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This book is dedicated to my wonderful husband who puts up with me.

 

SELAS'S SALVATION

 

Selas

Sent to the surface of the prison planet Dactyles, I’m appointed to clean up the mess created by the Warden Benard. In addition to restructuring the management and ferreting out any of the previous warden’s supporters, I have to supervise the matings of a few lucky males.

Branching out beyond the dome, I work to notify all the prisoners that Benard's no longer in power on the planet. Not everyone believes me though, and I’m captured and held as a prisoners. 

When mating marks develop on my body, I’m shocked and confused. There are no more females, right? 

And does it really matter when I’m about to be executed by the previous warden’s crazy followers?

 

Karen

Struggling to live up to the professional aspirations of my family while attending college, I find myself less and less interested in becoming a doctor or lawyer as they expect. I’m much more interested in continuing on with the active lifestyle and Aikido training that makes me so focused and relaxed. 

When I’m abducted by aliens at a study group with friends, I’m told if I give up my family and life on Earth, I can have the life I want.  But it also comes with a little catch that definitely sounds… interesting. 

Is there really someone out there that’s perfect for me?

 

  SELAS’S SALVATION is the sequel to BREN'S BLESSING (Book One of the Quasar Lineage) and MATTHIAS'S MIRACLE (Book Two of the Quasar Lineage) and AMARI’S ADORED (Book Three of the Quasar Lineage) and DEVLIN’S DARLING (Book Four of the Quasar Lineage) and CALLIM’S CHALLENGE (Book Five of the Quasar Lineage) and TRAVEK’S TREASURE (Book Six of the Quasar Lineage) and REMUS’S REVELATION (Book Seven of the Quasar Lineage).

You don't have to read Bren's Blessing, Matthias’s Miracle, Amari’s Adored, Devlin’s Darling, Callim’s Challenge, Travek’s Treasure or Remus’s Revelation in order to understand the plot, but the story will be more well-rounded if you do!

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

 

 

- Karen

“How’s Brett?” I cringe even as I ask. Not that Brett’s a bad guy—not at all. He’s well meaning. It’s just that he’s almost a carbon copy of our father, and I can’t believe Helen married him. My sister definitely has different taste than I do.

“He’s working hard. His residency is taking all his extra time and then some.” I can hear Helen blow out her breath with frustration. I bite my tongue as I listen to her drone on about the hours and his lack of sleep at the hospital his residency is set up at.

I love my sister. I really do. But I’m not sure how she didn’t see that Brett’s driven personality is exactly like our dad’s. 

They met at college and hit it off immediately. In the beginning when she asked me what I thought—I told her the truth. I don’t want to marry someone who worries about their job more than our family, and eventually, our children. I don’t want to feel like a single mom like our mother did.

There are so many other things that are important, including making your kids feel like they have a father who cares. Sure, we had money. We enjoyed private schools and were able to afford the extracurricular activities we wanted. But I wanted my father to come to my Aikido presentations. After the first couple he missed, I realized he’d never make it.

“What are you up to now?” I’m interrupted from my pity party by her question and realize I need to focus.

“I’m waiting on Jo-Anne. She had a meeting with a counselor and then we have a study group for math.” I groan as I shift and look at the clock again. It should be almost over. If she doesn’t hurry up, we’ll be late.

“I can’t believe you bother. You’re getting straight A’s, aren’t you?” Helen’s voice drips with sarcasm, and I can hear the car blinker and realize she’s driving and I’m on BlueTooth. I’m relieved I didn’t say anything negative about Brett. I don’t know if she has anyone else in the car.

“Yeah, but it’s fun. Everyone in this group is really nice, and Jo-Anne needs to go. It gives us something to do together…” My voice drops as I conclude, “… and it’s good for her to get out.”

Helen makes a non-committal noise of disapproval but doesn’t say a word. I made the mistake of telling her a bit about Jo-Anne’s personal issues, and she thinks she’s a nutcase. She didn’t say it at the time, but I know my sister. We’re five years apart, but she’s as easy to read as mom.

“I better go.” I stare at the clock as the second hand seems to accelerate. “I love you and miss you. Come visit me when you get time.” Helen’s new job at an attorney’s office leaves her about as much extra time as Brett, but maybe that’s what makes them a perfect couple?

“I will. Don’t wait so long to call again, either. I miss you too!” The car door dings, letting me know she’s reached her destination.

“I won’t. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Blinking my eyes rapidly, I stare at my phone. I’m still pulling myself together right as Jo-Anne yanks open the door to her therapist’s office. I wonder how Jo-Anne made out? Because from what she’s told me in the past about her, Dr. Dickson can be a real prick for a woman.

Taking in Jo-Anne’s fierce expression, I know it’s gone the same way as every time before. They don’t believe her. 

Now, I’m the first one to admit that Jo-Anne’s stories sound crazy. Alien abductions, missing time, and memory loss don’t come across as sane. But I know Jo-Anne. She’s not making this up.

I’ve seen her when she’s come back from being abducted, shaken and once—naked. Something’s going on. She isn’t making it up. Until it’s proven otherwise, I believe her.

If or when I become a therapist—or even my real secret dream of being an Aikido instructor, I swear I’ll give everyone the benefit of the doubt. Therapy is my top pick for college study and my career, because there’s no way anyone would be impressed with my dream of full-time Aikido. Not with a doctor father and brother-in-law, and my sister just starting her law career…

“All set?” Shoving my phone into my backpack, I hop up to follow her out of the waiting room. She’s already halfway out the door. 

“Yes.” I can hear a combination of relief and anger in her voice. She’s not going to want to talk about it. Maybe later. Maybe not. I’m fine either way.

Pretending that I don’t know how pissed she is, we hurry across the damp grass to the study group building without speaking. I have the perfect distraction. I just need to make sure I broach the subject properly. I’ve been waiting to ask Jo-Anne about double dating with Tim and me. 

It’s a fairly new relationship, but so far, I’m impressed. He’s kind, non-judgmental, and smart. We met in English. Honestly, until he spoke to me two weeks ago, I never noticed him. He’s not gorgeous in a traditional way, but his clean cut and wholesome good looks are attractive.

Last week he wrote a poem for me and gave it to me after our third coffee date. He’s obviously into me and I want to like him. I mean, I do like him. It’s just… I want to be as into him as he seems to be into me. Time is all I need, right?

Pulling the door open to the old brick building, I watch Jo-Anne slip quickly inside. “Do you want to go to a movie this weekend?” 

Jo-Anne probably doesn’t realize her shoulders stiffen ahead of me as she enters the stairwell. “Did you have a specific one in mind? RomCom or action or horror…” Deepening her voice, it echoes around us as we climb the three stories. 

She’s joking but I know she isn’t a huge horror fan. With her background and experiences, who can blame her? More likely, she’s looking for an excuse to opt out.

“That depends on if we’ve the funds to pay for it ourselves?” I smirk at her as I turn on the landing above her to head up the second flight. “That cute guy, Tim, I told you about him from English?”

We both know I’ve told her. I showed her the poem. It’s a little dorky, but it’s the first time a boy’s ever written a poem for me! I was flattered.

But this will be the first time I’ve gone with him anywhere off-campus since we’ve only met at the coffee shop here at school. A double date seems less serious, especially with friends. 

“Sure, I remember.” She doesn’t sound enthused, and honestly, I’m not surprised.

“Well… he asked me if I wanted to go see that new chick flick with Drew Barrymore this weekend, and I told him I’d go as a double date.”

Her audible groan echoes through the stairwell as she shakes her head at me. “Great. He must really like you if he volunteered to take you to that movie!” 

I laugh, encouraged as she does too, joining her on the landing where I pull open the door to the hall. 

Grabbing her sleeve as she passes through the door, I tug gently and put on my best pleading face. I probably look like an idiot, but she laughs harder before scrunching up her nose as she slowly nods. 

“Did he say someone in particular he had in mind to bring?” That’s a good sign. Maybe she won’t back out. I’d feel like an idiot if she did, and I certainly don’t want to go out to a movie with two guys I don’t know.

Jo-Anne’s question has me wondering if there’s someone in particular she’s hoping to hear he’s bringing. Unfortunately, I’m not exactly sure who he had in mind, and after calling out hello to the others in the room, I spend the next few minutes trying to figure out who she might be interested in while we settle into our seats across from Shelly who heads the group. 

Pulling up the movie trailer on my phone, we giggle at the comedy while waiting for everyone to show up. “It does look really good,” Jo-Anne admits as Shelly calls us to order, and I realize everyone’s here. 

I’m shuffling papers in front of me as a basket of brownies gets passed around, so I don’t notice why everyone is gasping until I look up at Susan. Sitting next to Shelly across from me, she’s illuminated—no the entire room is illuminated by a bright light.

Swiveling quickly in my chair, I shade my eyes in a futile effort to cut down the light. What the hell are they thinking? Whatever prank this is, they’re going to be in big trouble, I’m sure. We’re three stories up!

Are they hanging off the roof or something?

“What is that?” Lisa’s to my left as she stands. Even looking at them across from me is hard and my eyes water as I see her and Beth next to me get to their feet. They move to the window to investigate with Susan but my attention is pulled back to Jo-Anne by me.

She’s whimpering as she hunches into her chair. “No. No, no, no…”

“Jo-Anne! Honey?” Throwing my arms around her, I try to pull her into my arms. She’s shaking so badly that I’m afraid she’s slipping into a seizure. 

This isn’t funny any longer. Standing quickly, I spin around intending to run to the window. These assholes are going to get a piece of my mind. 

Jo-Anne stands with me, still chanting as I move away from her. My body feels lighter somehow as I take a few steps away and stand closer to Susan. “Can you feel this?” Her voice fades as I register what she’s referring to.

Individual streams of light waver around us. This isn’t normal. Not only is the light pulsating, I feel like my skin is vibrating from the light touching it.

Like staring into a flash, the light makes everything appear brighter and over exposed. When I close my eyes to let them adjust, I realize I can’t move. My feet, my arms, even my neck—I’m stuck!

“Lisa!” Susan’s voice sounds far away, not the three feet that I know she is. “Can you hear me?”

“Yes, Susan!” Lisa sounds even farther away when she answers her. “I can’t move though.”

Lisa’s voice is almost a whisper as it ends, and I realize I’m passing out. The light behind my eyelids has become a tunnel and at the end of the tunnel I still can hear Jo-Anne’s voice faintly echoing, “No!”

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

- Selas

“We’re almost there. I don’t want to head back until we make contact.” Motioning to Tier on my left, he takes the lead, scouting ahead in the dense terrain. 

Amari’s voice in my head on the link begins to break up, but I strain to catch what he shares. He gets more information from his mate Rachel about the Discovery’s latest agenda than I do from Bren. “Yes, they’ll arrive in the next rotation. They completed the backlog in record time.”

Every Quasar spacecraft is obligated to complete a rotation around their quadrant, and the Discovery has been behind since Bren located Hannah sixty-eight rotations ago. I was with him when he boarded the small craft that Hannah called a Skylab. I watched the interaction between them when they first met. I never would have guessed that the small, human females would have such a profound effect on us all.

But first Bren’s was called back to Quasar to complete his family commitment. Then, we had a rushed trip back for the Human women Shelly and Beth to get the vaccine for Tirus-X. Consequently, they fell behind on completing the Discovery’s scientific scheduled rotation. 

“Will everything be ready planet-side?” My voice is low as I keep in mind that we’re trying to have the element of surprise out here. We don’t expect any trouble but that doesn’t mean that they won’t be combative. They’ll assume we’re here to take them back to the prison dome.

“It will be. Team two and three are heading up the rooms that they’ll want to occupy.” According to Amari—who’d heard secondhand from his mate Rachel, they’ll be back here tomorrow. Rachel stays in contact with Shelly, Beth, and Hannah who’re currently on the Discovery—Was it intentional that Bren didn’t notify me himself?

It seems that I should have been the first to be told. The branch snapping back into my face from Kene brings me back to the present. He motions me to take the lead. Nodding curtly, I creep forward quietly.

 I need to pay attention. These woods can be dangerous, and we had to abandon our shuttle when the brankton was climbing the trees and became so thick it was impassable. The few larger animals on this planet can be dangerous, but the vegetation is often much worse than you’d expect.

From Amari and Whik, we’ve learned where different settlements of escapees from the prison dome have set up their living areas. It’s been hard work to reach some of the more impassable territory, but I’m determined to complete this part of my mission. Bren believes I’m qualified and capable of leading and organizing this operation, and I won’t let him down.

“There’s more.” Amari’s voice is ominous as I move into a part of the forest that has a canopy completely obscuring the sun. Long, dim shadows fall over me, and Tier and Kene are so silent, it’s as if I’m alone.

When I don’t don’t answer, he continues. “They’ve been in contact with Travek. He’ll arrive at the same time on a course from Earth.”

Clenching my jaw, I refrain from speaking. Travek has never been one of my favorite males. Rich, entitled, and constantly pursuing the next profitable venture, he’s always rubbed me the wrong way. I assume he just reminds me of the taunting males from my time at the education center, and that really isn’t fair to him.

I’ve been working on establishing myself as a potential leader for—well, my entire life. Being born into a common family limits your options starting right from school. Travek was never one of the others in my class that ridiculed and challenged me, but his background is the same.

If I’m honest with myself, Bren and Travek have a lot of similarities—except for Travek’s link to the council by blood. Maybe it’s just Travek’s determined and entitled attitude that’s made me like him less.  Being trusted by Bren as someone who can take care of the chaos we’ve been dumped into has been enlightening and challenging.

Pausing, I wait for Tier to continue our circuit. He’s almost invisible in the dim light as he smoothly and silently passes by before disappearing into the dark ahead.

“Is there anything else I should know?” My murmur is almost too low for even me to hear. When he doesn’t answer, I repeat the question slightly louder.

Nothing.

I’ve lost him then. It was inevitable out here. Without the Discovery rotating around the planet, it’s impossible to bounce the signal into every corner of the planet. Satellite installation is high on my priority list of items to discuss with Bren.

When Bren and I arrived on Dactyles, where Matthias knew his mate was located, it became obvious that the Earth females who’d landed here before us were being hidden. The Warden Benard had quite a self-serving set up here. The atrocities committed by the previous warden and his guard followers were outrageous and criminal. 

As Bren’s first-in-command, he left it to me to stay on the surface of the planet when he left to race back with Shelly and Beth at the Council’s bidding. I was tasked with purging the previous corrupt leaders and restructuring the entire facility so that it’s being run by qualified—but kind males.

It’s been challenging!

There’s no other way to put it. It’s really no wonder that some of the outlying groups have been so inhospitable. The corrupt policing structure of the prison dome of the past encouraged killing as an option. So far, we’ve only had one casualty, a young male named Tuono. He was a Junior Support Technician left with me by Bren and less than seven rotations ago, his body was found without a head.

Based on where it was recovered, we believe whoever perpetrated the crime wanted us to find it. I just don’t understand why. Tuono was young and kind, the way many of us are when we first begin our tours. I’ve been on board the Discovery longer than most, joining at the same time as Bren. But without the family commitment, I can stay in active service indefinitely if I desire. 

It’s only a matter of time before all the positions on board the Discovery are taken by older males. It’s hard to get the placement but once you do, without family commitments—and if you’re willing to give up on ever having a family of your own—you can stay on. Look at Mavick, the engineer I have scheduled to look at the energy disperser here under the dome. He’s been on board for twenty-three Quasar annual rotations.

As I take my turn in our formation moving ahead to the lead, I come to an abrupt halt. Blinking rapidly, I try to decipher if my eyes are actually seeing what I think?

Less than a stone’s throw away, is a face that looks eerily familiar. Only there’s no body… just a large branch of wood that the head was impaled on. 

Well, I guess I’ve found Tuono’s missing head.

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

- Karen

“What’s that?” The tightness in my chest expands as I look at Jo-Anne with surprise. Leaning on the long pole I’ve been using as my jo—a short staff I’m training with, I wait for it to pass. There’s not a lot of room in here, but I’m positive she didn’t hit me in the mid-section. 

“What do you mean?” Using both her hands to pull stray hairs that have begun to detach from her braid, she blows out a breath across from me. We’re in the cargo area of this spacecraft they call The Top Pick. Of course, it was a shock when I woke up to find out I was out in space, but looking back at what happened at college, I’m not surprised.

Running my palm against my chest, I try to identify any tight muscles that would be causing the constriction I feel across my tits. I’m not wearing a bra—much to my chagrin, but instead the tight, form-fitting jumpsuit that’s all the rage around here, and it’s tight enough that it straps them down adequately.

When I woke up with Jo-Anne standing over me, at first I thought I’d imagined the whole thing. The bright, strange light at our study group could have been a figment of my imagination… but not the little, gray men that Jo-Anne call the Ashen. To say there’s been a period of adjustment is an understatement.

What’s really fascinating is how different Jo-Anne is now. When we met at school, she was timid and almost shy. Definitely concerned with making sure that she avoided anyone and anything that would make her talk about her “alien encounters”. Now, it’s all we talk about.

“I’m not sure. Maybe I pulled something?” Jo-Anne waves me towards the door as she turns to take a few steps before looking back. 

“Are you alright to walk?” She rushes over as I sink down onto my butt cross-legged and lay my staff next to me. I know I look ridiculous cupping my chest, but it’s the strangest thing.

I can’t identify exactly where the pain is, and now that I think about it, it’s not pain. Panic. I’m frightened? Is something bad about to happen?

“I don’t… honestly, I’m not sure.” Jo-Anne’s crouched over me and looks like she’s ready to sprint for the door for help. Before she can, I grip her hand tightly. “I feel scared. Could this be a premonition or something?”

Using my other sleeve, I wipe the beads of sweat that have broken out on my skin. I shouldn’t be sweating in here. It’s only about sixty degrees in this cargo area and our workout had just begun. Jo-Anne and I have been stretching and I’ve been teaching her Aikido for the last couple weeks once a day. She does it once a day with me anyways, but I tend to spend a lot of spare time here. 

Stretching, meditating, and trying to come to terms with the new world I’ve been exposed to.

It all started with the dimension portal. According to Jo-Anne, it was important for me to learn how to find it like she could, and the Grays—I mean Ashen, were sure it was something I could do. Sure enough, all it took was dropping into a light meditative trance, and I was able to pick up the “feeling” and then visual confirmation right along with Jo-Anne. 

She thinks it’s great! But until that happened, I was questioning my purpose here. Why me? Why now?

After all, things were going great for me—unlike Jo-Anne. And as much as I like her, I wouldn’t have chosen to leave my family and set off on a space adventure with aliens. Not only have we seen the Ashen, but Jo-Anne now has a mate. Remus is great but…

“Was there anything you’ve been worried or afraid about yourself?” Jo-Anne settles across from me on the cold floor still holding my hand.

“No.” I shrug as her eyes narrow skeptically. “Well, besides the obvious?” Pulling my hands from hers, I wave around us at all the strange contraptions that this spacecraft holds. No one would believe anything that’s happened to me over the last couple weeks. 

“Are you worried about meeting your mate?” Jo-Anne’s question is legitimate, but we talk about this every day. After all, it’s one of the main reasons I’m still here. Supposedly, I have a mate back on the prison planet we’re heading toward. So far, I don’t have the “mating marks” that are the standard tip-off for everyone. Jo-Anne had them when she woke up on what she calls “New Earth”, her name for Earth in the dimension with the Grays. 

“No. No, I don’t think so.” Leaning back on my arms, I let the cold floor seep into my hands as I look up at the strange metal ceiling. “Maybe everything is just starting to catch up to me.”

Jo-Anne’s hand rests lightly on my knee, and I tilt my head towards her. “Well, I’m extremely grateful for everything. I know I don’t always spend a ton of time with you, but I’m not sure how I’d feel if you weren’t here.” Tears shimmer in her eyes as she looks at me seriously.

The door behind her slides open silently, but she doesn’t need to hear it to know Remus is walking toward us quickly “Is everything alright out here?”

Jo-Anne’s smile as she turns toward him lights up her face. “Yes.”

We both scramble to our feet as he stops next to us, reaching for her before she’s totally on her feet. “Karen just had a weird feeling we were discussing—”

“We’ve received an update from the planet Six Two Four.” Gilip’s dire tone over the central intercom system has us looking at each other before moving toward the exit. Carefully, I place the long metal rod I’ve been using as a training staff securely into one of the cargo nets by the door. It’s not identical to what I’m used to. It’s a little longer, but the weight and circumference are perfect.

“I just left when I felt your worry, so I don’t know what this is about.” Remus pulls Jo-Anne tight to his body as he waves me through the door ahead of him. 

Walking through the narrow, compact hallway, I head straight for the front where Gilip is manning the controls. He doesn’t glance up from where he’s studying a read-out of the Quasar language that I don’t understand. 

According to the Ashen, once I complete my mating I’ll be able to understand their language as easily as Jo-Anne. Something about their nanos that will be shared with me through—get this—their bodily fluids. Completing my mating is just a fancy and polite way of saying having sex with him. 

