”

Tasha’s eyes lingered back to her computer. “I still have so much work to—”

Ignoring her protests, Nisha pulled Tasha’s hands to lead her. She was being dragged to the front door before Tasha could finish her sentence.

* * * 
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“TELL ME EXACTLY WHY you did that?” With his arms crossed, Solgre braced himself against the bathroom door, watching Kien as he tried to smooth the curls in his hair back. 

Even from his seat on the ridiculously small armchair, Phate could tell that it wasn’t working. The abundance of water in the atmosphere was doing something strange to the texture of their hair. What use to be short and smooth, was now too long and too wavy.

“Why did I do what, exactly?” Kien asked. “Invite human women to our apartment to cure the boredom that’s been plaguing us since crash landing on this awful, backward planet?”

Phate sighed and leaned back in his chair. “He has a point, Solgre. We’ve been stuck on this planet for four of their Earth months and stuck inside this apartment since we acquired it, only leaving for essentials. Since we couldn’t send the distress beacon via a jump, we don’t know how long it will take for it to reach Thelli.

“We might as well make the best of this situation and meet the locals. At least, we’ll be able to tell the others how first contact went.”

Solgre scrubbed a hand down his stubbled face. “You, too? I thought you would be on my side with this. We should lay low until we get direction from home.”

“Which we won’t receive for a while. The communicator is still down, there’s too much interference in the atmosphere,” Kien pointed out as he squeezed his way through the bathroom doorway and past a disgruntled Solgre. “We’re scientists. We shouldn’t pass up this opportunity to meet the locals and explore their culture firsthand.”

“It’s like neither of you saw that Area 51 documentary on the television. You know the one where humans found a downed spaceship and proceeded to slice up and dissect the aliens inside,” Solgre protested.

Phate frowned. “Did that actually happen or was it just speculation? The aliens didn’t look real at all.”

Kien raised a finger in the air. “Oh, that happened. What I’ve learned so far from watching the television is that documentaries are real. Reality television shows are real. Sitcoms and movies are fake.”

“And still you invited the neighbors over,” Solgre said with a shake of his head.

Kien’s smile stretched. “Female neighbors.”

Solgre slapped a hand over his face. “Great. We’re going to end up in a documentary, dissected for all to see because you’re horny.”

“Captain,” Kien said, all playfulness dropping from his demeanor. “I’ll kill you myself before I let them dissect you alive.”

Solgre’s eyes widened as he turned toward Kien. “Should that make me feel better about the situation?!” 

“Listen.” Phate stood. “We have some time here. I know you don’t want us bringing attention to ourselves, and we won’t. But wouldn’t it be nice to tell the others that we at least tried to learn the human ways?” 

A look crossed Solgre’s face as he mulled over the idea. 

“Fine,” Solgre finally said. “But no telling them who or what we are. I would like to keep my insides firmly inside.”

A determined knock sounded at the door. Solgre glanced pointedly at Phate then Kien. “Understood?”

Since Phate couldn’t think of one reason why he would ever tell a human about himself, he nodded.

“What if they ask why my penis vibrates? I’ll have to tell them something,” Kien said.

“For the love of the Ancients!” Solgre erupted. “How would they find out your penis vibrates?! You’re determined to get us sliced up.”

“How about we don’t have sex with them?” Phate asked as he made his way toward the door.

A horrified look splashed across Kien’s face, and he took a step back. “Don’t have sex?” 

Phate unlocked and opened the door. “Right. Don’t have se—”

Phate didn’t get to finish his sentence because his jaw dropped. Standing on the other side of the threshold was the most beautiful female specimen he’d seen in his entire life.

“Oh wow,” Kien muttered from behind him.

“We’re going to end up in so many little pieces,” Solgre grumbled under his breath.
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Chapter Two
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Phate was definitely...what was the human word used to describe their situation he’d learned from the television? 

Oh, yes. 

He was definitely screwed because he could only stare, mouth agape, at the female standing in the hallway. There was an overwhelming urge to tell her everything about his life and he wanted to know everything about hers.

Phate wanted to tell the female about Thelli. No. He wanted to take her to Thelli. He wanted to introduce her to his parents and siblings. He wanted to take her shopping on one of the many pleasure planets known for their expensive dining, and leisure activities and spend every credit in his account on her. 

He would rob, steal or kill to make her happy. Anything she required, he would do.

As overpowering emotions he couldn’t identify or control poured over him like warm water, Phate took a shuddering breath. He knew he was done for. He would lay the galaxy at this human’s tiny feet just to know her name.

The female next to her waved a hand in the air. “Hey! My name is Nisha.”

Nisha was pretty. Both were the same height, the top of their heads barely reaching his shoulders. The one who had his heart pounding was rounder. Voluptuous was the word he would use to describe her.

The unnamed female wore a black, long sleeved, loose shirt with matching pants while Nisha wore jeans needing repair to fix the rips down the front of them and a form fitting shirt that hugged her small frame.

Nisha elbowed the female next to her.

“Oh! Um...I’m Tasha. This is...uh...Nisha.”

Phate couldn’t take his eyes off Tasha and her beautiful, pink-tinged lips. 

Tasha. 

He hadn’t heard that name before. He liked it and repeated it over and over in his head to make sure his brain could pronounce it correctly.

“I already told them my name,” Nisha whispered to Tasha from the side of her mouth.

Tasha’s expressive brown eyes widened. “Oh, yeah. Well, um...I’m Tasha and this um...is Nisha.” 

Nisha groaned and rolled her eyes. “Jesus. Get it together.”

A fine sheen of sweat formed on the top of Tasha’s brow and Phate had the urge to wipe it off just to feel her skin under his palm. 

“My friend. I mean...she’s visiting. She doesn’t live here.” 

Kien shouldered his way to stand next to Phate. “I’m Kien. The one at a loss for words is Phate and the one pacing behind us is Solgre.”

“Kien, Phate and Solgre,” Nisha repeated. Her lips curved into a smile as she bumped Tasha with a slender shoulder.

“It’s nice to meet you all. Sorry, for...um...eavesdropping,” Tasha said, shifting from one foot to the other and rubbing her hands down the front of her soft looking pants.

Nisha turned her back to Phate and Kien and stepped in front of Tasha, blocking her from view. “What is up with you? Pull it together.” Then Nisha stepped back into place and smiled again. “The walls in this apartment building are paper thin, am I right?”

“The walls are made from paper?” Solgre asked. He walked over and knocked on one of the walls. “No wonder tornados cause upheaval on this planet.”

Tasha chuckled nervously as her gaze moved from Phate to Solgre. “What did you say?”

Nisha’s brows creased in confusion. “What do you mean, ‘this planet’?”

“Great Ancients! I thought it would be one of you who wouldn’t be able to keep their mouths shut. But it’s me!” Solgre threw his hands in the air before stomping between Kien and Phate to slam the door shut in the females’ confused faces. “There. No more of that.”

“I never would’ve guessed it would be you who spilled the bananas,” Kien said, turning toward Solgre.

“I think it’s beans, not banana’s,” Phate offered, finally finding his voice.

* * *
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NISHA AND TASHA STARED at the closed apartment door.

Nisha’s smile dropped. “Well, that was weird. It’s not just me, right? Him saying ‘this planet’ was totally weird.”

Tasha stood in a daze. The entire meeting had been weird. It was weird the way the Phate guy had stared at her like he wanted to lick every inch of her skin from head to toe. Guys did not stare at her like that. Ever. Especially not guys like Phate. And since when did she stammer and become flustered when talking to a man?

Apparently when one as hot as Phate focused his attention on her. 

With the door closed, she could finally get her thoughts in order. Tasha wiped the sweat away from her forehead. Her hammering heart? Only distance would get that under control and distance she would give it. Tasha turned on her heels, making her way back to her apartment where no hot men were, and she could forget about making a fool of herself.

“Hey! Where are you going?” Nisha yelled at her back.

Tasha opened her door and crossed over the threshold, leaving it ajar for Nisha. “You wanted to meet them. We did. Mission accomplished.”

Entering her apartment made her feel better already. Now, she only needed to avoid her neighbors and maybe they would forget about her stammering and sweaty face. That should be easy enough. Her hours at the boutique were long. 