That’s another thing I’m not sure about. Jo-Anne says not to over think it all, that it’ll happen naturally, but I don’t know. It’s never happened naturally for me before. I’m not sure why she thinks this time will be different for me. I’ve never met anyone I’ve been attracted to enough to bother.

“What is it?” Jo-Anne asks the question we’re all dying to know. I’m startled when I look up and see a large planet off to the left of the view screen in front of us. I knew today was the day, but seeing it makes it so real. 

I don’t know what I was expecting, but from this distance, the globe looks a lot like Earth. Greens and blues dominate the planet although it’s impossible from this distance to make out the land masses.

“The Ashen told you your mate was heading up the prison planet right now, right?” Gilip swivels his chair to face where I’m sinking into a few extra seats behind him.

“Yeah.” The plush material conforms to my butt as I grip the arm rests next to me.

“Well, according to what was just broadcast out on their central system I’m now monitoring, Selas Topac is running the prison. He must be your mate. Does that mean anything to you?”

I shake my head no as Jo-Anne moves into the chair next to Gilip. “Do you guys know him?”

Gilip nods curtly, but it’s Travek who answers from the door we just came in. Lisa’s right behind him and smiles brightly at me before being pulled onto Travek’s lap while he answers. “I know him. He’s Bren’s second and a good male. I mean, maybe a little uptight, but great at his job.” His voice trails off as he looks at Gilip.

What aren’t they telling me? “A little uptight?” Sometimes their grasp of the English language doesn’t translate perfectly. It’s made for some funny jokes, but this is not the time for a miscommunication.

“You know. Serious.” Gilip calling someone else serious means he’s really, really serious.

Travek’s looking at Lisa as he continues to explain. “I just mean he doesn’t socialize. No one really knows him very well. That’s why he’s so high-ranking on the ship, and probably why Bren left him there on Dactyles when he took off to head back to Quasar. He’s capable and willing to work long hours to get something done right.”

My heart sinks at this explanation. Travek probably thinks he’s making me feel better, but just the opposite. A workaholic. Like my dad. Great.

“That’s super, right?” Lisa’s chipper voice is a direct contradiction to what I’m feeling. 

When I don’t answer, Gilip cuts in. “That wasn’t all. He’s missing along with two others. Just happened, too. There’s a bunch of chatter about it right now.”

Jo-Anne’s gasp of surprise makes all of us look at her. “That’s why you felt like that!” She turns to lift my hair like she’s done every day since I’ve woken up here. “Yes!” 

Lisa’s by my other side immediately, lightly running her fingers down my neck as I shiver. Prickles of awareness shoot to my nipples and they tighten uncomfortable. It takes studious concentration not to look down and make sure they’re not obvious in this get up.

Reaching up, I run my own hand along the back of my neck but there’s nothing obvious to feel. “I have them? The marks?”

Jo-Anne is nodding as she smiles at me tentatively. “Do you want to go look at them?”

“Wait.” Even though it’s kind of cool the marks have shown up like the Ashen proclaimed they would, there’s more to worry about. “He’s missing?”

“Yes. I don’t know a lot of information about it yet, but as we get closer, I’ll be sure to find out more.” Gilip and Travek exchange a glance, and I know they’re not telling me everything.

“What?” I can see Lisa giving Travek a meaningful look and wonder what she knows too. “Just tell me already.” 

Travek turns back toward us with a sigh. “It’s just… there have been casualties… others killed by the outlaws outside the dome. They’re concerned he might have been captured by the same group that killed Tuono a few rotations back…”

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

- Selas

By the time I realize the head on the stake is Tuono’s, there’s a sharp pain in my side and another at my throat. Fetid breath hits my sinuses as a low voice growls directly in my ear. “Don’t move.” Multiple hands pat me down, relieving me of my communicator and stunner. 

“I’m here to help. I’ve been sent—” Pain radiates from the back of my head, spreading across my face as my vision wavers. Whatever they hit me with was substantial.

“We know why you’ve been sent. We’ve heard all about it. On your knees.” Not waiting for me to lower myself down, solid kicks to the back of my legs have my limbs collapsing, and I catch myself on my hands just before my face crashes into the undergrowth. 

Firm pressure on my back from what’s probably a boot, lowers me into the vegetation until another weight settles onto the back of my neck and my face grinds into the dirt. Turning my head, I sputter, coughing out leaves and twigs that litter the ground under me. 

“The Council appointed me as a representative from the Discovery—”

“We heard. Warden Benard told us all about how they’re cleaning up the planet now.” The pain in my shoulders escalates as they begin binding my arms behind me at my wrists. Well, that explains where the Warden has managed to get off to. He’s out here somewhere. Great.

Groaning, I try to brace myself as they lift me by my elbows pulling my arms uncomfortably behind me. “I don’t know what Benard has told you, but he’s no longer the warden—”

“Oh, we know that too.” I get my first look at my captor as he moves in front of me while I settle onto my feet. Wearing only a scrap of clothing for modesty, his dirty features and rotten teeth make him look crazy, as well as angry, as he glares at me. “They can’t just eliminate us like garbage. We’ll fight to the death and take as many of you as we can.”

Spit splatters my face as I stiffen at his words. “No one is planning on eliminating you. Benard was replaced because he was abusing inmates. He went into the general population until the Council reviews his case since he was found harboring females in his dwelling. I’m here to let you all know that he no longer runs the prison dome, and you’re welcome to come back—”

“Why would we want to come back?” His appearance is a direct contradiction to his question. Based on the lack of clothing and filthy appearance, you’d think they’d want to come back in for regular bathing and food.

“Food, shelter—”

“Females.” Kene’s declaration just beside me has us both turning. We agreed we aren’t sharing this with the outsiders as a lure. It isn’t fair to dangle it over anyone as a potential option. Earth may have females we can mate with, but any future promises are still pending. 

Offspring, families… those things are still unknowns. We don’t know if any more females will even be able to be removed from Earth and out of the Ashen zone. 

“Yes. We heard about the small females that are from Earth. Benard says that’s why you’re cleaning up the prison planet. Because new mated couples will be coming to live here, and they need the undesirables eliminated.”

“Benard said this?” I’m baffled they believe him. This warden has dominated them and abused them and they’re still believing what comes out of his mouth?

“Yes.”

I’m pushed forward by the males behind me and notice Tier is further ahead. Even with the dark canopy blocking out the sun, I can make out the blood running down the side of his face as he glances back at me. 

“The council had no idea what was going on here. Benard is the problem—not us. We’ve been working to restructure the guards and those in power—” A sharp pain shoots through my shoulder and throws my weight forward again. Without my hands and arms available to catch me, I crash all the way to the ground, gritting my teeth as debris grinds into the side of my face. 

Throbbing pain settles down my entire back as the male in front of me laughs, crouching down to taunt over my head. “Do you think they’d tell you the truth? You’re just another lowly male out doing their bidding. Everyone knows that eliminating all the males on this planet was inevitable. Quasar’s dying and in a few more generations, family units will be migrating somewhere to settle. Have they found anywhere else?”

His hypothetical question bounces through my head as my vision wavers in and out, and pain begins to dominate my thoughts. Yanking me to my feet by shoulders already straining in their sockets, they drag me quickly through the brush, not even bothering to try and follow a trail. It’s Kene who answers his taunts.

“Well, there have been some discoveries recently—”

“Yeah… discoveries. No place as well developed as here. Benard told us about how they’re panicking about the new matings. He isn’t even sure if the matings are real, but honestly, none of us here could care less. It’s always been survival of the fittest outside the dome.”

As we walk, more and more males peek out from around the trails we’re walking. Young, dirty males. Emaciated, filthy bodies fall around us as I’m half-walked, half-dragged through the underbrush. Nothing more is said for the next few moments as Tier, Kene, and I concentrate on not tripping as we’re shoved ahead. 

The forest lightens as a clearing begins to develop ahead of us. Breaking through the trees into the brighter light, I realize the area is much smaller than I’d hoped. It’s little more than a large mud pit with an enclosed, roughly made fence around it. Large trees lashed together in X shapes are centered in the rudimentary fencing. 

Someone grabbing my collar from behind has me grinding to a halt. “Strip them.” 

The grubby, older male who appears to lead them passes a knife to the male on my right. “Don’t release their arms until they’re relieved of their clothing, and as soon as you’re done, get them up on the splits.”

They make quick work on the material of my flight suit. Releasing the fastener down the front, they only have to tear down the arms and legs before it falls away. I’m left naked and exposed to them and the elements. The material disappears immediately as I try to count the males here with us. At least fifteen, probably closer to twenty. All with basic spears and wearing only loincloths.

I notice most of the loincloths are made out of a suit the same color as mine. Tuono’s suit. This means that they’re killers as well as outcasts.

Dragging us into the enclosed space in the clearing, we’re each taken to a large X created out of tree trunks. 

“Spread your legs.” Rough hands spin me around to press my back against one of the lashed together trees. When I don’t spread my legs far enough apart, they’re kicked until another male kneeling in the mud begins tying my ankle to the branch. 

By the time my legs are secured between the ankles and knees on each side, my thighs are uncomfortably wide. My balance pitches forward until my arms are released, and I enjoy a brief respite from the pain in my shoulders. Before I can rotate them, they’ve grabbed my wrists and pull them high over my head to the outside to pin them against the top of the branches. 

“Why’re you doing this? We only came to help—” Kene’s voice is cut short by a cracking sound that has me trying to swivel my head far enough to peer over my left shoulder. He’s now unconscious as they finish with one of his arms. 

His attacker is brandishing a large branch as round as my wrist and when he notices me studying him, he immediately makes his way over in front of me. “Do you need a little of this, too?”

When I don’t answer, he slowly taps the smoothed surface against his palm threateningly. “We don’t need anything from you. It doesn’t matter what you offer, we aren’t interested.”

Studying his features, I wonder what brought him to this place? Was he a criminal or just unfortunate enough to acquire a sentence to this place due to circumstances beyond his control? During the course of the thirty-seven rotations that I’ve been on this planet, there have been very few “prisoners” I’ve met who’ve deserved to be here.

Sure, some had stolen food or performed some other petty crime. But to be banished from your home world to a planet with others that legitimately deserved it? More of the guards deserved the sentence than the actual inmates. “What is it you want from us?”

I see the blow coming before it lands this time, but there’s no way to avoid it as the branch cracks across my cheekbone, throwing my head back. 

“Nothing from any council representatives.” His body is pressed against mine, spit splattering my chin as I blink and wiggle my mouth, thankful that his blow didn’t connect differently and break my jaw.

His weight disappears as another voice, deeper and calm chastises him. “Leave them be. You know our orders, and what it means if we don’t deliver. They’re secured. Go back to scouting for others.”

My neck creaks painfully as I slowly tilt forward to access this newcomer. He’s larger and cleaner than the others, but doesn’t bother to speak to us before he spins away, barking orders to one of the males leaning against the fence. “Just watch them. Don’t touch them.”

Almost everyone else has scattered into the thick underbrush under the canopy of trees surrounding us. The male leaning against the post does little more than glance at us before going back to sharpening a long, fairly straight stick they must use as a spear.

A sense of exhaustion settles over my body as I try to ignore the discomfort of my position. My boots were removed before lashing my legs, and the mud beneath my feet is cool. Even naked, I’m not wearing much less than the rest of them in their small loincloths. 

Slowly, I lean back to push pressure on the point where the two tree branches are lashed together. It’s surprisingly sturdy for what it’s set into. Even if I could knock this over, I’d be on my back and unable to remove the bindings from my hands and legs. 

As foolish as it sounds, I can’t help but hope that it isn’t Bren who rescues me. Let it be Amari or one of the other men. I’ve worked so hard to prove myself to him as someone capable of organizing and handling anything assigned to me. 

Unfortunately, being overcome in an enemy’s territory, especially when you didn’t realize they were an enemy of this capacity, wasn’t part of my training on the Discovery. I underestimated their hate and distrust. Closing my eyes, I try to relax and conserve my energy. My only option now is to wait and see what they intend for us—and hope that we’re rescued before we endure a fate the same as Tuono’s.

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

- Karen

“Why are we landing here?” I just opened my eyes and realize that our trajectory is going directly to the dome that glimmers with a faint reflection in the distance. Jo-Anne perks up in the seat next to me where we’re strapped in for the atmosphere entry.

“Yeah. I thought we were going to just have them follow us?” Her question is directed to Remus who’s on her other side, but it’s Travek in front of us who answers.

“Amari wants the females together, with their mates. Basically, he’s saying if Rachel’s coming out—and she’s insisting, then he wants us all together as a team. Not in separate crafts.” Travek’s jaw flexes tightly as he glances at Lisa next to him. “He doesn’t want Rachel to go, and I have to say, I feel the same about you.”

I watch him run his hands through Lisa’s hair trying to soften his words, but she narrows her eyes in annoyance. I’m glad she’s not backing down. It’s bad enough that everyone feels like they need to baby us, they can’t make us stay back too.

I have to go. I’m the one that can feel the pull to Selas. It’s strange. If no one told me what it was, I could easily ignore it, but now that I know, I can’t seem to not think about it. It’s like having an itch in that impossible-to-reach area on your back. Knowing others are going to rescue him doesn’t help. And really, having me direct them will cut valuable time off locating his three man team.

“No way.” Lisa smiles tightly as Travek pulls back to concentrate on circling the dome to the access point. I’ve heard about how they can feel each other’s emotions. He must know she’s determined to come, and I love her all the more for it.

Sure, I’ve been training them in basic Aikido moves on the way here, but it’s stuff that I learned when I was ten. It might buy you a couple seconds and give you a chance to run, but none of them could take a man down—especially one of these seven-foot monsters. I hope this Selas guy can accept me for who I am and not try to continually keep me at home as the little woman on the ranch. They’re overbearing and sheltering attitude is so outdated. Even my father gave me more freedom than it looks like Travek and Remus will afford my friends.

“We’ll all be fine because we’ll be with you.” Jo-Anne leans away and despite her seat restraints is practically laying across Remus’s lap. Gag. They’re making out again like teenagers.

“This will be quick though, right?” I watch in awe as the dome shimmers with a tint of blue to the clear film in front of us before totally disappearing. The landing area is just inside where the dome let us in, and we’re landing as he answers.

“Yes.” Swiveling his chair to face me, he releases his restraints with an ease that makes me jealous, before turning to Lisa’s to help her. Fumbling with my own, I try to remember the sequence for the lock that releases all the points across my chest. It’s like a puzzle.

Travek releases Lisa and stands as he answers. “From our communications, it’s clear that they’re all very concerned about getting to their location as soon as possible. The longer they’re out there, the more likely they’ll never be seen again.”

“Has that happened?” Wiggling out of the too big chair, my feet drop to the floor as I stand and look up in alarm. I’ve heard about the one guy getting killed—but missing? “How many people are missing?”

Following Travek and Lisa down the hall to the ramp that still lowering, his answer is drowned out by shrieks. “Lisa! Oh my god!” I recognize Rachel’s voice and sure enough, I see glimpses of her and Jenny behind Travek in front of me. 

A sense of relief flows through me as I see they both look healthy and happy. Lisa runs down the ramp to be swept up into a hug from Rachel and Jenny runs to me, pulling me in to do the same. When she pulls back, tears shine bright in her eyes as she throws her arms around Jo-Anne beside me. Rachel pulls me in quickly to take her place.

“How are you?” Pulling back and holding my upper arms, Rachel looks me over critically. “That looks really good on you! I look like an idiot in those.” Self-consciously I wipe my sweaty hands on my legs as I look around at all the large men hovering around us.

I know a few of them are their mates, but there are at least a dozen more scattered around the area we’ve landed, and they aren’t shy about staring. Most of them are wearing a version of the tight jumpsuit I have on, but bright yellow is also prevalent, especially on some of the men further away.

“I’m good. It’s been kind of cramped quarters on their ship…”

“Yeah! We’ve been so excited about you getting here, too!” Lisa’s just pulling out of Jenny’s embrace and wipes her eyes as she swears. “Damn!” Nervous giggles explode out of all of us as we stare at each other. 

Jenny reaches back to grab the hand of the large man behind her, tugging him closer. “This is Devlin.” She beams up at him with clear adoration and the look on his face reflects that he thinks she hung the moon.

“Oh, sorry honey.” Rachel steps to the side, wrapping her arm around another man that towers over her. “Amari, these are my friends from Earth. Lisa, Jo-Anne and Karen.” She points to each of us as Amari gives us a tight nod. 

Angling his body into hers, he bends down and speaks directly to her even though we can all hear him. “Let me speak with Travek here, and we’ll take off shortly.” He plants a quick peck on her lips and then moves away, waving at the rest of the guys to follow him. They stomp away down the ramp to a cluster of other men in gray suits.

Rachel’s eyes follow him moving away before flickering up to us with a smirk. “Mm, hm. So? Everyone happy here?”

Lisa titters next to me, but Jo-Anne throws her arm around me even while watching Remus moving away. “Except we need to go get this Selas guy for Karen. Do you know him? He’s the one heading things up around here?”

I’m torn. I want to hear what they have to say, but I’m also dying to know what the men are planning. There’s no way in hell I’m just going to sit on the sidelines. I wouldn’t be here if that was me.

Rachel’s face has darkened as her lips tighten. Jenny puts her arm around Rachel as she answers. “We’ve all had moments of disagreement with Selas. He’s just trying to do his best here, and I don’t think Bren really realized how bad it was on the planet. You know?”

I don’t. “No, what do you mean?” From everything I’ve heard, it’s a pretty open prison system. It’s kind of the equivalent of when prisoners were shipped off to Australia. A new life in a new place with it’s own struggles. The prisoners help run the entire facility, and at least they aren’t locked up in cells.

“I just mean there’s a splinter group of criminals that are outside the dome causing havoc. Selas was left here when Bren and Hannah took off in the Discovery to Quasar to get the antivirus for Tirus X for Shelly and Beth.” I’ve heard all this before and know that the Discovery will be here with more of the antivirus that I’ll have to get too. Coming to the surface has exposed me, although supposedly I can also get the antivirus through my mate’s bodily fluids.

Honestly, I was kind of looking forward to it, I think. If I’m attracted to him, which as I know, will be a rare and wonderful thing for me. There have been times I’ve wondered about my lack of libido. All the other girls I’ve been around have been like these guys—almost overly obsessive about the opposite sex.

Sure, these guys are nice looking, well built and all. I’ve gotten used to the long hair that they style up all fancy and can control like fingers. But all-consuming lust? It’s never happened.

I’ve been on plenty of dates and had my fair share of wet, sloppy make out sessions parked in cars. But even with heavy groping, I’ve never been turned on enough to bother doing more. In fact, most of my dates happened the year I turned sixteen. Back when I was super happy that I was allowed to date and ready to try it all. 

After that first six months to a year, I didn’t bother. Why? I know before I even go out whether it’s going to be worth it. Not that I’ve given up… I was trying with Tim. I never give up…

But Lisa and Jo-Anne guaranteed me that I’d like my mate. That he was going to be biologically perfect for me. They didn’t know why my mating marks developed slower, but they suspect the Ashen knew something we didn’t and the timing wasn’t right.

“So, are you saying that he’s a bit of an ass?” I can’t help asking. I’m determined to do what’s best for me. If this alien guy isn’t right for me, the Ashen have assured me they can wipe my memory and send me back to Earth. 

“Not on-a-power-trip asshole!” Rachel hurries to assure me.

“No, no.” Jenny flips her long hair over her shoulder as she looks at me seriously. “It’s the stress and responsibility. He sometimes makes decisions for everyone without thinking about the fact that what’s most convenient for him might not be what everyone else needs or wants.” That sounds ominous.

It’s finally dawned on me what’s different about her appearance. “Where are your glasses? Did you lose them?”

Her smile widens as she answers. “Nanos! They corrected my vision. It’s incredible! In addition to curing my genetic cystic fibrosis, the nanos corrected my vision. I’ve had glasses my entire life, and now I can see perfectly.”

“Wow.” I’m speechless. That really is incredible, but I don’t want to get too sidetracked and as I’m about to ask for more clarification, the men come stomping up the ramp behind us.

“Are we going?” I can’t keep the excitement out of my voice. They all look serious, but I’ve a huge smile on my face, and it’s not because of what they think. Sure, I’m looking forward to meeting this Selas, but I’m also just as excited to be going out to kick some butt!

Jenny grabs me quickly, squeezing me tightly before stepping back into Devlin’s arms. “I’m staying here, but I’ve got chili on the stove. Multiple huge pots—so come back quick.”

Everyone shuffles around me and into The Top Pick. I don’t know how we’ll all fit. It was close quarters with the five of us before.

Rachel tugs my hand. “Ready?”

Hell yeah!

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

- Selas

I’m not the best at daily reflections. As a society, they’re definitely not stressed the way they were even a hundred annual rotations ago, but since meeting Amari, I’ve tried to settle into a regular routine.

The one thing about them that’s most appealing right now, is the way they transport me away from the hell-hole I’ve found myself in. It hasn’t been long, but it’s clear the sun is setting. and it won’t be long before night falls. In the tiny clearing we’re secured in, dusk will come early.