As the sole proprietor, she worked hours before opening to make sure the place was clean, and the inventory was wrinkle free and ready. At night, she usually unpacked any shipments, tagged the items and did more inventory. She was supposed to have one day off—Sundays—but she was never truly off.

Today, she’d spent her day stuck to her computer, handling the administrative end of the business.

Nisha finally came into the apartment but didn’t take her favorite seat on the couch. Instead, she leaned a hip against the kitchen countertop, tipped her chin up and drawled, “Tasha Louise Moore.”

“Anisha Tabitha Jones,” Tasha said, matching Nisha’s chastising tone. It was a tone Nisha had gotten from her adoptive Asian mother and thought would make Tasha—or anyone else she used it on—listen to her.

Nisha hiked her thumb toward the wall separating the two apartments. “Are we seriously walking away from all that hotness next door?”

“Yes. It was easy to do. Do you know why?” Tasha plopped down onto her loveseat. The cushions immediately molded comfortably to her bottom, making her feel at home. She glanced at Nisha and raised her eyebrow. When Nisha didn’t answer, Tasha continued, “Because they slammed the door in our faces.”

Nisha waggled her finger. “Shut the door nicely.”

“Slammed,” Tasha corrected. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have to get back to these new orders because they sure as hell aren’t going to order themselves.” 

Things had been easier when she’d first started. She’d spent the last five years growing it from an internet only operation to a small kiosk that sold scarves and jewelry on the weekends at the local mall. Now, she owned a storefront in a corner suite downtown.

“Oh, what’s that noise?” Nisha crossed the apartment to peer out the main window overlooking the parking lot and tree lined street below.

Tasha shook her head. Nisha had the attention span of a squirrel. “What is it?”

“Another moving truck.”

Tasha frowned. “Someone else is moving into the building?”

“Yeah.”

“Two new neighbors in a month? What’s going on in our little town?” Considering her building had thirty-two apartments and as of a month ago, there hadn’t been any new residents over the past two years. 

* * *
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MARGIE SANTANA TOOK a deep breath and tilted her head back to get a good look at the building she would be calling home for the unforeseeable future. It wasn’t one of the newer, fancier places found closer to the downtown area. This apartment building rested in the heart of the West side community comprised mostly of older adults and families. 

It had a brown façade with four large front facing windows directly across the street from another apartment building. There was no chipped paint, and the lawn was tastefully manicured with colorful shrubbery.

Not something she normally would pick for herself, but her current assignment called for expediency. It wasn’t all bad though, not like her last assignment, so she was grateful for that at least.

It was the perfect place to stay if someone wanted to blend in with the locals.

Which was probably why aliens would pick this building to live in.
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Chapter Three
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“We should leave,” Kien declared in their native tongue as he stared out the window. 

Voices carried from the parking lot below where men unloaded furniture from the vehicle known as a truck and brought it into their apartment building.

“I pray to the Ancients every day to take us away from this vile primitive world,” Solgre grumbled from his place at the kitchen table where he sat hunched over the pieces of the portable replicator.

They’d been in some questionable predicaments before, but this was by far the most stressful. Never had they been stranded on an isolated planet where the inhabitants were ignorant in the ways of how the rest of the galaxy operated.

They each were afraid of what would happen if humans discovered aliens walked among them, but Kien, like Phate, was beginning to feel like a caged animal. Solgre seemed content to stay in the little apartment day and night while Phate and Kien wanted to go out and explore this new world and breathe the fresh air.

Their ship had crashed to Earth not far from where they were now. Well, it had been more of a strategic landing. Phate had been able to guide them to a body of water deep enough to hide it. They’d stayed hidden underwater for months while they worked to get their systems back online.  Even with the shield at twenty percent capacity, there wasn’t any fear of water breaching the hull and damaging the internal systems. 

Luckily for them, some of the mechanical bots were still online and worked to fix the outer damage caused by the crash right away. But even so, there was too much damage and the radiation that couldn’t be contained. They estimated the distress signal would most likely reach the nearest ship within six Earth months, with a rescue expected in the same amount of time.

They could’ve waited that time out on the ship but doing so would’ve completely drained the already damaged systems. They had no choice but to leave, allowing the bots to divert from maintaining life-support to concentrating on fixing the vital areas of the ship and purge the radiation.  