Cracking my eyes, I wonder what their plan is for us. Except for the male they call Jedco, there’s been very little movement around the perimeter of the fencing. He hasn’t said anything to us, which isn’t surprising since he was ordered not to.

Occasionally, I hear Tier and Kene shift in their bindings, trying to adjust themselves to get the circulation going again. I do the same. Aching pains throb through my arms as the lack of blood flow creates prickling sensations. With my legs spread so wide, I’m starting to feel it in my low back and upper thighs as well.

We don’t talk amongst ourselves. What can we really say? I know it’s only a matter of time before a team comes looking for us, but it’s hard to say if they’ll reach us in time. 

Before everyone totally disappeared, I did overhear the cleaner male, who stopped my torture send off a scout with a messenger. They appear to be waiting for someone they all report to.

Jedco stands as another male enters the clearing with a torch held high over his head. He’s younger and filthy as he silently passes it off before disappearing back into the darkness. 

Circling the enclosure, Jedco begins to light torches driven into the top of each post. The more I take in our rustic surroundings here, the more I realize this is set up as some kind of arena. Crude, but effective. The haphazard and dilapidated limbs between each pole are not only for bracing, but could be used to sit on or lean against just like Jedco has been doing.

The mud that’s seeped up to my ankles is partly because the undergrowth has been completely cleared, and the X-shape we’re attached to sits lower than the posts around us. It’s both good and bad. I’m thankful there are no bugs or wild animals creeping up my naked body.

Shutting my eyes again, I sink into oblivion to ignore my impending fate. Deep breath fills my lungs as I slowly forget everything. Every worry. All the chaos. And my looming death.

When I see the light slowly becoming brighter, my first thought is the torches. It’s far in the distance though, and I sink further into complete acceptance and mindlessness. But the light continues to grow, brightening to the point that I can’t ignore it any longer. 

Trying to focus, I realize it’s a person. The hair is the first thing that surprises me. It’s so light, almost white in color and shoulder length. It doesn’t move like our females’ either, but has curly ringlets around the fairest coloring in a face I’ve ever seen. 

Every feature on this strange female’s face is light. Light eyebrows, pale pink lips, and the lightest blue eyes that look like the sky on the brightest of days. As she closes in on me with an inviting smile, I startle, coming back to myself with a groan as all the aches and pains I’ve been avoiding start a chorus of agony in my body.

What was that?

If I didn’t know better, I’d say that was a vision.

My very first one, too. During all my years of half-heartedly performing daily reflections, I’ve finally had a vision. I guess what they say is true. Pain can be used to help focus on not feeling anything.

But the female… she was incredible.

“Hey! What’s going on?” Jedco’s standing in front of me looking at me with a puzzled expression. 

What does he think is going on? Nothing is what’s going on. 

“Mating marks.” It’s Kene’s voice that cuts through the silence as I stare at Jedco. Twisting my neck, I see he’s doing the same and looking at me with awe.

On me?

Glancing down, I’m startled to realize that I’m covered in them from where I can see on my chest, all the way down around my cock and onto my upper thighs. It’d never crossed my mind before that the mating marks I’d seen on others were so… prolific. They’re everywhere.

“What did you do?” Jedco’s voice is tinged with suspicion as he looks down my body with mistrust.

I don’t even have the ability to answer him right now. I’m speechless. I glance up as Kene answers for me.

“He didn’t do anything. He’s been blessed with a Nemete. His fated one—just like the others. You can’t do anything to make it happen…” His voice drops sarcastically as his head turns back to look ahead, “…that we’re aware of.” 

My mind scrambles as I consider the vision and the beautiful, fair female I just saw. Is she my mate? How is this possible? And why now?

I’m tied up and surrounded by enemies. Never before have I been in such a dire situation. Even when Amari was tasked with locating the bombs around the facility, and we sent out teams to disarm them, I never really considered myself on death’s door. 

But this… this is the real deal. Has this just been one more taunting last laugh in my life? I get to see the female meant for me right before I die?

“How’s this possible?” I ignore Jedco’s sneering question, still too absorbed with the designs on my body.

A searing blow to my head has my neck snapping back to acknowledge the spear he’s brandishing over me. “Talk! Tell me how you did this.”

His yelling begins to draw a crowd as I notice more shadows appearing at the edge of the light cast around us by the torches he’s lit. “If this is a trick, I swear to the Sacred Mother, we’ll kill you much slower than we planned.”

A hand settles on his shoulder, tugging him to the side, and I come face to face with so many of the prisoners’ nightmare. Warden Benard—or should I say, prisoner Benard steps closer, his eyes running over the markings now decorating my body.

“Well, well. I see that the Council continues the trickery they’ve begun. Lotuck, bring me a bucket of water. Jedco and you need to see if these wash off.” Turning back to me, his voice lowers menacingly. “Why do they persist with this game? Do they think false hope will make us run to the dome to see what they’ll offer us? Females? To lure us all into one place…” Turning around, he raises his voice, “…to kill us all?”

Raising his arms as he finishes, he swings from his shoulder, bringing the back of his hand in a blow across the cheek still throbbing from the damage done earlier by Jedco. 

My vision cuts out briefly as consciousness flickers in and out. Raised voices are all around me while I begin to regain my senses as cold water and rough hands press roughly upon my chest. The arguing is escalating as the males discuss their progress, and Benard continues to rant about the evil Councilors and their future plans to murder them all.

Sharp whistles cut through the chatter, and everyone freezes as I manage to lift my head. 

“They’re coming.” Jedco whispers to himself as he drops the rag into the mud at my feet.

Benard’s eyes cut to mine and narrow into slits. “Kill them, and get to your assigned places.” He spins on his heel as another male I’ve never seen before walks toward me slowly brandishing a knife as long as my forearm.

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

- Karen

Sitting next to Rachel on the shuttle, I relax and try to let the pull I feel from deep inside my gut guide us. Holding my arm out, I point in the direction I instinctively know we need to go. Travek’s keeping an eye on me to stay on course.

“There.” Rachel’s soft voice next to me lets me know she’s located another Quasar male below us. “Past.” 

We’re flying low over the canopy of trees, only occasionally gaining elevation to avoid mountains that are scattered along the landscape. I thought we’d go right up high like a plane and then zero back down on where I can sense Selas is located, but they’ve explained to me that getting higher could be dangerous for some of the crew that are actually prisoners—including Amari, Rachel’s mate.

Something the Council injects the prisoners with upon intake has programmed the nanos to kill them if they leave the atmosphere of the planet, and no one knows exactly what that elevation is. Some of the prisoners claim to have watched others die just getting too high up into the mountains, although others believe that’s just urban legends. Most of them believe it’s more likely one of them killed the other, and they’re covering up murder. But we aren’t taking any chances.

I don’t even need to really focus that hard, either. Ever since we entered the atmosphere, the pull toward someone—him—has been undeniable and all-consuming. My body’s screaming, “We’re coming! I’m coming…” 

It’s the strangest thing I’ve ever felt. The only comparison I can think of would be how you feel drawn to water when you’re dying of thirst. But really, that’s not the best analogy, because it isn’t like you know where water is without seeing it. If I didn’t know what was going on with me, I’d be worried.

As it is, all I can think is this guy had better be fucking fantastic. I feel like I’ve changed so much mentally already, and I’m not sure how I feel about that part yet.

Amari’s using a hand held device on the other side of Rachel to map out the locations and what Rachel believes are the intentions—good or bad that she “feels” from them below us. So far, everyone we’ve passed, she senses as benevolent. Just another guy trying to live out by himself in the wilderness. And it’s remote. Dense and green.

From the way they’ve been talking, the greenery can be more dangerous than most of the animals. It’s the stuff of nightmares, and I can’t help thinking about Jumanji and the jungle that Robin Williams ended up living in. That’s the only comparison that comes to mind.

“The pull is so strong now…” My voice drifts off as a wave of panic, then awe sweeps over me. Clutching my chest with my hands, I know that I’m feeling some of what this guy is experiencing. Everyone has told me I’m the first female to have this strong of an emotional bond with a mate before meeting or mating. That’s a nice way of saying before doing the dirty deed. 

“There’s a large group up ahead with lots of hostile intentions!” Rachel reaches and clutches at Amari’s arm. He immediately stops what he’s doing to wrap his arms around her.

“How many?” His voice is soft to her, but he turns quickly to bark at Travek who’s flying the craft. “Find a place to put us down.”

“At least twenty-five. Wait.” I watch the tendons in her forearm flex as she squeezes Amari tightly. “No, it’s closer to thirty-five, but only half of them are evil. Damn. How are you going to be able to tell the difference?”

“We’re only stunning them. You’ll get to sort that out later.” Amari does sound confident, and there’s acknowledging nods all around as the men squeezed around us agree. 

“Yeah, but I don’t want anyone to get hurt.” She glances at the men packed around us with concern before turning her gaze back to her mate. “Not you, of course.”

Patting his arm, everyone’s already denying that there could be any casualties. “You don’t know what kind of weapons they might have! They could be making more bombs out here for all we know!” 

I begin to ignore them as I see the ground getting closer. Travek’s located a spot that looks like it was burned off recently. Huh. I guess they get forest fires out here too.

We touch down with a slight jerk, and immediately I hear the doors opening and boots stomping out. Fumbling with my seat belt, I finally get it disengaged and stand in line behind the last three men waiting their turn to exit down the hall.

“Where are you going?” Travek’s standing just behind me as I move closer to the exit.

“With them.” Haven’t we discussed this? I know I’ve talked about it. How are they going to find exactly where their being held out there? “They need me.”

“No.” Shaking his head, he moves closer to the door, effectively stepping between me and the massive guy in front of me. “No, you get to sit with me, Lisa, Jo-Anne, and Rachel. Here.” Pointing back to the front where we just left, I can’t help but argue.

“How’re they going to find him? Aren’t they worried about locating the group?” 

“No, because we just went over the area and circled it. They’ve all got it marked and can figure it out. It’s safer and trust me… there’s no way that Selas would be okay with you going out there. Don’t you want to make your mate happy?”

That’s the absolute wrong thing to say to me, but how would he know that? He doesn’t really know me that well yet. They’ve spent more time with their mates than interacting with me, and all my spare time I’ve spent in the hold.

Biting my tongue, I realize I’m not winning this way. Instead, I’ll have to be sneaky. The faster I cave, the quicker I can get out of here.

“Fine,” I grit out between clenched teeth as I walk ahead of him back toward the front. “Although, if you’re not going to let me go with them, I’m going to get something to eat. Rachel? Lisa? Jo-Anne?”

Rachel wrings her hands. “I don’t know. I don’t think I can eat anything. I mean, I know Amari’s capable and pretty much indestructible, but I still worry.”

“I’m worried about Remus too, but he’s supposed to be hanging back for me. Why are men so stubborn? He’s not a fighter! This is kind of crazy…” Jo-Anne shakes her head slowly as her voice trails off.

“I’ll get something with you.” Lisa gives Travek a quick kiss on the way by as Rachel and Jo-Anne follow us down to the food prep area. The last man has already left, and I hear the hatch auto closing.

“I really can’t believe they aren’t going to let me go. I mean, it’s my mate and everything!” Pretending like I’m hungry, I pull out my favorite snack from the tiny, prepackaged meals I’ve gotten so sick of.

“You have to understand how precious we are to them.” Rachel sits down to watch us work, still wringing her hands nervously. “Keep in mind that all of these guys never thought they’d have a chance at a family. They won’t risk us doing anything that could endanger that.”

“Well, I don’t think this is going to work for me. I’m independent and very capable of taking care of myself. I didn’t travel to another planet to get put up on a shelf and taken down to fuck and pop out babies.”

Lisa’s nodding her head in agreement, but I know she’s patronizing me. Whatever. “Yeah, I really do understand, but I’m sure they’ll mellow out over time, right?”

“Sure. Will you hold that thought for a minute? I’m going to pee. Two seconds.” I don’t wait for them to agree. This is the only opportunity I’m going to get, because if Travek tries to stop me, I don’t want to hurt him in an effort to get my own way.

They nod as Rachel starts talking about the food availability on Dactyles. Something about the native species and what can and can’t grow due to the seasons.

Sprinting down the hall as quietly as I can, I reach the cargo area within seconds. Grabbing my metal jo from where I stashed it in the netting after practicing earlier with Rachel, I head to the door. I don’t plan to run into anyone, but it just might come in handy.

The door seal has an override button for manual operation right next to it. Pressing it does exactly what I suspected. The door has a manual lever that only takes all my weight to turn, but whatever.

No one notices me or heads my way until I crack the door. Like any typical thriller, a squeal pierces the air as I push it open. As soon as the noise starts, I squeeze through the opening and take off at a run.

Yeah, I’ve no idea what’s out there, but thanks to this insane and inexplicable mating pull, I know exactly where I’m going. The Top Pick is in the middle of the clearing sitting fifty feet from the tree line. By the time I hit the edge, I can hear Travek’s heavy weight crashing across the crunchy, burnt undergrowth behind me. 

Once I hit the trees though, there’s no way! It’s evening and the sun’s definitely setting, but the clearing we landed in was still bright. As soon as I enter the trees, I throw myself behind some coverage and watch Travek stop short at the edge, still fifty feet or so away.

For being an alien, he sure has the same mannerisms as an Earth guy. Gripping his head, he spins in a circle before bellowing, “Karen!” He only waits a moment before turning to sprint back to The Top Pick.

Yep. Just as I figured. He doesn’t want to leave the others unguarded and alone on the craft. 

Perfect.

I’ve heard some about this planet from Rachel on the way over. There are man-eating plants! My best bet is to stick to any animal trails I can find, but I don’t want to get caught—not that I’m not highly confident I could incapacitate any attackers. I’m more worried about the plant life.

More than once, I freeze as I work my way towards Selas. Occasional screams and grunts reach me as altercations happen between the different groups. I’m tempted to head toward them, but they aren’t in the direction I feel Selas. Now, not only do I feel where he is, I can feel his sheer panic. Things are not good for him.

As the feeling escalates, I notice a lighter patch in the distance and recognize it for what it is. A clearing with bright torches, and the illumination is right where I feel like he is. Knowing I can’t rush in blindly, I slow to assess the situation. 

The first thing I notice is that none of Amari’s men are in the clearing. In fact, it’s just one man brandishing a knife. Three men are tied with what looks like makeshift vines being used as rope to large tree branches lashed together and planted into the ground in large X shapes.

The torches light up the area clearly as I crouch down to look for any others around the perimeter. I can hear grunts and blows happening around me but mostly, I just hear crashing through the undergrowth out in the distance. Probably running away, the cowards. 

The man with the knife is large, probably seven feet tall but obviously suffering from malnutrition, because his body’s not well developed. They’re talking, but all it sounds like it’s a combination of guttural grunts and growls. The men tied to the trees are all facing out to the tree line, but I know instantly which one is Selas. His back is to me, and I can’t see his face. But the undeniable pull to him has just ramped up to a thousand times stronger than it was before.

They’re arguing, that much is clear as the tormentor circles them. Before I realize what he intends, he darts forward and slices the throat of the man tied up facing me! Dark blood gushes from the wound in his neck as his eyes widen in surprise—the same shocked surprise I feel. He may be toying with them, but he intends to kill them all!

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

- Karen

Time’s up. 

I can’t hold back or hesitate. Leaping forward, I use the element of surprise to my advantage as I attack the much larger man still standing in front of his victim. I’m facing the dying man whose eyes are drooping as he watches with surprise as I close the distance between his attacker and me.

With a practiced move, for the first time, I use my skills to bring down a murderer. I’ve never seen anyone die, and I don’t intend to today. The blow up side the head has him out cold. He crumples into the mud, sinking inches into it’s wet surface. There’s a chance if I don’t turn his head in the next couple minutes he’ll suffocate, but he’s the least of my worries.

They’re all naked! I don’t know how I missed that, but as I look for something—anything to staunch the brownish blood flow now coating his chest, I ignore the shocked look from the other man who can see me over his shoulder. Even the bad guy is only wearing a loincloth made out of a piece of an old uniform like I’m wearing… 

Snatching his knife, I bring it to my shoulder and tear my sleeve off, springing forward to wrap it around the neck of the man bleeding out in front of me. Both men are talking, but I still don’t understand them. Cutting them off, I curtly hiss, “Selas?”

The man with his back to me finally answers in English, “Yes, that’s me.” Moving behind the other man closer to me, I cut him loose easily. The knife is sharp as it splits the vines, releasing him to drop into the mud where he scrambles over to his friend and applies pressure on the sleeve I tied firmly, but hopefully not too tightly. I didn’t want to strangle him.

Cutting Selas free only takes seconds. Feet first, then arms and he instantly spins around to brace himself on the tree branches I freed him from. We’re left standing face to face as a powerful surge of energy shoots through my body. Every hair stands on end as a shiver makes my hands shake around the knife and jo. It’s as if looking at him sent an electrical vibration straight through me, lighting up my insides.

I know it’s only an instant, but it seems to go on forever. I’m not sure how long we’d have stood there staring at each other before he pulled it together enough to go to his friend, because our meeting is cut short by a man rushing from the trees with a spear in his hands. As he jumps the fence, I only have a second to roll through the side of the X that Selas is leaning against, brandishing my jo with a move that would make my O-Sensei proud.

He probably didn’t notice me behind Selas, and as I sink down and sweep his feet from out from under him, the shock is obvious. Crashing into the mud, he scrambles to regain his footing. I have the obvious advantage in my boots as I pin his paltry spear and incapacitate him with a quick twist to his grasping arm. 

Our new attacker is left facing Selas who recovers quickly, stepping forward to punch him with a force I envy. He crumples instantly unconscious, so I drop his arm.

“We made it,” I announce. I can’t help the self-satisfied smile that begins to spread across my face, until I realize we need to get the injured man out of here immediately. He’s being carefully lowered from his bindings on the trees by the first guy I let go.

Rushing over to them, Selas is right behind me as we step to the opposite side to help. Nudging me aside, I realize he’s better to take over since they’re all twice my size. 

“I’m Karen. Follow me.” Moving quickly to the edge of the trees where I came in, I’m surprised by how easily I’m able to retrace my steps. We don’t talk as I quickly take them back the way I came.

The yells have moved away, and I’m relieved that we don’t cross paths with anyone else. It must be winding down, right? With how easily I was able to take down the two men I encountered, I can’t imagine that Amari’s—hopefully well trained but definitely better armed group—will do.

Concentrating on identifying the way we’re moving and not tripping, I let out a relieved sigh as we break into the clearing. The Top Pick is still sitting exactly where I left it. How long was I even gone?

No one else appears to have returned, and I rush ahead to bang on the door that’s locked tight at the top of the ramp. “Travek! Lisa! I’m back. Open up!”

Before the door has even totally opened, I’m rushing to explain what we’re dealing with. “We have an injured man. Slit throat.”

“Karen! Fuck! I was worried sick…” Jo-Anne’s voice trails off as she takes in the three large men behind me. Her eyes drop as she takes in their naked state before Travek jumps forward to help with the wounded man.

“Selas, good to see you. I brought you a little gift…” He carries the disabled man carefully into the cargo hold where he lays him down, yelling instructions. “Get the medical kit secured to the front wall by the door. Lisa, get some warm water and Rachel, go secure the door.”

Travek’s attention turns back to the injured man while Jo-Anne throws open the medical kit next to him. Backing up, I’m at a loss for what to do and turn my attention to Selas next to me. One of his eyes is almost completely swollen shut and additional bruises cover his jaw, shoulders and torso. The man next to him doesn’t look much better.

“Karen?” His eyes rake down my body, and I can feel it light up as if he’s physically stroked me. Damn. How does he do that?

“Yes.” Stiffening uncomfortably, I turn and secure my jo into the netting where I took it from earlier.

“This is Kene, and the male on the floor is Tier. Thank you for saving us.”

My face heats as I curse my fair coloring, knowing that I’m as red as a tomato now. “I’m sure you’d have done the same,” I mumble, looking down uncomfortably.

“Karen, I’m going to beat you myself. I can’t believe you took off like that. I’m sure Amari would’ve recovered them. That was the longest twenty minutes of my life!” Jo-Anne’s scolding is well deserved. It wasn’t fair to do that to them, but they’d never have let me go—or she’d have wanted to come with. It’s hard enough to take care of myself. I wouldn’t want to be responsible for someone else too!

“We wouldn’t have made it. Benard gave orders to kill us and the male was just toying with us before doing it.”

“Wasn’t that the old warden’s name?” I muse before apologizing. “I’m sorry I hesitated. I should’ve been quicker, but he was circling and you were talking and I couldn’t understand…” My voice trails off as I look down guiltily at the injured man—Tier. 

He looks awful and thankfully is unconscious as Travek uses some kind of hand tool to fuse or glue the skin back together. “That’s the best I can do for now—” 

Loud banging on the door interrupts him as Kene continues to kneel next to him too. “That’ll be Amari and his crew.”