Knowing what needed to be done, they’d downloaded information on the language, learned the phonics and practiced. Learning languages wasn’t new to any of them. That had been the easy part. It was Phate who’d learned the monetary system. With his tricorder properly re-configured, he’d hacked into the banking system, created an account and with a few touches of the buttons, they had the necessary funds to buy what was needed to start their temporary life on Earth.

Their first days off Halo One were rough. They’d bungled shopping. They had a hard time finding a store with clothes to fit their larger than average human forms. They’d searched for a suitable dwelling but without something called credit, a job and references, they’d been turned away, until they’d met the landlord of the apartment building they currently resided.

The landlord had given them an apartment in exchange for a transfer of five hundred thousand dollars directly into his account, which Phate had done expeditiously as it was growing cold and dark outside and they got tired of sleeping in dilapidated structures.

Luckily, the landlord had also been gracious enough to give them the furniture from his apartment for a few hundred thousand dollars more.

It had been a grueling time, leaving their safe-haven, and acclimating as best they could into a strange society. But now they were getting alone nicely and fitting in. They’d learned how to order pizza from a flyer left attached to their door and the saleswoman the landlord had sent, provided them a cable subscription package and cellular phones.

While his shipmates talked, or in Solgre’s case, grumbled, Phate browsed through television channels, stopping at a station that aired a cartoon. It was his favorite show about an alien stranded on Earth and living with a government official. Although it was clearly fictional, he enjoyed the alien’s antics because it reminded him of the Stod species. They were conceited, only thought of themselves and looked like the fictional character.

“Not again!” Solgre roared, lifting his head to glare at Phate. “We’ve seen this episode so many times before. Turn to something else!”

“I believe this is a very limited cable package. Basic is what the saleswoman called it,” Phate said as he pointed toward the box sitting underneath the television. “Maybe we should look into the premium package. With that, we would have other shows available to us.” 

Solgre raked his fingers through his hair, but the overly long length quickly fell back over his forehead. “We don’t need to watch their television. It’s nothing but a distraction.”

“It’s research,” Phate pointed out. “Since you won’t let us spend any amount of time outdoors, it’s the only glimpse we have into their world.” He aimed the remote control toward the television. “We need a better package so we can get additional news channels and reality television programs. How else are we supposed to learn their customs and mimic them?”

Solgre shuddered. “Do you really want to watch more of their news programs? The one time I did, I had nightmares and that’s saying something. I’ve been to Udon and helped them recover from the Turkrar genocide.”

Kien turned away from the window, the goings on outside no longer holding his attention. “The saleswoman mentioned a premium package with more channels. How many humans have this premium cable package? Premium sounds like something only a handful of humans have access to. The elites.” He raised his chin. “I agree. We need the premium package.”

Phate’s eyebrows drew together. “I don’t think it works like that. I think premium is reserved for anyone who can afford it.”

“I’m all for the premium package for the sole purpose of having something different to watch. I agree with Solgre on this point. Phate is driving me insane watching the same shows over and over again.” Kien stepped away from the window and leaned against the wall beside it. “But when I said, let’s get out of here, I meant leave the apartment and leave this building.

“Let’s face it. We can’t stay trapped in this apartment until a rescue occurs. We’re losing our minds. Also, we’re missing the opportunity to study the humans up close. How best to determine if the humans are worthy of an alliance?”

“How can we determine if we’re compatible with them mating wise if we don’t engage the opposite sex?” Phate added.

Solgre turned from Kien to glare at Phate. “You’re only saying that because of the female next door.”

Phate shrugged because there was nothing to argue about. A few hours had passed, and he still thought about Tasha. Her image was burned in his brain. He wouldn’t mind getting to know her. There was something about her that ignited a curiosity within him and as a scientist, he wasn’t used to letting opportunities to study new species or exploring his curious nature go by him without further investigation.

Solgre closed his tired eyes and let out a long exhale. “Fine. You both want to explore the humans in more detail? Call the cable humans and have them give us the premium package.” He opened his eyes to stare at Phate. “Are you sure we have the credits in our account to cover the additional cost?”

Phate picked up the tricorder and opened the account he’d set up through the local bank. “We have two million, five hundred thousand and forty-three dollars and twenty-one cents. I’ll ask the saleswoman if that’ll be enough to cover the cost.”

Solgre nodded. “Should you add more credits to the account just in case?”

Solgre had a good point. Phate pushed a few buttons and watched as the available funds increased by another five million credits. No dollars. That’s what humans called the monetary system on this part of Earth. “Done.”

It was easy to manipulate the human banking system. All he had to do was change the numbers to reflect any number he desired. It was like their monetary system was fake.

Kien nodded toward the window. “We should still go out there.”

Solgre leaned back in his chair and flicked a hand at nothing in particular. “We don’t need to now. Phate will secure additional television channels and we can observe the humans from the comforts of this apartment.”

Kien pushed away from the wall. His face twisted in a grimace as he threw up his arms. “You call this comfortable? It’s a small prison and every second we stay trapped in here, the crazier I become.”

“You’re used to living on a spaceship, Kien. How different is this?” Solgre asked, dismissing Kien and getting back to the replicator. 

Kien’s eyebrows shot up. “How is this different? Are you seriously asking me how being sequestered in a one-bedroom apartment with no space and no privacy is different than living on our three-level spaceship?”

Phate pointed the remote toward Kien. “He has a point.”

Knock. Knock. Knock.

The sudden disturbance grabbed their attention. Kien crossed to open the door.

“Use the peep-hole—” Solgre didn’t get to finish his sentence. Kien opened the door and accepted the pizza from the uniformed man standing on the other side.

Kien dropped the pizza box on the kitchen counter and the aroma of meat, cheese, vegetables and sauce that Phate had become familiar with wafted through the cramped apartment. “Since we’ve been stranded, we’ve spent this time learning about humans, their customs and their language.” He opened the box and retrieved three slices. “We can venture out, explore and gather more intelligence on their lives for home base. What could go wrong?”

Solgre gaped. “Uh, we could end up chopped into little pieces.”

“That would be very bad,” Phate agreed, aiming his remote at the television to turn to another channel.

Kien took a large bite of his pizza. “We are far more advanced than these humans,” he said between chews. “We’ve learned they’re self-absorbed. They won’t even notice us. They’ll keep their heads down in their phones.” He grabbed two plates and put slices on each. “We watch them walk by all day long. We’ll fit right in.”

“Oh, good. Pizza. Again,” Solgre said and Kien set one of the plates in front of him.

“Can we venture out?” Kien asked as he dropped the other plate in front of Phate.

Kien and Phate watched Solgre, waiting for his answer. 

Solgre sighed. “We stay inconspicuous. Don’t make me regret this decision.”
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Chapter Four
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“What about this one in powder blue? Or did you not think someone would like another color besides the drab brown and dull green this dress comes in?”

The smile on Tasha’s face was unwavering. She’d had years perfecting it. It was the smile that said, “You’re a valued customer and I want you to be happy.” While inside her brain, she screamed, “Leave my shop!”

The blonde haired, almost cookie cutter of each other, mother and daughter duo had been in her boutique for over two hours now, which wasn’t uncommon since Tasha’s entire business was built on giving individual attention to clientele. But sometimes customers overstayed their welcome. Which was the case here. Tasha adored the daughter who was only trying to find the right bridal shower dress, but the mother...ugh...the mother acted as if she were the one getting married. 

While Tasha’s smile was unwavering, the daughter wasn’t having much luck hiding her true feelings. That her mother was ruining this day for her was written all over the daughter’s face and Tasha felt her pain. She’d never been married and was certain her mom wouldn’t be as rude and disrespectful as the one in front of her, but she’d seen this situation play out many times before.

“We don’t have this particular style in powder blue, but I have another dress similar in that color.” Tasha outstretched her hand to another rack. “If you’ll follow me.”

The mother breezed past Tasha with head held high, leaving flowery perfume trailing in the air after her. “Let’s see what you have over here.” 