He’s out the door in three large steps as I continue to berate myself for not making a move sooner. I shouldn’t have just gone right in and incapacitated that loser, not hesitated like the girlie girl I probably am. I’ve never seen anything that gruesome in real life. In the movies, sure, but not right there in front of me…

“You did the best you could and definitely saved all our lives.” Selas’s hand settles on my upper arm, shaking me out of my stupor with the zing of awareness that prickles through my body. I watch out of the corner of my eye as the mating marks swirl to life on his chest with colors of orange and red.

“Yeah, Karen…you’re a hero. A real life kick-ass hero.” Jo-Anne’s whispered praise from the other side of me has me smiling tightly as I look up, tears in my eyes.

“Then why do I feel like I failed?”

“How can you say that?” Selas turns my body into his as the other men begin trickling into the cargo hold around us. I can just make out Kene and a couple other guys securing Tier to the floor with the equivalent of bungee netting.

I open my mouth to answer, but nothing comes out. Instead, I’m overcome by his eyes as he settles onto a small crate on the edge of the room bringing him to eye level with me. His eyes are incredible. I never noticed on any of the other men how oblong their pupils are, or how the colors flare to life when they look at you. 

Selas’s eyes are a deep violet with a brown that borders maroon around the edges. Blinking at me slowly, he tugs me closer, wrapping his arms around my back to settle my head on his chest. And it feels right.

Yes, there’s something here between us. I’m not even put off by the fact that he’s naked. The comfort his embrace gives me has my body relaxing as the murmur of voices around us multiplies. “You didn’t fail at anything. If not for you, I wouldn’t be here now. You’re my angel savior, Karen. My mate, and I couldn’t be more thankful for you.”

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

- Selas

When Kene declared it was a female taking down the asshole Jedco, I didn’t believe him. I could hear it happening and see brief flashes of movement out of the corner of my eye, but I thought he was referring to a Quasarian female. It wouldn’t shock me if the Council eventually sends a group to suppress the craziness that continues to perpetuate on this planet.

What else could be done? We don’t want to kill them all, but if the innocent males continue to get sucked into the groups intent on killing everyone in authority, then what other option do we have? I’ve been falling asleep with this question running through my mind every night.

There was nothing in my daily reflection that alluded to my mate being a warrior. If anything, I was thinking just the opposite. All the Earthen females I’ve met have been substantially smaller than us, and Karen didn’t look any different from the others. But the skill she displayed at taking down a male twice her size was impressive. She’s obviously trained and highly efficient with the rod she wielded against the attacker I watched her take down.

It’s incredible she’s saved me. The male had been prying and questioning for his own curiosity about the human women. So many of them want to believe, but after a lifetime of disappointment, they’re too skeptical to trust that our role in the female dominated society of Quasar may just be changing—for good.

The ship hums around us as it takes off for the prison dome. “Secure yourself, takeoff in two parsecs.” Travek’s voice booms over the intercom, and everyone around me grasps a rail along the perimeter. 

Kene is braced on the floor next to Tier, and I’m relieved to see that Tier’s chest still rises and falls. With the quick thinking by Karen to minimize the wound, and Travek’s medical kit, there’s a good chance he’ll live if he makes it back to the dome’s medical clinic. 

Karen shifts in my arms, pulling away even though I refuse to release her since I’m her restraint. Reaching under my arm, she grasps some strapping on the chest I’m seated on. She brushes my side with her hand, and instantly, prickles of awareness shoot through me.

It’s a miracle. I’ve been given a mate. And not just any mate. No. A strong and capable mate. Everyone will be talking about her bravery and skill before the day ends.

Now that I’m not tied up and uncomfortable, it’s easy for me to feel the pull between us. The invisible tie that means we’re meant to be. The tight flight suit she’s wearing accentuates her curves from her full enticing breasts to the comely shape of her backside. 

Until I’d met the Earth women, I’d never seen females in such tight and revealing clothing. Many of the styles they seem to prefer could be worn by either males or females and look incredible on their soft curves. Of course, none of them compare to Karen. 

She’s small, but there’s more definition to her upper arms and thighs, and the strength and distinction is something I didn’t even realize I would find attractive. It’s interesting how you never think about what you’d prefer in a female when you know there’s never a chance having those choices. But she’s perfect in every way.

I can’t wait to peel the suit from her body and expose all of her to me. Right now, just holding her and inhaling her intoxicating scent is causing my cock to tingle in a way I’ve never experienced before. 

Turning to Parthack next to me, I quiz him in our language. “Can you ask Travek if he has any spare jumpsuits on this vessel?”

Parthack smirks as he glances down at Karen next to me. “Why would you want to put clothing on? Shouldn’t you be working at getting hers off?” Not waiting for a response, he turns to weave through the others toward the door, leaving my other men around me chuckling.

“What?” Karen pulls away to glance around at the males who’re looking at her with way too much familiarly. Growling, I stare them down until they look away before meeting her eyes. “I just asked him to see if there are some clothes on board I can put on before we get off.”

“Oh.” Stiffening, she pulls away slightly as if just realizing that my naked body is pressed against her tightly. Her fair skin pinks invitingly, and I can’t help wonder what color all of her is. Are her nipples the same inviting shade of pale pink of her lips? Will her other hidden lips be the same red as the tongue she flicks out nervously?

My cock continues to tingle in the small space between us as she shifts uncertainly. Trying to put her at ease, I toss out the first question that comes to mind. “How did you end up off Earth? With Travek?”

Her noncommittal sound of affirmation lets me know she wasn’t impressed with the circumstances. “When Travek took Lisa from Earth, he managed to ‘accidentally’ grab everyone with her. Lisa and I attend—attended college together and just happened to be at a study group together.”

“Lucky me.” My murmur into her ear as I pull her closer makes us connect our bodies, and my tingling cock brushes her stomach. The shock that tiny graze sends through my nerve endings stuns me in its intensity. Between her scent and our touching, my long dormant urges appear to be exploding. And the timing couldn’t be worse.

When I went out with my small team this morning to search for the inhabitants of the northeast area outside the dome, I never would’ve imagined I’d be coming back with a mate. We all assumed that any mating marks that were going to show from the females Travek acquired would have shown on any males by now. 

After all, it was easily fourteen rotations ago that Amari and Devlin’s mating marks appeared. “So, you’re friends with all the females? Jenny and Rachel too?”

“Yes.” Karen’s looking into my eyes as if she hopes to find something there. Are they so different than Human males? I study her pale blue orbs with the perfectly circular black pupil. Her lashes are long pale fringe around them. Stunning.

Parthack cuts through the bodies, shoving a gray jumpsuit out to me. “Here.” He doesn’t move away though, instead staring down at Karen with an inquisitive look. I take the opportunity to let the folded garment come apart before laying it across my lap in the small space between us.

“What?” Karen’s looking at Parthack, challenging the stare he can’t seem to stop. 

“Is it true you fought two males to release Selas?” His eyes flicker up to me. “What happened that you ended up caught anyway?”

“I’ll be explaining it to everyone soon enough in my public report. Let’s just say, we underestimated the size and brutal force that some of the groups beyond the dome plan to use. And yes, if it wasn’t for Karen, Tier, Kene, and I would be dead.”

Karen blushes but doesn’t look away. “I just knew somehow. Where he was and that I needed to get there. Some people…” She throws her eyes over toward Jo-Anne who’s across the room with her mate, someone I don’t recognize, “…didn’t think I needed to go out with Amari to direct them to where Selas was. They thought I wouldn’t be able to handle myself, but I’m happy to be representing Earth women in a positive and very capable light.”

She laughs, and I realize every male in the room is staring at her. It takes all my control not to pull her behind me to keep their eyes from her. It’s not logical how territorial I feel, but at least I’m prepared. Bren made it very clear to everyone on the Discovery that it’d just make his life easier if they’d not stare when he’s looking. Now, I understand completely.

The spacecraft shifts, and I realize we’ve landed as the hum begins to power down to a low vibration. Karen moves out of my arms, but before she can leave, I snatch her hand. “I have to go and assess the injuries. We’re expecting Bren and the Discovery here any time, and I’ll need to make sure my reports and logs are current…”

My voice drifts off as something in her face changes, and she disengages from my grasp with a little twist that I don’t even understand how she did. “Well, you know—I’ll be around.” Her voice gets lower as she moves away. I stand, holding my loaner jumpsuit in front of me as she crosses the floor carefully around Tier to put her back to me and speak with Jo-Anne.

I can sense she’s… disappointed? Maybe sad? Resigned?

It’s confusing experiencing these feelings that aren’t my own, but they’re right in my chest as if I’m thinking back on a past memory that gives me a heavy heart. What did I do? Did I disappoint her in some way?

Confusing thoughts tumble through my mind as I slowly move to put on the clothing. No shoes, but I haven’t heard that Bren’s arrived yet. I should be able to make it back to my dwelling for shoes. If we get a status update, I might even have time to get clean first… I just wish my mate would be with me, but if I did that I’d just want more… much more.. 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

- Karen

As I move across the cargo space away from Selas, I immediately miss the comfort of his arms—which makes no sense!

Well, you better get used to it, girl.

Looking at Jo-Anne, she knows something’s wrong and mouths, “What happened?” soundlessly. Jerking my head, I signal that I don’t want to talk about it. At all.

Perfect guy for me, my ass!

Selas looks terrible. It’s hard not to flinch at his swollen eye and bruised up face and body. Nobody is going to expect him to report in. He was just almost killed, for fuck’s sake!

But leave it to me to attract the alien equivalent of a work-a-holic. What really sucks is I like him—or my body likes him. The chemistry’s right, there’s no doubt about that. 

He’s exotic with dark creamy skin and striking eyes. When he held me so firmly but confidently against him on the short flight here, I’d have done anything he wanted. Anything.

Even now, I just want to turn around and run back to him, screaming “Don’t leave me”. How pathetic is that? It’s clear that he takes his job very, very seriously, and he doesn’t want to fuck that up. I should’ve known I wouldn’t be irresistible—even to an alien mate.

By the time I turn around, a gurney has arrived with two men in uniforms I don’t recognize. Stepping back, I watch them load poor Tier onto it and sprint out of the cargo hold with Selas right behind him. Despite the fact that he’s covered in mud, he put on the jumpsuit. The only way you’d know he wasn't totally in command and control, is by his mud-caked, shoeless feet. 

Watching him practically sprint after the gurney, I feel Rachel throw her arm around my shoulder, leading me down the ramp with her. “You were fucking incredible. When you took off… Travek was having a fit! Me too, of course, but I think he felt responsible for letting you go and was ranting about how Selas was going to kill him. Literally, kill him—”

“I don’t think that’s a concern.” Selas has already entered a building up ahead, and I watch the whole time. Not once did he look back at me. Mother fucker.

“What happened?” Jo-Anne repeats the question she mouthed earlier from the other side of me. All their mates are there with them I see, but they’re studiously looking away as if they aren’t listening.

“Nothing. Nothing happened.” My voice is defeated and final as I try to come to terms with this feeling of already having loved and lost. Can it happen that fast? I was just starting to buy into the whole mate thing. I do want what my friends have. Is that too much to ask?

“Well, I don’t understand… where’d he go?” Jo-Anne turns from me to look at Remus on her other side, but he just shrugs.

“He said he had to get his logs and reports together for the Discovery’s arrival.” My voice chokes up on the end as the finality of the situation sinks in. I don’t—no can’t play second fiddle to his job. That just isn’t going to happen. 

I’ll have to talk to the Ashen when they arrive…

“You’re back! Thank God. I prayed for you and only one potential casualty. That’s good, right?” Jenny’s optimistic voice greets us just inside the door as we file in.

There’s murmuring around me as Lisa and Travek lag behind us as we follow Jenny into what looks like an apartment building. Large windows let in light to the main floor as she leads us up some stairs. 

“I think considering the sheer number of males out in the wilds, we made out very well.” Amari’s voice behind me answers her as she points to a door on the right. “This place is for Remus and Jo-Anne. I’m excited about dinner, but I know you guys have had a long trip and might want to clean up?”

“Thanks, Jenny.” Jo-Anne agrees while entering the apartment with Remus right behind her. Jenny sticks her head in behind them. “Devlin and I are the last place at the end of the hall on the left if you need anything, but why don’t we plan on meeting in an hour to walk over to the cafeteria for chili?”

“Sounds good!” Jo-Anne’s voice is faint from somewhere deep inside. Jenny pulls the door shut and shuffles across the hall to open the next door on the left. 

“This is Lisa and Travek, over here.”

“Thanks, Jenny.”

Slowly, we work our way down the hall with Rachel and Amari dropping off into their place too. Jenny opens a door to the second to the last door on the left. “You look like you could use a shower. Let me show you how everything works and get you set up.”

Quickly Jenny walks me through the place that’s nicer than I ever imagined a home would be on this planet. Sure, I don’t recognize the mechanics of the appliances in the kitchen, but the living area and bedrooms are almost identical to what you’d expect in a nice condo. Compact, but totally usable.

After a quick lesson in the bathroom, Jenny leaves me with some towels and a new jumpsuit she says should be identical to the one I’ve been wearing. She offered me some other clothing, but honestly, I’m really digging this fabric and the flexibility it gives me. The only thing I miss is my jo, and I’m kicking myself for leaving it on The Top Pick. I’ll have to talk to Travek at dinner about getting it back to me.

Finally, I’m alone. I think I’ve held it together admirably, but the shower is therapeutic as I allow tears of frustration and disappointment to squeeze out. 

I’ve come a long way in the last couple weeks. Sure, at first I was in a little bit of denial. Wouldn’t it be typical that I was dead and this was just the afterlife—with a new life? 

But the thing that really got my attention was it’s a fresh start. A way to reinvent myself to be exactly what I want to be. There’s no one around trying to mold me into the perfect daughter with the perfect career. I’ve spent so much of my life following the rules and doing as I’m told.

I started Aikido when I was ten, and I’m sure my parents originally agreed to it for a couple of reasons. I was one of those chunky adolescents. Overweight and not super inspired to get out there and run around outside playing sports. So, when I showed an interest in taking Aikido with a friend from school, they let me.

After two years though, my friend Sue dropped out, but I really enjoyed it. My parents, especially my mother, were impressed with my dedication and slimming body. At ten, my breasts were already as large as hers! Not that they’ve really shrunk over the last nine years, but I’ve definitely grown into them.

Now, here I am, able to pursue a dream buried so deep, I’ve never uttered it out loud. I’m on a real live adventure, discovering unknown worlds and using my Aikido training in real life situations! How fucking cool is that!

Yes, I do want to talk to the Ashen, because even though things aren’t going to work out with my mate—this Selas who can’t seem to be bothered to get to know me, I don’t want to go back to Earth either. I know, I’m a bit weird. But this is all just way too exciting!

The greys are real! Aliens are real! What else is out there for me to discover?

Rinsing my hair, I feel a sense of calm and rightness settle over me. Yes, this isn’t perfect. I’m hornier than I’ve ever been in my life, and when my hands slide over my cleft a zing of awareness shoots through me. The girls told me that meeting my mate would make me horny, and they’re right—it’s just not going to happen if his work keeps him so busy that we never get to see each other.

A shadow moves in the corner of my eyes, and I drop into a defensive posture, turning to the shape behind the strange water shield this shower uses. There’s definitely someone in here with me. “Who’s there?”

I’m impressed my voice is as steady as it is. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s calm and focus, but every nerve in my body is on high alert.

A large hand pierces the water shield as already familiar mating marks move into the space beside me. “It’s me, my mate.” Selas’s bruised but perfect form steps into the shower, making it feel much smaller than it is.

What the hell?

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

- Selas

“What’re you doing here?” Bren’s shocked expression has me responding back puzzled.

“Reporting in?” But that should be obvious. It’s my job and responsibility to always recap verbally along with any recorded logs.

Stepping forward, we clasp forearms, and I’m taken aback as he pulls me into a hug. “Yes, but I heard the news. You now have mating marks—and I assume a mate to settle in?”

As he pulls back, his eyes narrow. “Have you been to the medical clinic? You look like shit. Can you even see out of that eye?”

Laughing, I shake off his suggestions. “Yes, I’m fine. And I’ll get to medical eventually for myself. I followed Tier in, and he may survive, shockingly enough.”

“All thanks to your mate too, I hear.”

“How have you been briefed already?” I wasn’t at medical long. Just long enough to confirm that Tier was being given the best care—and that he made it still breathing.

“Because I’ve already been contacted by Amari and Travek, but not about your mission.” He looks at me seriously while my mouth opens and shuts a few times. What could they be saying about me already?

Sure, I led two others into uncharted territory, totally under armed, and almost got one of them killed. But I thought they—or at least Amari, agreed with the tactic. If we go in with a large contingent of males, it appears aggressive. I’m not going to be replaced already, am I?

Other than the past seven rotations, since Tuono was killed, things have been… alright. Not perfect, of course. But that’s to be expected.

“Do you have a reassignment from the Council? Are you or them replacing me?” I’d rather know than wonder. That’s one thing about Bren’s commanding and yes, domineering attitude that I appreciate. He speaks clearly.

“No, you fucking idiot. Your mate is upset that you took off to work as soon as you landed—even though you’re quite hurt yourself. And that’s the part that makes me mad.” His angry tone and raised voice takes me aback. It’s very uncommon for Bren to become emotional, and that includes angry, in reference to work.

“You’re one of my closest friends, and you were almost killed today. Do you know how that makes me feel?” I blink slowly, trying to follow along with this shift in the conversation. I’d no idea he considered me such a close friend. Or really—a friend at all. 

Sure, we’ve talked and spent time together, but always in conjunction with the work on the Discovery. I’m still trying to catch up with this new direction of the conversation as he continues.

“Angry.” Obviously, he didn’t expect me to answer that. “Angry that we’re in a situation so dangerous that you were almost killed. Angry that you now have a mate, and you’re putting a job as a higher priority than thanking her—for getting to you just in time! What’re you thinking?”

“Well… when you met Hannah—”

“It was the first mating! It killed me to leave her for any length of time. And we weren’t even sure what was going on for sure or what to expect. You…” He throws his arms wide and gestures wildly at the walls around us. “…of all the people here, know what the mating does to a male. The advantages and disadvantages.”

Blowing out an exasperated breath, he hits me in the arm lightly. “Does that hurt?”

Flinching at bit, I wonder why. Am I really that bruised up? I’ve been running on an adrenaline high for so long now, I’m just starting to register all the aches and pains in my body.

“Yes.”

“Yeah, well, it’s going to hurt a lot more when I punch you upside the head. Go! Spend time with your mate. Take some time off. You deserve it. Amari suggested you go out to his old place. They still go out there once in a while, so it’s all set up.” 

I look at him, indecisive. My indecision must be clear on my face as I think about what he’s telling me to do. Abandon my work.

“Your place here is secure. Your position, job… whatever you want to call it. As long as it still exists, based on how things go with the Council—it’s here for you. But you need to learn how to step back and enjoy your life. Your priorities are going to change. If they don’t, you’re going to have trouble with your mate. Jo-Anne is her best friend, and it sounds like Karen holds it against her father that he put work responsibilities ahead of their family. Don’t make that mistake with her. Bond or no mate bond, she can still get pissed and hold a grudge. Trust me, that’s no way to live.”

My mind spins as I consider the feelings I sensed as I took off to make sure that Tier would make it earlier. Is that what the problem was? If that’s all it is, I can fix that. Right?

“Go, you idiot! You stink, too. Even I’d have appreciated if you took a shower before showing up.” Bren softens his words by laughing deeply. 

In a daze, I turn and exit, pausing outside the door. I feel as if a great weight has been lifted. I’m so relieved that Bren doesn’t think less of me for not having successfully fulfilled my mission here.

Walking quickly towards my dwelling, I think about the long rotations along with all the struggles and squabbles I’ve sorted out. Everything from males coming to me to report that they’re being used by another to complaints about how the food tastes. I never know whether I’ll want to scream in frustration or just walk away in disgust.

But now… now I have another purpose. Another goal. One that makes my heart lighten in joy. 

Is this my reward from the Sacred Mother for my diligence and hard work? There have been so many rotations when all I wanted to do was quit. Go back to Quasar and find a menial occupation to struggle with, but how different would that be than where I am now?

Now, we have a new purpose to consider for our species. It’s a grand, life-changing purpose. With Hannah and Shelly pregnant, we have renewed hope that our lines will carry on in a new combined bloodline. It’s just a matter of making sure we have a safe and habitable place to develop that goal. The prison planet is looking more and more like it isn’t going to be the destination.

As I enter my unit, I realize immediately that Karen is here. With so many scents in the hall, hers included, I wasn’t sure where she’d be. From the sound of how frustrated she was with me, I was afraid she’d have gone into another dwelling, and I’d need to track her down. But she’s here!

Stripping off the now filthy jumpsuit from my equally mud-caked body, I open the door to the bathing facility. Sure enough, I’m hit with the scent of my mate in need. Behind the water shield, I see her form shift into a defensive pose.