Tasha watched as she walked to the rack indicated. If Tasha hadn’t introduced herself as the owner, she was sure the older lady would’ve asked to speak to a manager by now. She had that arrogant and impatient air about her. The way she walked, fast and with intent, like she had pressing business to attend to. The perfectly styled updo, slick and sleek without a hairpin seen. The designer outfit, Ralph Laurent, Fall Collection. Or the stern scowl on a face that had seen three too many plastic surgeries directed toward Tasha.

“After you,” Tasha said to the daughter while the mother began, “um, hmming” the dresses on the rack.

Before joining her mother, the daughter mouthed, “Sorry,”.

While both mother and daughter were near twins in looks, their dress was different as night and day. The daughter was in a stylish loose fitting sweat outfit and gym shoes. And instead of the perfect hairdo like her mom, the younger woman’s hair was tied back into a messy ponytail.

Wilma, Tasha’s aunt and employee, came to stand next to her and whispered, “I can pull the fire alarm. Just say the word.”

“That’s why you’re my favorite employee,” Tasha whispered back.

Wilma bumped Tasha’s shoulder with her own. “I’m your only employee, lady.”

Tasha rubbed Wilma’s back and chuckled. As the youngest child of nine, Wilma was closer to Tasha’s age than any of her other uncles and aunts. She was also Tasha’s favorite. Their relationship had always been closer to that of siblings. 

When Tasha had gotten the building lease, Wilma rolled up her sleeves to help clean and put everything together. Nisha had been there too, but Wilma arrived with Tasha and left just as late. 

In the beginning, she’d only been able to pay Wilma minimum wage, but as business grew, so did Wilma’s salary. Wilma had finally been able to quit her job as a secretary and work for Tasha full time. Tasha thanked God for Wilma daily. It was a godsend to have someone she loved and trusted working for her.

The mother held up a dress, a powder blue one, and said, “Do you have this in cream?”

A nerve throbbed and pulsed under Tasha’s right eye.

Wilma patted Tasha’s shoulder. “I’m going to pull that alarm.”

“Mother!” the daughter gasped.

“Wha—” The mother whipped to face her daughter then her face went slack. “Oh, my!”

They all turned in the direction she faced. 

Walking in view of the boutique’s large window were three incredibly tall and incredibly fine men. Seeing her new neighbors under fluorescent apartment lighting hadn’t done them any justice. The men standing in the natural sunlight seemed ethereal, gods, angels, and happiness wrapped up in a human.

The sigh Tasha let out was unintentional. “Oh, my indeed.”

“What I wouldn’t give to be under one of them. Or maybe all three,” the mother said on a breathy sigh.

“Mother!” the bride said, with her eyes locked on the threesome with an expression revealing she had the same carnal thought.

Wilma waved a hand in a fanning motion in front of her face. “It’s not every day we see real life gods walking around downtown.”

“They’re my neighbors,” Tasha said, eyes locked on Phate.

God, was he gorgeous. The others were equally as fine, but Phate, he was a different kind of specimen. Corded muscles strained under a long-sleeved shirt that was also a size too small. His pants fit but they didn’t do his butt and thighs justice. If it was up to her, she would definitely style him in better fitting clothes. 

She also noticed the colors of his outfit didn’t match. The pants were teal, and the shirt was a bright orange. She couldn’t tell if he was color blind or if the color scheme was by choice. Despite that, the ill-fitting clothes and questionable colors didn’t take away his appeal.

Suddenly, Phate turned her way and their eyes locked. The fire in his gaze made her heart skip a beat and her stomach clench. Silence overtook her for several seconds. And for those seconds, nothing else mattered or existed in the world except for him.

Phate broke the connection and her heart sunk. She dropped her gaze. A second later, a feeling of awareness tugged, and she brought her gaze back up. Phate watched her again, and her nerves and stomach reacted.

He stopped abruptly, causing Kien to ram into his back. They toppled into Solgre who let out a string of words she couldn’t understand but by the sounds of it, were curse words in their native tongue. There was a brief but intense conversation, then the three men turned to watch her through the window.

The urge to fade into the background overtook her. Heat inflamed her face as she remembered how Phate and his friends had slammed the door on them. Tasha’s chest tightened from the pressure and her shoulders rounded toward the front. 

“Introduce me to them,” the bride stated, gaze still locked onto the trio.

“No, you’re about to get married. Introduce them to me,” the mother countered.

The bride-to-be turned to her mother with mouth agape. “You’re married too!” 

Her mother waved a hand in the air. “That can easily be undone.”

“You’re talking about divorcing my father!”

Tasha couldn’t pay attention to the squabbling between them because Phate had backtracked and was coming through the door. The alarm chimed as he entered with the other two men on his heels.

The short racks of clothes she’d placed strategically in the room, along with the comfortable seats had appeared cute and cozy when she initially set it up. Now, the space shrunk from the presence of the three large men. 

As she watched Phate make his way toward her, blood thundered past her ears, and she couldn’t get her breathing under control. His presence wreaked havoc on her internal system and her mind screamed for her to run. 

Phate stopped in front of her, enveloping her in his foreign scent. He stared down with a smile and her heart fluttered in response. 

“The female called Tasha,” he said in his drawling accent. “Hello. Good afternoon. Greetings. How are you doing? Nice to see you again. How are you enjoying the weather?”

Tasha frowned. Why was he spouting a plethora of greetings? 

Wilma elbowed her. “When a man as fine as that talks to you, no matter how odd he’s being, you respond.”

And that’s why Wilma was her favorite aunt. Tasha swallowed the lump in her throat. “Hello. Phate, is it?”

Smooth. Real smooth. As if she hadn’t been repeating his name in her head and even tested it out on her lips a few times since meeting him.

She would never admit it to Nisha, but she’d put her ear up to the vent last night because there was a lot of talking going on in their apartment. She couldn’t understand anything because they spoke in their language. All the while, she’d wished that she’d asked where they were from, so she could’ve turned on her translator app and eavesdropped. 

“Phate,” he said, nodding. He motioned toward the other two. “Kien and Solgre.”

When Tasha couldn’t snap out of her stupor fast enough, Wilma stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “I’m Wilma, her aunt and employee.”

Phate took the outstretched hand and shook like he didn’t quite understand the up and down movement. “Aunt. You’re related by a parent.”

They dropped hands and Wilma stepped back with an eyebrow raised. “Um, yes. That’s usually how it works.”

The mother and bride cleared their voices simultaneously. “Um, these are...” Crap, although they’d both given her their names, Tasha couldn’t remember them. The day had been trying to say the lease.

Luckily, the mother stepped forward and instead of an outstretched hand, she went in for a hug. “I’m Joan and any friend of Tasha’s is a friend of mine. We adore her little boutique. We could’ve gone to a much larger shop but as I told my daughter, Jessica here, we needed to support more small African American businesses.”

Jessica groaned and slapped a hand across her face.

The door alarm chimed again as two women breezed through, eyes on the hot trio. 

“Oh, this is such a nice store,” one said, gaze hyper-focused on Solgre.

The other pretended to look around but her gaze quickly landed on Kien and stayed there. “Yes, yes. This is a cute place.”

“Excuse me while I see to the new visitors,” Tasha said, happy for the distraction. 

When she reached the newcomers, smile on her face and hand extended in greeting, they didn’t pay her any attention. Their paths led directly to where Phate, Kien and Solgre stood.

“Hello. Do you come here often?” the redhead asked Solgre, thrusting her prominent bust up toward his gaze.

“We’re new to town,” Solgre grumbled.

With a lopsided grin on his face, Kien seemed too happy to be the center of attention while Solgre seemed uneasy about it. As if he were afraid of being caught off-guard, Solgre’s gaze darted from the door to the large, picturesque window and back to the door. 

The redhead repositioned herself in Solgre’s line of vision. He stepped to the side so she wasn’t blocking him and the exit. The redhead sent a defeated look to her dark-haired friend.

“But we can come here often if this is where we should be spending our time,” Kien offered.

Both women perked up and giggled to each other.

Uh, no. Tasha didn’t need these three disrupting her place of business. It would be pure chaos if the five giggling women in her presence were any indication. They acted as if they’d never seen attractive men before. Even Wilma stopped paying attention to Tasha and gazed longingly into Solgre’s eyes like a lost puppy.

“Oh! Are you on any of the dating apps?” the redhead asked.

“Dating app?” Solgre asked with a frown.
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