“Who is it?” Her voice is calm and self-assured, and I’m struck again by how fierce and self-reliant my mate is. I won’t need to constantly worry about her—although I’m sure I will. There’s a fierce need inside me to shelter and coddle her, but in all honesty, she doesn’t need it. 

My cock rises as I move toward the water, ready to take my mate in the most primitive but intimate of ways. Pushing my hand through the shield, I answer, “It’s me, my mate.”

Stepping in beside her, I’m blessed with the most beautiful of sights. Karen’s naked form is more breathtaking and arousing than I could have imagined. Her wet hair makes it appear darker as she relaxes and comes to her full height out of her defensive stance and into a defiant one. 

What would she have done if it was someone else? Technically, that shouldn’t be a concern, but there have even been females taken right from their dwellings in this building by past guards of the Warden Benard. You can never be too careful. 

“What’re you doing here?” Her tone is indignant as she steps back slightly to put more room between us in the small space. I take the opportunity to let my eyes roam down her water-slicked form. Her breasts are much heavier than they appeared in the tight jumpsuit. The fabric must have compressed them to hold them so flat.

Her tiny waist and rib cage accentuate the curve of her breasts and hips. My eyes screech to a halt as they reach the apex of her thighs. Like our species, she has a thin patch of light hair over her cleft. Damn, she smells so good that I’m inexplicably drawn to her. I couldn’t stay away if I tried.

“I’m getting clean just like you are. I’m sure you noticed how filthy I am. The mud in the clearing we were secured in—”

“No.” I falter at her negative word as she cuts me off. Certainly she doesn’t mean I’m not welcome?

“I mean, what are you doing here in this shower, this house or apartment or whatever you all call it.” She’s turned into the water spray, and my brain stutters as her backside is presented to me. The flare of her hips with two dimples centered above her ass… “Focus up here.” 

Her hand jerks up to her face as she looks over her shoulder at me. Blinking slowly, I can’t help the smile that creeps across my face at her question.

“This is my dwelling. My bathing facility. Didn’t Jenny tell you?”

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

- Selas

There’s a clear look of horror, then resignation that crosses over Karen’s face. I’ll have to come up with a thank you gift for Jenny. Whether it was intentional or not, she’s hand-delivered my very naked mate to me. 

“Well, let me get out of your way. I was done enough—” Karen moves to slide out, but I grab her upper arm gently.

“Wait.” My voice is pleading as I come up with the only excuse I can think of quickly. “I’m quite sore. Do you mind helping me get cleaned up? The tension from having my arms tied above my head so long…” Her eyes narrow skeptically. “…And my legs were spread so wide… my low back…” 

Leaning forward, I place my hand not on her arm against my body and wince, trying to look convincing. It’s a last ditch effort to garner sympathy, but I’ll do anything to get her to spend more time with me and potentially touch me.

“Have you gone to see the doctor?” Karen turns completely around, lifting her hand to press the tips of her fingertips to a spot under my eye that flares with pain, and I can see the skin move into my line of vision. It’s still very swollen.

“Not yet. Do you think I should?” If it takes talking about my injuries to keep her here with me… actually, I admit I’ll do anything she wants, even go to see the medical doctor. They don’t bother me. I’m not as familiar with the doctors here on the planet. I’ve only had brief status updates from Fax who heads up the two other Junior medics I’ve dealt with more extensively, mostly Cordon.

“Yes! Of course.” Her eyes roam my face before dropping lower, and I watch with fascination as her face flushes red. Her scent blooms around us, filling the tiny space.

Groaning, I move closer, wrapping my arms around her to tug her into my body. “Well then, I agree to go to the medical center, if you’ll agree to leave the dome with me right after.”

“To where?” Her indignant tone surprises me. Isn’t this what Bren meant? She feels that her father put work above the family? 

Maybe I haven’t explained it properly. “I spoke with Bren, reporting in, and he’s granted me time off to spend with you. A leave of absence to get to know each other… properly.” My voice trails off as I try to sense how she’s taking my words. 

Even holding her now, I’m surprised at how little I feel. She’s very controlled as she seems to consider my offer. She hasn’t said no, though. Pressing my idea, I try to appeal to the obvious adventurous spirit in her. “Amari spent many rotations living out in the wilds here on the planet outside the dome in a cavern under some falls in one of the valleys not more than a day away. He’s offered to let us stay there since it’s still a place that he periodically takes Rachel to… just to get a night away from the chaos here. Would you like to see more of this planet?”

I wait, holding my breath and trying not to be distracted by her breasts pressing firmly just above my now bent at an awkward angle cock. When she only blinks slowly, still trying to find some answers in my own face, her eyes drop to my mating marks that I can tell have flared with color. 

“Please, Karen. Give this a chance between us. Get to know me. I swear I’m not a bad male, and I never imagined I’d be blessed with a mate. Let alone a mate with your talents and beauty.”

A small smile touches her lips, and her eyes continue to stare straight at me. Her lips pucker right before her mouth opens to answer, “Okay.”

The relief and happiness that floods my body is an indicator of how worried I was that’d she turn me down. Of course, I wouldn’t have given up, but this is so much easier. I’d follow her anywhere, do anything she wanted to complete the bond with her. I can smell her need and arousing scent cocooning me as I wince from my smile that spread my lips too far.

“But you have to go to the doctor!” Karen’s hands slide up my biceps to lightly pull at my lip. Her gaze is like sunshine to my skin, and I feel as if I could heal just being in her presence. “It isn’t going to be much fun to kiss until this is healed up.”

Leaning down, I keep my body flush with her, and her breasts come higher towards my face. I don’t understand this instinct to suckle them, but I know when the first chance presents itself, that’s what I want to do. Draw those small, tight nubs into my mouth to flick my tongue across the peach flesh.

“We could try anyways? I’m not sure I agree with that assessment and wish to test your theory.” My hair fibers have already been going wild around us, but when she gingerly slides her fingers into it on each side of my head, it explodes. Not only around us, but also between us in a frenzy. The strands know their mate is here with them, and I’ve lost all control.

Karen only looks taken aback for a moment before her eyes settle back on my lips with a small smile of her own directed at me. Tugging me down, I willingly sink to the seat behind me in the corner of the spray area. I’ve never been so thankful for the resting spot. Even though I wouldn’t wish this to end—ever, I’m exhausted, and my legs do feel like they could give out beneath me at any moment. There’s no need to embarrass myself any further.

When our lips meet though, a renewed sense of purpose and energy blasts through my system. The first press between us is tentative. Even though I’ve never done this before—never done anything remotely sexual with anyone actually—I understand the mechanics, and as I suspected, it’ll come naturally.

Wrapping my own hand around her neck, her silky skin melts under my fingers as I pull her back for another brush. Once, twice, until her moans of need between us gives me the opportunity I’ve been waiting for. Pressing my mouth to hers, I slip my tongue between us, and she opens willingly. 

Even though I’ve seen this done many times, I’m startled by how intimate and arousing it is. How can others such as Bren and Hannah perform this act in front of others and control themselves? My dick’s as hard as a rod between us, throbbing in the air and twitching every time a droplet of water falls innocently from her body onto it.

As our tongues meet and tangle, sliding against each other, I thrust mine more aggressively into her mouth, mimicking the act my cock is so desperate to begin with her. Karen’s little noises only encourage me to continue tugging her towards me, wanting more. Needing more.

She shifts over me, straddling one of my thighs where I sit, still cupping my head as her hands sink deeper into my frolicking fibers, scratching my scalp. Tiny prickles of awareness skip across my skin as she sinks down on my leg, and I feel her slick cunt settle on my skin. It’s as if a bolt of energy shoots through me, energizing me more to please her properly.

Karen must feel it too as she presses her entire torso to me as I lean back, granting her access to do what she will. As she breaks away briefly, my eyes open to see her slightly above me, panting lightly. Our eyes connect, searching before she breathes out, “Am I hurting you?”

I can’t help the chuckle that escapes before I yank her swollen, pink lips back to mine. My words are muffled and almost incoherent as I declare, “If this is pain, give me more.”

Wrapping my arms around her, I grab her ass to tug her up my body until she rest high on my hip where my cock twitches as her own hip rubs against it. My member throbs with anticipation at her slight press of her body. 

Ignoring it, I drop my hand to run my fingers along the enticing crack of her ass. Our tongues tangle as she begins to rock on me, taking her pleasure as I circle her ass, exploring in my own way. Her body is perfect.

Her silky skin slides firmly across mine as her muscles dance under my hands. Dropping the fingers of one hand lower, they experience a copious amount of sleek fluid at her folds. Her body is open to me as I cup her arousal and slide my fingers back and forth.

Karen goes wild over me as her body grinds against mine. I rub more vigorously and am rewarded with more viscous fluid dripping between us. The pressure has her body giving under my fingers, and I can’t help but  explore with my middle finger, letting it press slowly inside her. 

Her body grips tight as my finger’s sucked inside her snug channel. Our kissing slows as she pulls away, throwing her head back right as my finger is clasped in a grip that pulls me deeper inside her. The fluttering muscles around my finger surprise me, and I look up in awe to watch her face as her pleasure explodes. 

Her breasts are right near my face, so I swoop down and capture the tight nub in my mouth as I imagined I would. It’s perfect as she squeezes my finger, milking it for what only I can give her. 

“Selas! Oh, god…” Circling the nipple I’m sucking, I’m not surprised as my own climax overtakes me. My cock explodes under her hip, excited and overcome by the friction as I watch her come apart above me. 

What I am surprised by is the intensity—the raw pleasure that shoots through me. It’s sensation overload as my cock releases and releases, over and over again, twitching in envy of my fingers now coated with her release.

We both freeze as we pant loudly together before she collapses totally above me, and her nipple slips from my lips. Gingerly, I pull my finger from her body where it still clenches me so tightly, I can’t help but wonder how I’ll fit inside her.

Is it normal for a female’s body to feel so tiny compared to mine? Will she really stretch to accommodate my cock that still twitches in anticipation even after this release?

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

- Karen

Chills shoot through my body as I melt on top of the huge, alien man beneath me. I can’t believe I just did that! Now that was an orgasm!

I’ve been able to make myself have an orgasm a few times. Understandably, since I was never attracted to anyone for so long, I read up a bit online about whether I could be frigid or not. Partly because I had more than one boy over the years tell me I was.

You can’t have a heavy make out session with someone who’s hard as a rock in your hand, and not get aroused yourself, right? But that’s exactly what’s happened to me—many, many times. It just never did anything for me.

I’ve even entertained the idea that maybe women were more my speed, but I’ve never even had a crush on one, let alone been attracted. At least I’ve wanted to be attracted to men. I’ve liked them and wanted to get to know them, but when it came to being physical—not so much.

But this—this time, he barely has to touch me. Just being with him—and even more weirdly, just smelling him… I felt like I could come on his lap. And I did. My orgasm dwarfed anything I’ve ever experienced on my own. 

We barely kissed. Barely touched, and I was climbing on his lap to grind on him like a lap dance!

When his large, broad fingers breached me, it was as if my body just knew it was him. Knew I was ready. My orgasm was off the charts! I can’t imagine it’s going to get better than that. Is that even possible?

If so, I might pass out from the pleasure.

Now that my mind has actually started functioning again, embarrassment seeps in. Not actual regret because I want to do it again, but definitely concern for him, too. He just went through an ordeal that would put most people in a hospital. In addition to the physical injuries, he’s been imprisoned too. It wasn’t long, but he’s been traumatized.

Bracing my legs under me, I grip his shoulders as I lift off him and try to gain my bearings. Just as I suspected, his cum sticks between us as I detach myself from him. Incredibly, he’s still hard as a rock while he holds my upper arms, and I settle my feet on the wet shower floor. 

The water still feels incredible and warm. I’m impressed we haven’t lost all the hot water like I did every time I followed my sister into the shower while living at home. “I… I’m sorry if I hurt you. Are you okay?”

Selas’s smile is huge and has to hurt his lip again, but if it does at all, he doesn’t let on. “I’m incredible. You’re incredible.”

Smiling back, a nervous giggle escapes me as I turn back into the spray and begin to run my hands over my hip and belly to rinse off his release. “Wait.” I didn’t hear him move, but his voice is right in my ear. He’s standing close behind me as I glance over my shoulder. “Let me do that.”

Dropping my hands, I turn towards him to admire the mating marks that have deepened in color in the short time we’ve been together. Some parts of the design are thinner and more intricate as the spin together in a design reminiscent of Celtic's interlocking vines. They’re everywhere. Starting from his neck, they travel down both his arms and chest—all the way to around his cock and upper thighs.

Drawing my eyes back up, I enjoy his hands gently skimming over my body as I reach forward to trace a looping design slowly. The bright blue fades under my finger. Light blue, then teal, then green until it becomes a fiery yellow. Iridescent flares of orange and red ripple out from the point I trace.

“Incredible,” I whisper, entranced with the display on his skin.

“Mm.” His voice rumbles through my fingers on his chest. “You’re incredible. I’d only seen you once in a daily reflection before you showed in that clearing. I wasn’t brought up with traditional values and teachings in my home. Everyone was too busy surviving to take the time to train us on how to relax. But while I was tied to those trees, reflections took me away, and I saw… you.”

My eyes shoot to him, uncertainly before I squeak out hoarsely, “And you’re okay with what you saw?”

“Oh, Karen. I was beguiled.” Pulling me forward, he lifts me in his arms. 

I’m distracted by the feeling of our wet bodies sliding against each other before his lips crash down on mine again as he plunges his tongue into my mouth.

I hear the water stop behind us as he steps out of the shower stall. One arm releases me, and a towel is wrapped around my back before he mumbles against my lips, “I can’t have my mate getting cold.” His arms squeeze me tight as his deep voice rumbles in my ear.

I blush at his possessive tone as he walks out of the bathroom and into what must be his bedroom. It was silly of me to not realize that this is his place. Sure, there are no personal effects around which is a little weird, but from the sounds of it, he hasn’t really been on Dactyles that long. “How long have you been here?”

As he places me on the bed, he moves to open up a drawer to pull out his own clothing before sitting next to me where I’ve frozen, still wrapped in the towel on the plush surface. “Almost forty rotations. Forty very long rotations.” 

Pulling the towel off my body, I wrap it around my dripping hair, and pick up the clothing that Jenny placed out for me. “What do you do on the Discovery?”

“Me personally or the Discovery in general?” It looks like we’re going to match, because he’s putting on a jumpsuit identical to the one I’ve been wearing for the last two weeks.

“I know the Discovery travels around your ‘zone’ and checks on the area and planets and stuff, so I was thinking more about you personally.” Scooting to the end of the bed, I shake out the material and work on getting my damp legs into it. When he doesn’t answer, I glance over to see him completely dressed and watching my chest with interest. “Oh no, no distractions. You’re going to see a doctor, and we can make sure you’re clear of any head injuries. Your face looks like you took a few good hits.”

His eyes shift to my face, and I’m happy to see eye rolling is universal. “I’m the captain’s right hand. I pretty much do his job when he takes his breaks, which includes reviewing all the logs for completion and making sure all navigation is followed accurately. It’s pretty much just a continual rotation of checking other people’s work. Organizing, troubleshooting, and other miscellaneous items that come up, as well. But I’m more interested in you. You were going to school?”

Nodding, I stand to pull the jumpsuit up, shoving my arms in the sleeves and beginning the fastener that starts at mid-thigh. “Yeah. I’ve always been really active in Aikido, but unless I want to be a teacher—something my family wouldn’t have been impressed with, there isn’t much of a career in that. I was only in my second year of college, and taking the basic requirements for a liberal arts degree. I needed to get serious about a major by the end of this year and leaning toward psychology.”

He shakes his head with a blank look. “It’s the study of the human mind, specifically our behavior in different circumstances. You can become a doctor that helps people overcome issues they have in certain circumstances.” When he doesn’t say anything after a brief pause, I add, “Sounds boring, huh?”

“Yes.” I realize his short answer has more to do with him watching me arrange my chest for maximum support in the form fitting suit than from lack of interest in my degree decisions. 

Laughing, I turn slightly away and peer over my shoulder. “Yeah, well I thought so too. I was just going through the motions for my family.” Spinning around to face him, I hold my arms out to the side at shoulder height. “Do I look acceptable?”

Blinking a few times, his eyes sweep up and down. “That… I didn’t realize how revealing that was on you.” Watching his teeth grind, I wonder what the problem is. I was wearing the exact outfit earlier. “Maybe you should stay here while I go over to medical.”

Throwing my hands on my hips, I give him an indignant stare. “What? So you can give me a line about how you’re totally fine when you should be on bed rest?”

“I would never lie to you!” Standing, he takes a step closer and pulls me into his arms. “Can’t you feel my sincerity? My interest… and my possessiveness?”

Ah. Now I’m starting to understand. He’s having second thoughts about anyone seeing me in this ridiculous jumpsuit. “You’re not embarrassed of me though, right?” I hadn’t given the jumpsuit too much thought while I was on The Top Pick over the last two weeks. 

Remus and Travek are so mated, their eyes rarely leave Lisa and Jo-Anne and Gilip is a grump that would rather review logs than look at anyone. I’m not sure what his problem is, but he studiously avoids interacting with anyone. Jo-Anne and Lisa have talked about it and said that ever since Travek’s brother Sol ended up with mating marks on New Earth, he’s been strangely quiet. They aren’t sure if he just misses Sol, since he is coming back this way with the Ashen, but whatever. They should be here anytime now. Who knows?

Selas’s hands lift to unwind the towel from my hair before tossing it behind me. “Karen.” Shaking his head slowly in front of me, he leans in to put our faces at eye level. “Karen, I could never be embarrassed of you. In fact, I’m extremely proud of you. You’re a hero. As brave as any male I’ve ever known.”

His fingers stroke through my hair starting at my temples, and my eyes drop closed in embarrassment. “You  realize that, right? You ran out on a strange planet into heavy trees and foliage at dusk while fighting was going on all around you. You saved Tier… and me.” His voice falters as I crack my eyes to look up at him. “No, I’ll never be embarrassed of you. I just don’t want to embarrass you.”

“Wait? What do you mean by that?” He sinks to the bed behind him, pulling me closer between his legs so our faces are level again. He hesitates, but when I slide my hands up his arms to squeeze his shoulders, his jaw visibly unlocks as he swallows.

“There may be talk that I failed. I was captured—then subsequently saved by a female. Which in turn means they’ll be staring at you… in this…” He runs his hand down my side before grabbing my hip and gripping it firmly. “You’re so beautiful.”

Wow. That was wise to tack on. He’s worried about other guys looking at me? Okay. I do remember some discussion with Travek and Remus about possessiveness and raging. They get pretty territorial and worked up if their mate is threatened in any way. But this isn’t going to be because of any threat. This is just plain, old jealousy.

“You know I can’t control other people looking at me, right?” My voice is factual as I point out the obvious.

Nodding, he looks down at my chest. Grasping his chin with my fingers, I tilt it up to look at me, smiling slightly. “If it helps, I only have eyes for you. In fact, I’ve only ever had eyes for you.” He visibly swallows as his eyes widen at my words. “I’ve dated but never found anyone I wanted to be with for any length of time. Does that make sense?” 

I’m not going to spell it out. It’s embarrassing to say, and I’ve asked around. There’s a good chance that Selas is promised to someone on his planet. That’s how it was with Travek and Sol. Remus was already married when he met Jo-Anne. “Are you married?”

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

- Karen

Selas seems taken aback by my question—or maybe it’s the change in the subject, but that isn’t a good sign. There’s just so much we don’t know about each other. “By married, do you mean promised to another like Bren was to Vina?”

“Sure.” Sounds close anyway.

“No.”

“Oh, okay.” I can’t keep the relieved smile off my face. “I’m not either!” I tack on for good measure.

Selas nods his head slowly before standing and moving out into the living area. “Do you need anything before we go?”

Is he stalling? I can’t quite figure out what he’s hiding, and that fact is starting to weird me out. Turning around, I call no over my shoulder before stepping back into the bathroom. Oh man! My hair’s a rats nest.

Working to finger comb the strands, Selas holds a metal comb out in front of me, waving it slightly. Looking at him, I smile my thanks before putting it to quick work. I look fine, I think. Sure, my outfit is kind of tight, but it’s so comfortable that I’ve gotten over any lack of fashion it holds. It fits like my yoga workout wear from home, even if it’s all one piece. The material is better. Stretchier, and according to Travek, made out of some fancy nanotechnology material.

“Okay, I’m ready.” Selas is just closing what must be their refrigerator, although it looks like it has a lazy susan inside of it instead of shelving. Kind of cool.

Turning around, he passes me a glass of water. I take a few sips before placing it on the small countertop next to him. He lets out a tired sigh before walking to the door and activating it to open.

The hall is empty except for four men standing at attention. I don’t remember seeing them before so they’re a new addition since I arrived. Security?

I don’t ask, instead I grab his hand, linking our fingers as we reach the end. By the time we reach the door to walk outside, we’ve crossed paths with two other groups of guys standing around. They stare openly as we pass. I guess that’s to be expected when you’re one of only a few women around. It’s no wonder they’ve put security in the halls.

But as we walk down a narrow street with no traffic, it does get a little odd. The stares are blatant, but what I’m feeling is jealousy? Why would I be jealous?

Ahhhh, now I get it! I’m such an idiot. Selas is jealous. I can’t help feeling giddy with the realization.

Dropping his hand, I curl my arm around his back and lean into him. We may look a little odd with how tall he is, but who cares. I want Selas to realize he doesn’t need to be jealous. That’s just plain silly.

If everything that the girls explained to me is accurate, this whole mating thing is a permanent and final thing—not just for him, but for me, too. When—or if—we ‘finalize the mating’ or fuck as I like to call it, we’ll never feel any kind of attraction for anyone else. 

This isn’t really helping. Selas has put his arm around me too, but every time I glance up, he’s casting glares in whatever direction he’s looking. Is it the clothes, really? What do their women wear? I’ll have to ask around, subtly of course. I’m not going to call him out on this. I think if the roles were reversed, it would be difficult for me too. 

Seriously, I’ve never felt this way with anyone. Attracted and possessive. Of course, some of that might be his feelings bleeding through into mine. It’s strange and will definitely take a little time to figure out.

“You know, I’m actually feeling a little tired.” Selas stops dead at my words, turning to put his other arm on my shoulder so we’re facing each other. The concern almost makes me feel guilty for the lie.

“Are you alright? Maybe we should get you looked at in medical too?”

“No, no. I’m sure it’s just everything catching up with me. But do you think you could carry me?” Lifting my arms, I smile innocently as his eyes brighten. Looking around with a smug look at the ten other guys floating around staring, he leans in and pulls my body up and flush to his. 

I immediately wrap my legs around him, linking my hands behind his neck. We’re face to face, and I can feel the heat of my still throbbing pussy rub against him. Oh, man. This might not have been the best idea, but it’s too late now!

Selas seems much more mollified, and the frustrated jealousy that was building during our walk levels out. I’m given a chance to really look at his hair, too. He shifts me slightly to the left, so I reach up with my right hand to smooth down some strands that have begun floating out from his braid. 

Braid is really too plain of a description. It’s more like a braid on steroids. If you’ve ever watched one of those YouTube videos of the hair stylists who create artwork in hair, with loops and flowers, it’s more like that. An all over, sectioned style.

But as I run my hand on the strands, pushing them back to join with the other on his head, hundreds more release and float our towards me. Whoa! Whoops. “Ah, Selas! Sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have touched it?”

Chuckling, Selas squeezes my ass he’s cupping against him. “It likes you. You touched it and like every part of my body, if you show any interest at all, it just wants more.”

Laughing together, we enter a building that has two guys standing as sentries outside, but I don’t realize that until we’ve passed. Selas’s hair is just starting to calm down as I swivel to look where we’re going. 

“Selas! It’s great to see you. I’m glad you stopped by.” The smaller man watches me with interest as Selas sets me lightly beside him.

“Fax, this is Karen from Earth.” Selas keeps his arm lightly around my back.

Leaning forward slightly, I stick out my hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Fax takes my hand briefly but doesn’t shake it or anything. I feel the rumble of Selas’s growl of annoyance next to me, and Fax releases me quickly, stepping back. Damn. I need to just keep away from everyone. I assume this is temporary? I’ll have to talk to Jenny and Rachel who live here all the time. Surely, this gets better…

“…passed it along but the list is quite extensive. The last delivery wasn’t complete. We’re missing the most important ingredient and without it, we’re going to be unable to maintain the production cycle as planned.”

It took me a second to catch on, but they’re talking shop? “Wait, wait.” They both look at me surprised as I cut in, but he isn’t going to get out of this. Good try. “Selas needs to be checked out.”

Fax looks at me then Selas in surprise. “Are you dizzy or nauseated?”

“No.” Selas is quick to answer but doesn’t say anything else, and I huff in exasperation.

“Okay, okay. He’s here because of me,” I admit. “But we’re about to take off for a couple days and be kind of out of touch, right? He should get checked out before we go. I’m not a medic.” Turning to Selas, I try to make it sound like it’s all about me. “What if you go to sleep later and don’t wake up? What will I do?”

My reasoning seems to pacify the male tough guy persona he has going. “I’m sorry. I don’t want you to worry about something like that happening.” Turning back to Fax, he orders, “Just run a full scan and make sure there are no anomalies. That I’m healing as expected.”

Nodding his head, he waves at us to follow him over to one of the beds lining the wall. “Who should I report to? I’m still very concerned about maintaining production and—”

“Bren. If not him, he’ll be able to assign you to who’s cataloging what they arrived with on this trip.” When he hops up on the bed that’s higher than average, I pat his knee. I can feel his nerves, and I’m not sure if it’s because he’s annoyed with this guy, or if it’s just doctors in general that make him feel this way.

Fax doesn’t say another word, just picks up some kind of scanning device from the countertop next to the bed. I watch with interest as he holds it up in front of Selas, and a full body outline appears on the screen. Different colors flicker over Selas’s outline as flashes of green rotate around different parts of his body. The program appears to be loading as the colors flash then settle into solid lights and additional information loads on the side. Nothing I can read though.

“The blows to your head have minor abrasions, but they appear to be healing. Did you lose consciousness at all?”

Selas doesn’t answer right away. “Well, maybe. Honestly, I don’t remember exactly.”

“I think that’s a yes,” I helpfully add with a smirk. Selas just shakes his head before looking back at the doctor who’s still looking at his device. 

“It appears you’ve a hard head, but based on what I’m seeing here—this happened how long ago?” His eyes flicker up to Selas, waiting for an answer.

“Perhaps two to three parhons?”

Fax’s gaze goes to the device with shock. “Well, that doesn’t make sense. These injuries appear rotations old. I’m going to have to talk to the others…”

“I bet it’s the mating. The other girls have told me about how when the mating hormones kick in it does some incredible things to your physiology. Maybe that’s it?”

Selas nods in agreement at my speculation. “Why don’t you get in contact with Atticus and Brock on the Discovery and get the most current information they’ve gathered. Devlin and Amari haven’t been extremely forthcoming about what they’ve noticed due to their past experiences in the infirmary. It might be helpful to get updated with what Hannah and the other females have documented too. We need our databases to be current. Planning on syncing information regularly just in case…”

Patting his knee again, I can’t help but smile. “I’m sure nothing will happen to me around here. I’m very capable of taking care of myself, remember.”

“Mm,” he grunts noncommittally.

“Seriously, Selas. I’m looking forward to sparring with you.” He looks at me in shock, and I laugh. Earth women may be smaller, but I don’t remember breaking a sweat with those big guys in the woods. Maybe they underestimated me due to my size, but I don’t think so. They’re just extremely unskilled.

A spark of an idea begins as I think about how they reacted to me. Maybe I could set up a training facility here? The only obstacle will be Selas, and his possessive streak. I hope that doesn’t end up being a long term thing, because that might be worse than my family’s pushing to get into a formal, monetarily driven career!

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

- Selas

I let out a sigh of relief as we exit the medical center. There’s no reason for me to dislike exams, but I was worried he’d find something that’d keep us from taking off to Amari’s old place. Now that the idea has been planted in my head, I can’t wait to go.

It’ll get us away from here. No more of the leering stares around me that all the males in the vicinity throw our way. How did Amari and Devlin deal with this? How do they continue to even now?

“Lets go over to the cafeteria and get some chili.” My gut sinks as I think about all the males that’ll be there.

“Are you hungry?”

“Yes, and Jenny said we should all meet over there after an hour or so. I don’t have a watch, but I’m sure they’ll still be there visiting, and I want to say goodbye. You know? Let them know what I’m doing.”

How can I say no to that? What she’s saying makes sense. She’s about to go off with a strange male. She should check in with her friends and let them know where she’ll be.

I’m thankful it’s getting darker as I put my arm around her possessively and spin her around to walk quickly past the medical center. I’ll need to get some supplies together, because I’m not gathering nuts and berries and trying to impress her with living off the land or something. All I want to worry about is my performance in satisfying her, not keeping us both from starving.

After our shower, I’m concerned with getting inside her and not exploding instantly. She was so tight, and even though she didn’t come right out and say the words, she definitely alluded to never being with another male sexually. It does make me nervous, since I’ve never been propositioned to try Canesta. But it went fine in the cleaning facility earlier. It’ll just be new for both of us. The thought has me hard as a rock. 

She’s no idea the way she affects me. It takes all my restraint to control myself as we enter the cafeteria. Just as I suspected, all the tables are filled, and a boisterous celebration appears to be underway.

“Selas!”

“Karen!” 

Multiple males and females cry out our names as we enter the huge room filled with tables. Grasping her hand tightly, I lead the way, weaving through the chaos to where Amari is sitting with all the females and their mates in a clump of tables pushed closer together.

Whenever I see someone staring too hard behind me, I give them a death glare and their gaze drops, but more than one have an open smirk on their face as they lean in to whisper—not very low, to their companions sitting around them. All the times I goaded Devlin personally come rushing back. Pushing him into coming to look at Jenny, then carefully placing touches on her arm to spur him into coming over and introducing himself. If anyone did that now, I’m not sure I could control myself.

Taking a deep breath, I try to slow my heated blood and focus on the positive. Sure, we’re not in bed completing the mating yet, but we’re where she wants to be. With her friends. And she’s hungry. I need to care for her and make sure that I put together a list of items to make sure she’s as comfortable during our time alone as she would be here.

“Selas! I’m glad you all made it.” Jenny waves us to some chairs she’s pulled from other tables and squeezed into the space next to her and Devlin. I don’t know how she’s done it, but she’s managed to create an Earth recipe from our local ingredients harvested right off the surface of this planet. She calls it chili, although she’s told me it’s not identical in appearance, but the flavor is close.

“Mm, Jenny. Thank you, this looks great!” Karen’s already sunk into the chair with Jo-Anne on her other side and picked up her spoon. She really was hungry, and I chastise myself for not realizing it sooner.

“Oh, yes.” Karen’s mouth is full as she sinks back in her chair chewing slowly. “You’ve no idea how tired of the ship’s food I was.” Leaning forward to peer around me, she raises her voice. “You made this, Jenny?”

Jenny gets up and walks over to stand behind Karen and Jo-Anne’s chair to answer her, and when she pulls another chair over to sit, I realize she’ll be visiting and take the opportunity to turn to Amari, Devlin, and even Bren who’s a little further down the table next to Hannah. 

“I’d like to get some supplies together to take off here shortly.”

“You’re planning on leaving this evening?” Amari acts surprised as he questions me. Certainly he must understand my urgency and my excitement to get going.

“Yes. Karen pressured me into going to medical to be reviewed, and Fax said I was cleared. Bren did say you were fine with it. Going to your old place in the valley, I mean…”

“Yes, yes. It isn’t that. It’s just so late, and even though we broke up their little gathering out there tonight, our crews only recovered about half of the males—and not Benard.” Amari leans forward to add, “Jenny, it doesn’t look like Selas has a bowl yet. Do you mind grabbing him one?”

She takes off immediately, which is nice. Now that I’m smelling the chili, I could definitely eat too. I can’t say I’ve tried her recipe, but the scent’s appetizing.

I also can’t believe I totally forgot to follow up on the outcome of our teams tonight. We missed Benard? How did that happen?

Scowling, I turn to express my disgust. “So, you’re saying they’re still out there? That’s frustrating.”

Amari nods as Jenny leans between us, putting down a large steaming bowl of chili in front of me. “Yes. The only thing we can determine is they must have an underground base of some sort, because our teams followed up by land on all the pinned locations that Rachel identified. Unfortunately, we only brought in twenty-one males. It only took a couple minutes for Rachel to clarify that fifteen of the twenty-one are fine to have out in the general population.”

Eating quickly, I glance over at Karen who’s laughing at something Jo-Anne is saying. She’s turned her chair more toward the females, and most of the others have moved into chairs around them visiting. I hope she’ll be ready to leave when I’ve finished eating.

“We’ve put them through the orientation you directed for new males brought back into the dome, getting them up to speed on all the news along with information on the Earth females. They understand we want them to feel included, and we’ve no intention of imprisoning them here. They’re free to leave again at any time, but everyone is essentially being treated as a clean slate. Unless they steal or injure others, they’ll be considered free males. It’s going over very well.”

Bren nods from down the table, still listening in. “Yes, very impressive, Selas. You’ve done an admirable job here. What a difference in morale from the last time I was on the planet.”

“Yes.” Hannah stands and walks up behind me to squeeze my shoulder, and I glance back surprised. “Thank you, Selas. I have to admit, I was the most skeptical about this place being a viable option to settle, but the vibe here is totally different than I expected. And I’m sure most of that is your doing.”

“Thank you, Hannah. For your praise… I hope that you both know I’m not abandoning what I’ve started here…” My voice echoes in my ear drums strangely, and I pause, trying to gather my thoughts. “I… I’ve taken this very seriously…”

Now my vision’s fuzzy, and I blink furiously, turning to try and focus on Travek who’s across from me. He has a strange look on his face as I realize my mouth is hanging open. Closing it with a snap, I hear Bren’s voice behind me with the same strange echo.

Turning my chair slightly to look at him better, his words seem far away. “…rest. You’re going to pass out, and I’m going to catch you when you do.”

What? 

“What? Wha…”

Bren leans forward, grasping both my shoulders, his face directly in front of mine. Amari’s sitting just to the right, and I could swear “serious Amari” is smirking. “We’ve drugged you.” 

The words bounce around in my head as I continue to blink, the words foreign in my fuzzy head. Drugged? Why?

I’m still opening and closing my mouth, trying to get my question out as everything goes black.

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

- Karen

I got the entire run down last night from Rachel and Jenny about Selas’s high-handedness with them during their mating process with Amari and Devlin. From the sounds of it, Selas drugged Rachel and Amari to get them under control, and the turn about they did to him was absolutely fair play.

Personally, I’m relieved. Not only do I think we’ll both feel a hundred times better if we leave rested, but I’d also like to be able to see the scenery during the trip. Leaving this morning is a great plan.

So, when Selas slumped over into Bren’s arms after he admitted, “We drugged you.” last night at the cafeteria, I appreciated that they were looking out for his best interest. The man just doesn’t know his own limits. Some would say I’m similar, but that’s another issue for another day.

The entire cafeteria broke out in laughter as he was carried out by Bren and Devlin to be put to bed. I had a super time catching up on all the gossip and latest news from the girls. We moved to another table to visit, because Beth and Shelly came in with their mates right after Selas was carried out. It was like old times, sitting around a table and visiting.

Both Beth and Shelly look fabulous, and I’d never have guessed they’d been sick. They had an incredible story about their adventures on Quasar but describe the planet as dreary and scary. I can’t help wonder if I’ll ever get a chance to see it.

Now that I’ve met Selas, I can’t help hoping maybe we will. I want to learn all about him, and so far, we haven’t had much time to get to know each other. Are his parents alive and living on Quasar? Does he have any sisters and brothers?

I intentionally made sure that I didn’t get into asking anyone else about him. Hannah probably knows the most personal stuff about him since she spent a lot of time on the Discovery with him before he came down to the planet to clean up the mess the previous warden created. But there’ll be time.

Making the bed in the spare room I crashed in last night, I can’t help tiptoeing over to check on Selas where he’s still crashed on his back in the same position he was placed in last night. I hope they didn’t give him too much. I’ve no clue what time it is, but I’ve already eaten the strange fruits and yogurt type mixture that Rachel dropped off this morning. 

Jenny arrived at the same time with their equivalent of a cooler filled with food for our trip. I think they’re sucking up since they don’t want Selas to be permanently put out with them, so they’ve gathered everything together to make it easy for us to leave at our convenience. There’s enough breakfast left for him to eat here, and I believe it was Amari who put a load of other miscellaneous items in the hall by our door. He’d know best what they usually take for a comfortable stay.

A slight snort draws my attention back to Selas on the bed. Dreaming? Maybe. 

The guys removed his shoes last night, but he’s still in the same uniform he put on after our shower with no covers over him. Moving quietly to the foot of the bed, I can’t resist checking him out. His feet are huge!

It looks like he has some serious morning wood happening, and I’m fascinated with his hair. Creeping closer to his head, I slowly lower myself to the bed, leaning over to watch his hair that has begun to pick up from the pillow. It’s almost as if it’s vibrating? Reaching out slowly, I tentatively finger a strand that’s floated across the bed, moving right by my hip. 

It’s thick, and rather than the smooth texture like my hair, it feels rough. It’s hard to explain, but as soon as I run my finger down it, hundreds more move toward me! They’re all over the air between us and a surprised giggle squeaks out of me as I hop up.

Before I can move any further, Selas’s hand is around my wrist. “Karen.” His quiet, sleepy voice calms me instantly as I look up to see his eyes cracked and staring at me. “I was dreaming about you.” A naughty smile lights his face and my eyes drop to his erection straining against his jumpsuit. There’s no hiding that.

Releasing my wrist, he lifts himself up to his elbows, looking around the room carefully. I wait, wanting to see what he remembers and not poke the bear unnecessarily. “I don’t… those little bastards.”

Sitting up all the way, he rests his head in his hands, with his elbows on his knees. Rubbing his head absently, his hair continues to flare around him and reach for me. “I guess I did deserve that…”

Smiling, I pull my arm up to move the strands between us above my view. “Do you feel alright? That was my biggest concern. If not, we can stay here—”

“No. No, I’m fine. Just waking up.” Looking up at me, his hair immediately pulls away, and I watch with fascination as it intertwines in multiple braid fashion around his head and down his back. If only my fine curls were so easy. I hope our children get his hair…

Shaking myself, startled, I admonish myself. I’m getting a little ahead of myself, but it’s to be expected. Everyone is super excited about Hannah and Shelly’s pregnancies and can’t wait. I’ve never been a baby person myself, but even I have to admit I’m super curious to see what traits from each species will carry through to their kids. 

“Well, the good news is, there’s food for breakfast, and if you want, I’ll bring it in here. And in the hall outside our door, there’s a pile of stuff that they figure we’ll want to take on our little adventure. They just really thought we could both use a good night’s sleep before we take off, and I have to admit, I want to see the scenery. Are you mad?”

Sliding towards me until he’s sitting on the edge right in front of me, he reaches for me, burying his head in my neck and taking a deep breath. My arms are pinned down, but I wiggle them under his to rub them along his back. His voice is muffled against me. “No. Not mad. I get it. They’re right, too. Just… don’t tell them I said that.”

Laughing lightly, I pull back to bring my lips to his. I’m curious if the crazy attraction to each other was just a figment of my imagination yesterday. But as soon as our lips meet, I can sense my body lighting up with excitement. My nipples harden as wave after wave of what I can only call crazy attraction shoots through me. If this keeps up, I’m going to have a wet spot on this jumpsuit before we even leave. 

My clit feels like a living entity, pushing me to rub against him like a cat in heat. Our tongues tangle slowly, and there’s no room to notice morning breath or anything besides how right and excited I feel. Trying to slow down, I tug away. He doesn’t let me go far though. Instead, running his hands up and into my hair, he pulls me back to him to bury his head in my neck.

“I missed you.” His words don’t make any sense. He can’t possibly know I wasn’t here with him the entire time he was passed out last night, and I’m not about to tell him right now. 

“What do you mean?” My innocent act pays off as he sighs heavily before releasing me.

“Your scent. You didn’t sleep with me, and I can tell. I’m pretty sure that’s what woke me up.”

“Smelling me woke you up?” My voice is incredulous as I think about how I showered again this morning and put on a fresh jumpsuit. Jenny brought half a dozen over and said to let her know if I decide to wear anything different, because there are options. Maybe down the road, but right now, I’m fine with keeping it basic.

“Yeah, I guess so. I’m pretty sure I’m already addicted to you.” Standing, he moves a step away to unfasten his suit, and I’m frozen to the spot as I take in his mating marks that are flooded with color and even darker than they were yesterday. 

Spinning on my heel, I shoot out of the room calling, “I’ll get your breakfast!” I can’t stay and watch him. Not only is the chemistry between us off the charts, he’s so fucking hot and probably wouldn’t stop me if I started licking him all over. We’ll never get out of here!

“I’ll be quick.” Looking up at his words, I catch sight of his tight ass flexing as he steps into the bathroom, and the door slides soundlessly shut behind him. Damn!

A part of me wishes we weren’t going anywhere. What a change from yesterday at this time when I was wondering if I’d actually be attracted to this mate that everyone says is my perfect match. So, are we a perfect match because we’re attracted to each other? Or attracted to each other because we’re mates?

I guess only time will tell as we learn more about the differences between our species and how and why we’re attracted to each other. My mind spins as I fix him a hot drink that Jenny showed me how to make. Their equivalent of caffeine in the morning that, I have to admit, works very well. She said not to drink too much, but it’s yummy so I’ve had two cups already.

Taking a small sip, I move into the living space where I’ve pushed most of the furniture further back to create space to exercise with my jo this morning. Last night, Travek was kind enough to bring it to me before I left the girls at the cafeteria. Once Selas was gone, a few of the men had approached not me—but the other Quasar males asking about my rescue. 

It sounds like they’re afraid to approach me directly, but they’re all very interested in learning more about what I know and exactly how I took down the men who were holding Selas, Kene, and Tier. Tier’s still clinging to life, and surprisingly, may recover. Thank fucking god.

Spinning into a familiar pattern, I wait for Selas to come out of the bathroom to eat. I focus, letting any other thoughts fade away while I sink completely into the here and now. I’ve found from my long trip that nothing makes the time slip by as quickly, and I’m ready to start the next chapter of my life with Selas… my mate.

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

- Selas

I know it isn’t long, but it feels like forever to my cock by the time we enter the narrow canyon that Amari lived in for around five annual rotations. I’ve been here once before to recover some weapons that Amari took from Travek’s spacecraft, the Gazer, when it landed here with Rachel.

Travek left the Discovery shortly after Bren and Hannah were mated, to brave entering the Ashen’s zone in hopes of finding his own mate. Unfortunately, he ran into some technical difficulty when he ended up abducting eight females instead of just his own, but I’ve him to thank for Karen being here now.

After seeing the Gazer arriving with Rachel in his daily reflections, Amari monitored what he narrowed down as the landing site for around seven rotations before the spacecraft came in exactly where he was seeing it. He’s one of our greatest strengths for intel and has become a close friend. 

Karen hasn’t said much since we left the dome except the occasional question about me. Personal questions that have me worrying that she’s having second thoughts. There’s nothing outstanding about my family unit or background, and I can’t help but worry as I share my lineage and background with her.

My older brother and I never had a family commitment. We were raised in a working class family by my father, with little to no prospects. That’s why he entered the Order of the Sanctuary where I visited him when I was eight annual rotations. I wasn’t extremely impressed with the Order at the time, but looking back now, I can’t help but assume everything worked out the way it did for a reason.

I was determined to leave the planet and discover new worlds—not something easily attained. While I attended the local educational center, I had to constantly take additional testing before they’d allow me to progress, competing against the brightest males who often had the money to hire tutors.

The best thing that ever happened to me was when Bren promoted me. It was just over an annual rotation ago. There were five candidates trained for the position, and I was one of two picked to share shifts. Since then, apparently, Bren and I have become friends.

Karen listens and nods as I share my background with her, but my aching cock has made this trip one of the longest and most uncomfortable in my life. Right now, it’s throbbing in my suit in tempo with my heart as our shuttle slows to a crawl, traveling through the tight, hidden canyon that’s the only entry point to the valley Amari hid out in. Her scent has totally filled the small shuttle as we’re traveling. 

Don’t get me wrong—I love it. Being with her, smelling her sweet excitement, and sharing this trip with her. This has now become the best thing that’s ever happened to me.

Exiting the almost hidden pass, the valley opens up in front of us, and Karen gives out an audible gasp that makes my cock twitch. It’s beautiful, but I’m more interested in her expression.

Her small hands grip the console in front of us as she leans forward to get a better look at the nertel. They’re strange creatures, but appear to be the most prolific breeders out of any of the animals on the planet. They’d have to be with the plants that are scattered throughout the valley. The most dangerous through here is the brankton. The tiny fibers on the vine will burn like an acid when it comes in contact with your skin.

Moments later, I’m stopped at the top of a waterfall, and Karen immediately questions, “We’re here?”

“Yes, this is it. We’ll need to climb down, but let me get you inside, and I’ll make trips.” 

The only thing she carefully takes with her is the staff she calls a jo. It’s wedged at an angle behind her seat. It appears that it’ll be her constant companion, and that’s fine with me. She’s already proved that she’s capable of defending herself, and any advantage that makes her more capable in this environment is welcome. It’s somewhat unconventional. Even our males no longer train or engage in physical violence. There are too many ways to kill an enemy from a distance. Lasers and projectile weapons are readily available and in production throughout the universe.

“Wow!” Karen’s peering over the edge where the water crashes into the water below. “Can we jump into it?”

“We may be able to, but I don’t know exactly which area is the safest. Amari and I didn’t do any recreational swimming when we came out together.”

She makes a fist and lightly bumps my upper arm with it. “Funny. But seriously, this is beautiful.”

“It is.” Pointing to the right, I gesture to the flat area halfway down the falls. “This is also the tricky part. Amari didn’t leave a rope or any kind of easy access. There are hand holds, but I’d like to carry you.”

Pursing her lips, she studies the rock face and distance down before looking up at me. “Okay, but only the first time. And just so I can say I trust you!” She winks as she looks back up at me.

I’m anxious to get her alone, and as I hold out my arms, she hops up as I lift her. It’s the most natural thing in the world when she slides her legs around me tightly and fits the warm heat of her pussy against my throbbing cock.

Wiggling side to side, she straightens her arms to look at me with a concerned expression. “There seems to be something right here that’s making it hard for me to wrap around you tightly.

Grabbing her ass with both hands, I pull her more firmly against me, tilting my pelvis forward to rub her in a slow slide up my length. The shock waves of pleasure that shoot through me make us both moan in unison. “We’d better get down there quick!”

Her whispered exclamation has me crouching down and turning to step into the first groove over the ledge. Making quick work, we’re down in seconds, but I don’t release her. Instead, as the light dims the further we walk inside, the closer I pull her, enjoying her scent. Even though it drives me crazy to have other males looking at her, I definitely enjoy how the tight material of our jumpsuits clings to and supports her curves.

“I have to open the door to Amari’s living space. I’m going to set you down, and I’d like you to stay right by me here and don’t move.”

“Okay.” Her lips meet mine briefly before her legs loosen, and she almost wiggles out of my grasp, dropping onto her feet lightly next to me. It always amazes me how agile she is. I’m sure she could climb me easily with her strength.

Lifting the large slab covering the opening to the dwelling, I move it over to allow us to enter. Amari left a set of matches just inside the door and his fire pit prepped for the illumination. Dropping the lit match onto the dry tinder, the fire flares to life, lighting up the space.

“Wow.” Karen’s whispered exclamation sounds impressed. She’s already moving towards the bed, bending over to lightly press her hands to the stuffed mattress of his sleeping platform. “What’s in here?”

Shrugging, I swivel to adjust myself and make sure no small animals have managed to slip behind the slab of rock he uses for a door. “I’m guessing nertel hair, but honestly, I never thought to ask him that.” She’s already moving toward me along the perimeter of the room, running her fingers along the stone walls. “Let me get a load while you relax.”

She gives me a funny look with a small smile before squatting down at the edge of the fire. After the first trip I make up and down, Karen’s beginning to make the bed with the linens Amari supplied. By the time I set the final load on the floor, she’s removed her shoes and moved onto the bed, lounging on her side.

“Need a little nap?” Karen pats the space beside her, and I’m across the room in two long strides. Kicking off my shoes, I watch her in fascination as she begins to unfasten her suit. The long release parts slowly, and my breath leaves my lungs in a whoosh as her full, large breasts are exposed. Pulling her arms out of the sleeves one at a time, her chest bounces enticingly as she giggles. “Haven’t you ever seen breasts before?”

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

- Selas

“Not like yours,” I answer softly, once I’ve swallowed and regained my composure. Laughing, she drops onto her back and wiggles her legs out of the pant legs before tossing them to the side. I’ve followed her across the sleeping platform, and before she can sit up, I grasp her knees, tugging them apart. I want to see all of her spread out in front of me.

Karen freezes as I grab her, but doesn’t deny me. Her feet settle on the bed, legs spreading wide. Her cunt opens to me, the rosy folds glistening with wetness I can see even in the low light. Her scent intensifies going straight to my cock. I didn’t think it could get any harder. 

“What about you?” My brain’s slow, and after a long pause, she lifts her upper body to flick the release on my own suit. Of course!

My eyes stay glued to her spread legs, so close and inviting as her hands part my suit, running down my chest as her fingers follow the release down past my straining cock. Her palms brush lightly over the rigid skin and every hair on my body vibrates wildly with an excitement I can’t control. 

“Incredible.” Karen’s eyes are glued to my cock, and I hope that means she’s happy with what she sees. Moving quickly, I release my arms from the suit and push it past my legs. One of her hands is stroking my rigid member as her fingers flow through the fibers of the hair surrounding it. “Do you control this hair like the hair on your head?”

Watching her so close to me as her warm breath floats over my sensitive skin makes my voice tight. “Usually, but I can’t control anything right now. Please…” I grasp her wrists, tugging them away from me. “…lay back and let me take care of you.”

Her hands have released me, but her upper body lunges forward, and I watch amazed at both her flexibility and brazenness as she licks the tip of my cock. My hips surge forward as she pulls away, licking her lips slowly. “You had a little something there, and I don’t totally understand these urges.” 

With wide eyes, she stares at me, swallowing hard. “Do you feel like that too? I mean…I… I’ve never done this before. Was that weird?”

Her voice gets soft at her question. Rushing to assure her, I drop to my hip and kick my legs out, making us both naked. “Nothing between us is weird… or wrong. I’m dying to lick between your legs. It’s a hunger that I don’t understand either. But it’s definitely the same for me. I’ve never been with a female in any way. In fact, I’ve had limited interaction with females my entire life.” 

Pulling her down to lie next to me, I draw us eye to eye to look at each other. “So, if I do something wrong, or incorrectly, or say something that you feel hurts you in any way, you have to promise to talk to me before getting angry. I believe it’ll help once we’ve completed the mating and can sense each other’s feelings and intentions, but I’m sure you’ve heard that I have a tendency to look at the end goal I want or need and then not consider anyone else's desires on my path to make it happen?”

I can see the understanding as a small smile flickers across her lips. “You do realize that they drugged you last night in an effort to keep us both safe, right?”

“Yes, exactly the same way I drugged Amari with his nanup upgrade. Because he would have gone berserk trying to leave and find his mate, hurting innocent males along the way as well as endangering everyone in the dome if the bombs we were threatened with were set off.” I wonder how much she’s been told about that, and as I suspected, her face stays placid as she nods.

“And last night, they were all worried that you’d endanger us both by going out so late, still recovering—”

“And then they’d have to send more males out after us, in turn, endangering them. I understand, but it was also a good learning experience. I feel I’ve already grown and learned so much since coming to this planet. Interacting with others has never been my strength, but with you, I want to be the very best I can be.” She closes the distance between us to press our mouths together with a passion that has everything inside me lighting up instantly.

My tongue delves between her lips to taste her in a way that makes my cock jump in anticipation, but it reminds me of what I really want. Her juices coating my face. It’s what I was dreaming about this morning as her scent filled my room and drew me to wake.

Lifting to my knees, I give her one last peck on the lips, and she drops to the sleeping platform on her back with a moan. “Where are you going?”

“Here.” Pulling her knees apart, I settle between them, trying to go slow and not just drop onto her like a starving man. “This.” I take a long, deep inhale only a breath away from her heady cleft. “Is heaven.” Using my shoulders, I hold her thighs open to run a long, thorough lick from bottom to top, coating my tongue and parting her to me. 

Watching her face as she gazes down at me, I swallow hard before looking down in shock. Her juices are even better than they smell. Sweet but salty, and heady elation shoots through me. Falling on her like a starving male, I stroke my tongue up and down her folds, swallowing without lifting my head as her body seems to produce everything I need to survive right here. 

She twitches and moans above me as her hands sink into the fibers on my head, clutching and pulling as she rocks herself against me. I need to remember I want to please her. Will I be able to learn to make her need this as much as I know I do?

Slowing, I concentrate on where my tongue is moving. As I move down, her body gives beneath my tongue, exposing her to me. Pushing my tongue deep inside her, I draw out what juices are readily available, sucking them up before moving slowly up. As I reach the top of her opening, my tongue hits a bump, and she squeaks, “Selas!”

Gently, I stroke it again, and she jerks under me less violently. Applying more pressure, I begin to pick up a rhythm against the tiny nub. Her hands tighten on me as every muscle in her body follows suit. Her back arches off the sleeping platform as I begin a merciless pattern with my tongue, licking then sucking.

Releasing her thighs that I realize I’m clutching too tightly, I stroke her opening with two fingers, pressing inside her as I latch on and suck. Her body bucks and arches, almost dislodging me. My fingers squeeze inside her as she rocks on my face. A keening, whistling sound escapes her as she tightens, and a rush of fluid lets my fingers fill her fully. 

I’m in awe as I feel a shuttering pull on my fingers still buried deep inside her. Is this what I’ll feel when I’m buried deep inside her? She collapses flat as tiny quakes continue to quake through her, gripping me again and again. “Stop…please…” 

Pulling away reluctantly, I watch her beautiful face in the fading light of the fire. Her eyes crack, and she smiles slowly before I ask, “Was that alright?”

Her hand that’s still buried against my scalp, lifts and then slaps me lightly before she starts to giggle. “It was intense… and wonderful… and did I say intense?” 

Her legs shoot up on either side of my head to trap me. “I think it’s my turn.” She’s already beginning to try to get up, so I move forward, staying low to keep her beneath me.

“I want in you now.” 

She freezes uncertainly below me. “Are you sure?”

“Oh, I’m sure!”

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

- Karen

I grab one of the pillows next to me that Rachel and Amari were kind enough to pack up with the bed linens for us. A girlfriend told me a long time ago that using a pillow under your butt helps the first time. We’ll see. I’m definitely a little nervous about this part.

Tucking it under my butt raises my hips a few inches at least. I place the other pillow under my head and then throw my arms above me, waving him forward. He hasn’t climbed off me, only risen higher as he watches me with interest.

I thought grinding on him in the shower was great, but him eating me out was even better. I want it to be good for him, too. I’m impressed I wasn’t more self-conscious in front of him. Especially with my crotch spread wide open for him!

I just never imagined that anyone would look at it so closely there. But it was totally worth it. Every touch from him just makes me want more.

Selas surprises me as his head drops first, drawing one of my taut nipples into his mouth. I thought I was relaxed, but as his tongue circles the sensitive nub, I realize that it won’t take much to ramp me up again. At the same time, I feel his hard shaft begin to prod against my gushing pussy.

Pulling off my nipple, he smiles at me as I gaze at him with slitted eyes. Kissing over to the other, he draws it into his mouth, still circling slowly around my opening, and I moan at his teasing. He’s killing me. I’m nervous, but as ready as I’ll ever be.

Letting go of my nipple, he leans back a little, staring down at where he’s pressing against me slightly. I watch his face as he applies pressure and feel my body open to him. His jaw clenches as he pushes forward.

“You look so good taking my cock.” His words make me moan as I rotate my hips, circling the head he’s impaled me with. “Ah, Karen… wait.”

I freeze, but he immediately pushes in farther. I want to plant my feet on the bed and slide down his length myself. It feels so incredible as the hard rod scrapes nerve endings inside me that I wasn’t aware I have.

Selas continues to watch us as he begins to bounce his hips. My breathing picks up as he ramps up the pleasure. Reaching between us, his fingers spread me open while he continues to work his cock into me. Pressure on my clit makes me moan before he starts to pump with an accuracy that has my entire body lighting up. At this rate, I might come again before he even gets inside.

Didn’t someone say this was going to hurt? There isn’t even a hint of pain as I clamp around him, willing him to hurry. “Selas, please… I’m not going to last much longer.”

His voice is tight as he grits out, “Me neither, but try. I’m halfway in.”

Only half way! Gripping my breasts, I try to focus on relaxing to let him deeper inside me faster. Selas begins to move quicker as I rock with him. His thumb stops circling and instead presses down as I arch and moan in rhythm with him above me.

His arms drop to the bed on either side of me, and I realize he’s completely impaled me as his hips begin to slap against me as he thrusts in a beat I can’t maintain. Instead, I let my legs fall apart as he begins to pound inside me as if he’s lost all control. 

Maybe he has! All I know is how full of him I feel. Surrounded by him as the vibrations that seem to constantly zing between us ramp up in a fervor that his hair echoes as it stands on end around us both. I can barely concentrate, but as I glance down, I see his hair everywhere on me including around where he’s pounding inside me taking my breath away. 

My clit is pulsing with it’s own heartbeat, and my entire pussy is on an edge that feels like it’s just waiting… waiting…

Tensing, a wave of ecstasy tightens all my muscles as I throw my head back and arch hard beneath him. My clit is so stimulated it almost feels painful as he grinds inside me before freezing himself. “Karen!”

We both tilt our heads to stare at one another as I feel his hard rod begin to pulse inside me. Warm, soothing heat spreads out from my pelvic area as my own pleasure ramps down to a more tolerable level. He moans as his gaze locks to mine with a look of wonder.

Does he see what I do? Because I never imagined that I’d ever be so aroused by watching a man empty himself inside me. His perfectly chiseled body flexes and tightens, flexes and tightens as the muscles dance over his mating marks that swirl with every color of the rainbow. This experience will be burned into my memory for eternity.

Tucking his hands under my upper back, he pulls my limp body to meet his while he devours my lips. Crackles of awareness tingle through me as our lips slow, and I suck his tongue, savoring the flavor so reminiscent of chocolate mocha mixed with me. Even that isn’t a turn off. Everything about him is so yummy and appealing, and I haven’t even gotten to suck him dry yet!

With him laying on me, a blanket of contentment settles across my senses. Rolling us over, he doesn’t break our connection as he flips onto his back before stroking my ass where he arches into me. “Incredible.” The words rumble in my ear that’s resting on his upper chest.

I nod before lifting up on an elbow to look at him. “That was…”

“Incredible?” Selas smirks, and I sense his teasing manner that feels pure with no vanity or other egotistical negative traits. He honestly feels totally open to me. As if I can tell the intention behind the words. That’s interesting.

“I was going to say spectacular—but same difference.”

Laughing softly beneath me, I feel him sink deeper inside me with each twitch of his body. Shifting over him evenly, I drop my knees more firmly by his hips, and experimentally lift my ass, leaving my chest resting against his. His eyes widen as I bounce a few times before a long, deep moan rumbles through him, and his hair on his head wraps around us making a private cocoon.

“Oh, Karen… are you sore?” His hands drop from my ass down to where we’re joined, and I can just barely differentiate his fingers stroking me from his hair that’s never stopped adding it’s own subtle vibration. He lightly rubs our combined juices on my folds spread tightly around him, and my eyes widen as a moan of my own answers him.

“No.” Panting, I can’t help bouncing again as both our bodies respond. Staring into his eyes, it dawns on me that he’s just as shocked and enthralled with the reactions our bodies are having to each other as I am. It’s as if our flesh has taken over, and our minds are happy companions, ready for anything.

It’s a good thing we had food packed and brought out, because I can tell this is going to be a long day and an even longer night—not that I’m complaining!

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

- Selas

My communicator’s notification dings softly. Again and again.

Even though it’s set to only notify me internally, and Karen shouldn’t be able to hear it, I know it won’t stop until I answer. What the hell?

Now that I’ve spent the last day in bed with Karen, I realize my priorities have definitely shifted. Yes, I want to pursue my previous goals of captain of my own spacecraft, maybe even taking Bren’s place on the Discovery, but it’s not a driving purpose any longer. In fact, I think I’d be happy doing just about anything as long as Karen’s by my side. That’s a whole new purpose. A new way of life, and I want to embrace it and see what that’ll look like for both of us.

Leaving the sleeping platform as quietly as I can, I’m relieved as she rolls onto her side away from me after I manage to disengage from her grasp. We’ve been wrapped around each other all night—or at least the portion of the night we’ve slept. Her silky curls cover her eyes, but her full pink lips are enticing as she puckers them in her sleep.

The ding sounds again, and I turn my attention to locating my clothes. Right where they were abandoned yesterday shortly after we arrived. Pulling them on, I try to focus as my cock swells remembering our day and night of passion. Passion that she matched in every possible way.

Eat and fuck. That’s all we did as we explored each other’s bodies and openly shared what we liked best, torturing each other in the most erotic of ways. Never would I have imagined the pleasure that a mate could bring. It’s beyond words.

Not bothering with shoes, I push aside the curtain and step out into the dim lighting outside the cave. The sun’s bright overhead as it cuts through breaks in the waterfall, and it’s definitely late morning. The water crashing only a short distance away deflects the brightest rays. 

Walking quickly away, I listen to the communication that was so urgent, they had to send it the second day out with Karen. It’s only begun to play when a live voice cuts in panting, “Selas!”

“Yes,” I grind out, annoyed and definitely grumpy from being interrupted from the embrace of my mate.

“I’m sorry.” At those words I realize it’s Bren, even though it’s rare to ever hear an apology from a senior captain.

Clearing my throat, I level my tone. “No problem, sir. What can I do for you?”

“Well, mostly we were concerned. We have intel that says they know you’re there… at Amari’s, and the main thing was we wanted to make sure they hadn’t already arrived—”

“Who?”

Bren hesitates, and that’s when Amari’s voice cuts in. “Benard. He sent a personal message saying that the new females that arrived are definitely proof that the council is involved. He’s gone so far as to hint that the fact that they’re trained fighters proves they’ve had a hand in either creating them altogether or taking them from another planet—whether that’s Earth or somewhere else—and turning them into bait for the prisoners, planning to kill them all.”

“Males are believing this?” I scoff at the ridiculousness he’s spinning. It just gets more and more elaborate.

“Whether they believe it or not, we’ve already had an attack on the dorm dwellings that all the females are in with their mates at the crack of dawn. Everyone’s alright, we caught them, but it wasn’t hard to get them to admit their group is just one of many that Benard has sent out. We assume at least one other will be combing the area there to get into that valley.”

My mind spins at the implications. “I don’t get it? What’s the goal? What can he hope to accomplish?”

Bren’s voice takes over. “We believe he’s trying to force any council representatives off Dactyles. Anyone who’s working for them and at this point, in his opinion, that’s us. He preaches something about how Quasar has grand plans to kill them all and migrate here.”

I think back to his speech as I was tied in the clearing at their mercy. It’s hazy. I definitely got knocked in the head good quite a few times, but he was ranting about something along those lines.

“We think they plan to try and pretty much get hold of the females, and then kill us all, although exactly how they plan to do that is unknown. There’ve been hints of weapons, but either everyone we’ve caught knows nothing, or they aren’t talking yet. You know, we’re not trained for this. We aren’t fighters or strategists. We’ve all made the mistake of trusting too easily.”

I know Bren’s alluding to his original trip back to Quasar with Hannah as his mate. He’d hoped to be able to settle there, and I can’t say I wasn’t excited for them both—for them and me. After all, that’d have opened up his position on the ship to new candidates. But the council, led by his promised, Vina Likana, had petitioned for a mating challenge and almost had Hannah killed in the process.

“What about you, Amari? Any new visions or insights into what’s going on with Benard?” Sighing, I tack on, “Any bombs?” The last time he’d had major foretelling, it’d been some scary shit.

“Nothing specific such as bombs or warfare, but I do feel something…” Amari hesitates, and that isn’t a good sign. I’m used to his slow to speak demeanor, but Bren doesn’t know him as well and only waits a beat before prodding.

“Don’t hesitate to tell us what you see or sense. It’s better to prepare for the tiny bit you know than to ignore it.”

“I see celebration. Happiness. Nothing bad. Nothing about this current skirmish.” He pauses, “Did we tell Selas that they’re asking for Karen by name?”

“Who? Who’s asking for her by name?” My voice rises and echoes in the small space. Spinning around, I come face to face with Karen stepping outside the curtain just as Bren answers.

“Karen. Benard specifically wants Karen.” Grinding my teeth, I try to smile at her as she gives me a worried look, crossing her arms defiantly, and I’m glad we’re speaking in our native tongue she can’t understand. I’m not an idiot. I’ve seen that same expression and stance on Rachel. She doesn’t want to be left out.

“You should pack up and head back. We’ve already sent out a team that’ll meet you halfway and escort you back. I’m sorry, Selas. But until this entire craziness gets settled, we need to stay together on the planet. We don’t want them to get their hands on anyone or anything that they could use as leverage against us.”

“Okay. We’ll pack up and see you later this evening for debriefing and updates.”

Karen’s moving toward me, and I can see her face fall at the same time a sinking sensation carries through our bond. I feel the same way, so she must be picking up on my own disappointment. When will this end? 

Are they going to force us to kill them? We aren’t blood-thirsty warriors intent on dominating and conquering. We just want to live our lives peacefully and enjoy the companionship of our mates and each other. Is that really so much to ask?

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

- Karen

I couldn’t hear exactly who contacted Selas, but it’s clear he’s been given orders to go back to the dome. It must have been Bren. Being able to understand their native tongue is going to have its advantages.

“What’s going on?” Quizzing Selas as we gather up our belongings, he acts like everything is normal and he isn’t scrambling to pack everything quickly. We haven’t even eaten yet!

“Benard. Threats… and there was some kind of weak attack inside the dome last night.”

Gasping, I can sense how his own feelings are in turmoil and hate how he isn’t being more up front. “Is everyone alright? What happened?”

Pulling me into his arms, Selas’s hair is the only thing that gives away how shaken he is. Fluttering down my shoulders, it strokes me, making its way down my still-naked back. Even my intentional distractions of bending over in front of him haven’t deterred his efforts. He’s hurrying.

“I honestly don’t know everything, but Bren thinks the less stragglers we have outside the dome, the better. We don’t want to give them any leverage to use against us. It’s better we’re all in one place.” His lips crash down on mine briefly before he buries his face in my neck to take a deep breath. 

My arms wrap tightly around him. He isn’t telling me everything. I heard him ask who was asking for her by name. I’m guessing that was me. I made myself pretty popular in the short time we were there. 

“So, what do we know?” I really, really want him to tell me without me having to say I already know. We’re a couple. For better or for worse, we’re in this together, and he needs to realize I can help.

“Let’s talk about it on the ride back.” I pull back and turn away from him at his stalling. Fine. But if he thinks I’m going to let it drop, he’s wrong.

Moving quickly, we get the linens, food, and our personal items loaded in less than ten minutes. It only takes two trips up to get the vehicle ready. 

Bittersweet sadness washes over me as he slides the huge slab used as a door over the space. This is where my first time happened.  I hope it isn’t too long before we get to come back and recreate the experience here again… and again. 

I didn’t even get to explore the area. As we shoot through the valley towards the canyon, I gaze at the nertel babies that scamper through the tall grass. They remind me of alpacas with their long necks and spindly legs. Someday…

As we slow to enter the narrow canyon, I swivel my seat to face Selas, kicking off my boots to settle my feet into his lap. He’s already demonstrated his massage technique, and when I told him he was making me addicted to his touch, he answered, “Anytime.”

Selas’s large hand engulfs my left foot, pressing his thumb into my insole and eliciting an audible moan from me. He loves that. The more vocal I am, the more enthusiastic he becomes. 

I wait for us to exit the canyon and pick up speed before pestering him for more details. “So… Bren is the one that called and said that the dome had some areas… attacked? What does that mean? What were they looking for?”

Selas sighs, turning his own chair to face mine and grasping both my feet. “Yes. They specifically tried to get into the dorm where all the couples are. According to the males that were caught, they’ve been sent by Benard to get the females. He’s still claiming that there’s more to this, and they’re some kind of plant by the council. A lure?”  His fingers dig in harder as his nerves kick in. “Honestly, we don’t understand the workings of a madman’s mind. Does he really believe this bullshit he’s preaching to the others? We don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. But he has followers, and people to do his bidding for him, bribed by food and weapons. All we can do is make sure we don’t give them any advantage.”

“You know, one of the reasons that he’s been able to garner this support and more crazy followers, is because he’s communicating with them. Know what I mean?” I’ve thought about this a lot. Besides his trips out with teams, who’s communicating with the men outside the dome? Just Benard, probably.

Selas nods his agreement. At least he’s listening to me. “We need to be more vocal and communicate better with everyone planet-wide too. Do we even know where Benard is hiding yet? I mean, what were these guys supposed to do once they got hold of a woman?”

“Honestly, I don’t know. We took off right after they’d had me. There were males captured and brought back to the dome we were interrogating, but we didn’t even get into that on the communication earlier.” Selas is still dancing around the real crux of this.

I keep pushing. “So, what made them think we should go back right away? No one should have any idea where we are… maybe we were safer in that cave under the falls!” There’s no way I want to stay back there and sit this out, but he doesn’t know that. I want to be in on the action!

“Yes.” Selas’s agreement clearly lets me know he’s surprised. “It’s just that Amari was discovered there at one point by some of Benard’s men. At the time, we weren’t sure if they were working for him or on their own. Probably on their own, but we don’t know what kind of logs or records they kept of its location and who might now have access to that.”

I sigh. I feel like I’ve given him plenty of opportunities to tell me. Come on! It’s killing me.

“I know, Selas.” Pulling my feet from his lap, I keep my eyes trained on his as I scoot to the edge of my seat and watch him carefully. Only a subtle shift in his hands lets me know he’s wondering what I’m getting at. Whatever.

Blowing out a breath, I lean back and just shake my head slightly. “Wasn’t part of the conversation with Bren about them asking for me by name?”

Selas’s face morphs from slight surprise to narrowed eyes. “So, my nanos have given you our language already.” Nodding, he clears his throat uncomfortably before leaning forward and grasping my hands. “I don’t want you to be frightened—”

Yanking my hands from his grasp, I cross my arms and pull my legs up, crossing them too. “Do I look frightened?” Shooting my eyebrows up, I wait for his response.

“No…” Glancing briefly out the front, I follow his gaze. Wow! He’s really avoiding. What does he hope to see?

“No.” My voice is hard. “In fact, I think the best course of action would be to send out a notice to everyone that we’re going to hold an assembly with all the mated couples there for a question and answer session. Anyone can come… instead of hiding, we should be educating.” 

Selas drops his face into his hands with his elbows on his knees. Rubbing his forehead with his fingers, he blows out a breath before answering. “You know, if that’d been a suggestion a few rotations ago, I probably would’ve been quicker to agree. It makes sense. We’ve been hiding the mates away. Not only for their protection, but you wouldn’t believe how hard it is for Amari and Devlin to have everyone staring at them whenever they leave their place.”

“But…” I encourage, knowing it’s coming.

“But now, I totally get it.” Lifting his head, he grabs my knees, squeezing them tightly. “I’m hoping that now that we’re mated, I won’t feel quite so… territorial about others looking at you. But Karen… it’s… difficult.” Swallowing hard, his eyes stay locked to mine.

What do I say to that? I’m flattered, but this is life or death. And I believe I’ve been sent here for a reason. If he can’t get over other men looking at me, how the hell am I going to approach him with my other blooming ideas?

Like teaching Aikido—not only to my friends for their protection—but to him and his men? I can’t… won’t let him lock me away.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

- Selas

Karen’s so smart. On top of being quite deadly with her weapon, she has a quick mind and has been able to come to a conclusion about the situation very accurately. After all, wasn’t going out and educating what I was trying to do with Kene and Tier?

Only she’s taken it another step farther—and too far. What male in their right mind is going to let his mate…

“What exactly are you proposing?”

“Speaking with them. Having an assembly where they’re all invited to a question and answer session. Wouldn’t it be better for them to know that stealing one of us is a futile effort?” She raises her eyebrows again and leans in until our faces are almost touching. “You’ll be able to find me, right?”

“They could kill you to get back at me for some slight I’m not even aware of! Or just because I was appointed here by the council.” My voice is deep and pained. The idea is horrifying. Just entertaining the idea of her putting herself in a position where she’s a target… it causes physical pain to consider. As my mind clouds at the thought, Karen leans back and snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“Hey! Hey, focus here, Selas.” Blinking, my gaze zooms in on her serious expression across from me. “You’re not looking at the big picture. I could have a heart attack in the next five minutes. Or we could crash in this vehicle in the next ten. Nothing is guaranteed. But what is guaranteed, is that this situation is escalating, because Benard is able to talk these guys out running around to join his crazy ass cause. We must figure out how to do the same. You do realize we have the advantage?”

Karen glances out the front, and then pulls herself up straighter as I wait for her to expound. What’s she referring too? More firepower? The backing of the council?

She slides her feet into her boots one at a time as she glances up at me briefly while talking. “You have us. The girls that everybody wants. The mates that everyone is coveting, and according to what Lisa and Jo-Anne have mentioned, there’s an agreement being worked out with the Ashen by Sol on their trip here to have access to getting more Earth women. Isn’t that really what everyone wants?”

Leaning back and crossing her arms, Karen doesn’t look happy. “I’m not jumping up and down about it, but I’ve been assured that anyone else taken from Earth will only benefit from leaving. I don’t know exactly how they can guarantee that, but we’ll see…” Her head cocks to the front window. “Is that who you’re expecting?

Glancing left, I see that another vehicle is getting closer right as a short range hail filters through the communication device. “Yes, they’ll be escorting us back.” Answering them quickly, I watch as they stop and wait for us to catch up, turning around shortly before we reach them. 

Bren wasn’t fooling around because there’s two, and one circles around behind us to follow from the rear. I appreciate the care that everyone is taking, but I believe it’s just as much to do with the killing rampage I’d likely go on if something were to happen, as well as for our protection. We’re all aware of the mating rage, and very few of us have the control someone like Amari is capable of. I’ve no idea if I’d be in my right mind if something were to happen to Karen.

According to everyone I’ve spoken with, a red haze clouds your vision, and you almost have an out of body experience. It’s one of the things that was touted as good to have disappeared from our genetics, and one of the few things I still agree with our homeworld on. No one wants to lose their mind and go on a killing rampage—potentially even hurting those you’re friends with, in an effort to get to your mate.

“Has anyone explained the mating rage to you?” Karen hasn’t said anymore since we started following our escort and appears deep in thought as she gazes out the window.

“Yeah, it sounds pretty kick-ass. Is there any chance that a similar female version might happen for me?” She’s serious! I’m shocked as I look at her eager and expectant expression, and a smile tilts my lips. She’s so fierce, my mate. But I don’t want to hurt her feelings.

“Would you like that?” She nods eagerly, her eyes wide. “It’s not spoken of in a positive light. When we discuss the matings of the past, not having the mating rage is considered a very good thing. You do realize that often you don’t remember things clearly when you go into a rage? It’s a single-minded focus, and not always the most logical thought process…”

She nods, cutting in. “Yeah, but you get so much stronger and tougher. Do you have any idea how appealing that is to a woman? To not have to be scared of being attacked, hurt, or raped? That’s what a lot of martial arts are about for women—preparedness. Not being taken by surprise and making sure that you’ve the muscle memory to deal with anything if it happens.”

“Is that why you started?” This is a topic I’ve almost been afraid to bring up. I know she’ll continue her practice. Frequently over the past rotation, I’ve watched her movements that are almost a dance as she moves through patterns that I’ve never seen before. I can tell she’s breathing, and see it’s similar to our daily reflections in that the focus is internal as she moves through her practice.

“Not really. I started when I was ten and just for fun with a friend, but it quickly became so much more. I like it. The way I feel, the focus…” Karen lifts her shoulders as if baffled herself about what drew her to it. “I think I just needed the exercise and probably the attention. My father was never home, and my mom was great—don’t get me wrong, but I think I craved the attention or something.” 

She laughs self-deprecatingly, and I grasp her hand, squeezing it. “I believe it interested you because of this moment right now.”

“What do you mean?” Karen’s fingers intertwine with mine as I look out at the scenery around us on this planet.

“Because this moment would come. You and I… together… and you’re going to need to defend yourself. Not only to live here by my side, but to save me like you did when you arrived. I believe it all happens for a reason. Don’t you think it’s odd that you were taken from Earth at the same time as Jenny and Rachel, and yet, you weren’t sent on their spacecraft?”

Staring at her, I see the dawning understanding. Her mouth drops open as she nods slowly. “Yeah… and even though everyone else’s marks showed up, ours took a long time. I could feel you here on the planet before I even had the marks develop. Isn’t that backwards?”

“I’m not sure there’s a normal with matings. But I do believe there’s usually a reason. We may never know—”

“Or maybe the Ashen have something to do with it?” Karen’s excited interjection makes me wonder if she could be right. How much of this do they know will happen? Are they gods? Or could they just have some scientific capabilities that peer into the future? “Maybe we’ll be able to ask them?”

Her eyes are bright with excitement, and even though I dread the thought of trying to communicate with the Ashen based on what I’ve been taught, I know they can’t be all that bad if Sol agreed to travel back with them. Travek’s logs that I’ve reviewed over the last few rotations say they agreed to give him his mate in exchange for representing the mated couples and finalizing the agreement for us.

“Maybe.” My agreement makes her smile, stretching her lips beautifully, and I’m in awe again at how alluring my mate is. Her white, even teeth flash with her eyes from the bright sunlight streaming in around us. We haven’t spent that much time out in the natural light in the last rotation, so I haven’t had a chance to admire how light her blue eyes are and the way the sunlight makes her fine curls shine like rays of light themselves.

Only a short while later, we enter the dome, and the filtered sunlight doesn’t have the same effect, but she’s still beautiful. I’m cursing our interruption from work, fanatics, and the council. Why can’t we just have a normal, plain life where we meet, mate, fall in love…fuck…

“Selas, you’ll consider what I said, right? You’ll talk to the other mated guys about allowing their mates to be there if we organize an assembly like I talked about?” I thought I explained that none of them would go for that? I’m not even sure I agree…

Some of what I’m feeling must show on my face, because I feel pure… frustration… anger…

“Well, I think you’re making a mistake.” Our vehicle slides to a stop. “What has to happen before you’ll decide to let the women speak for themselves to these guys? It might be just the motivation they need to hear that we’ll…” She makes a sweeping gesture to the females that are standing on the perimeter with their mates as Bren and Amari move towards our transport. “…never be interested in them. And if they force themselves on us, they’ll never end up with their own mate. I’m guessing that’s how it works, right? You probably have some internal trigger in your genes that decides if you’re ready. Please, please tell me that rapists and murderers don’t end up with mates…”

Her voice trails off as she opens the door, hopping out before leaning back in to grab her jo without looking over at me. She stomps off towards Hannah and Rachel, utilizing her jo as a walking stick.

Damn! I don’t really know how I could have handled that differently without totally lying. I can’t make those kinds of decisions now that Bren is here. Everything will have to be run up the chain of command, which I’m totally fine with. If something goes sideways like it did on this last trip out, you know that it wasn’t just you that fucked up.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

- Karen

Rachel gives me a big hug as she murmurs in my ear, “Nice mating marks!”

As I pull back, her smirk widens into a broad smile that Hannah echoes next to her before adding, “We’re sorry you had to come back already. It’s just, after last night, we felt like it might be for the best.”

“Yeah, I totally slept through it, but they didn’t make it into the building very far.” Rachel shivers as she remembers. “I’m so tired of this, too.”

Hannah rubs her belly absently, and I can’t help looking over my shoulder at Selas. He’s engrossed in conversation already with Bren and Amari, and it looks like they’ve got a couple other guys unloading our stuff and piling it onto their version of a dolly. They must be fine without my help.

Turning back to Rachel and Hannah, I see Jenny and Lisa walking up with trays loaded with assorted goodies and some kind of drink in a pitcher. “Let’s eat outside. It’s beautiful, and we know a great spot not far from here. Everyone else is busy.”

“That sounds good,” I agree. Anything to keep my mind off the negative feedback I received from Selas on my idea. Maybe talking to Hannah and getting her to put a bug in Bren’s ear will help. You never know.

Weaving off the narrow roads, we work our way through some woods and stop only about thirty feet from the dome. It glitters with a blue hue, and I’m tempted to go touch it. There are very few trees on our side, but the other side is thick with brush. Obviously, they maintain it here. 

Everyone chatters away, and Rachel’s quick to assure me that the dangerous plants have been removed inside the dome, and she wants to know if I saw any while I was out there at Amari’s place.

“Ah…” 

Everyone roars with laughter before Lisa calls out, “I win. Called that.”

Rachel scrunches up her eyebrows and quizzes me seriously, “Did you go out at all? Lisa’s the only ‘no time outside’ bet. I was the between one and two hours time slot, so let’s clarify. No time outside—at all?’

I cringe as I realize they’re serious, and everyone is giggling as they lay out a blanket and begin to pull off the baskets of everything from muffins to brownies. I see Lisa hasn’t lost her touch. They look just as gooey and appealing as I remember, and the scent brings back memories of the night we were abducted from the study group.

Laying my jo down on one side of the blanket, everyone sits in a circle as napkins are passed out. “Thanks, you guys. This is really what I needed.” Taking a bite of the sugary confection, Rachel squeezes my knee from next to me to get my attention.

“Did everything go alright? I mean… not to pry, but you don’t seem as happy about this as I assumed you’d be?” Rachel must be intuitive, because everyone else looks surprised as they glance over to study me.

“It’s not Selas exactly,” I hurry to explain. I feel defensive of him and certainly don’t want them thinking it was his bedroom skills. Just thinking about the last twenty-four hours makes my thighs clench. “The chemistry between us isn’t the problem. It’s just that I tried to convince him on the way back here that we need to be more aggressive than Benard—”

“Wait, what do you mean by more aggressive?” Hannah cuts in even though her mouth is full and everyone nods their own confusion at my statement.

“You know. Benard seems to be able to pull these guys together and feed them a bunch of bullshit, and they buy it. Hook, line, and sinker. They’re doing his bidding and getting themselves in trouble in the process. But from the sounds of it, they just want to know what’s true. Are we really mates? Shouldn’t we be doing the same? Calling them all together to answer their questions? Giving them the facts?”

“I see. Yes.” Hannah thinks for a moment before dropping from her knees to her butt. “It sounds like Selas has been venturing out and keeping track of where they’ve been to get the word out. Telling them that everyone is welcome back in the dome, and Benard’s not in charge any longer—”

“Yes. For sure. I’ve been going out with Amari every day to map out areas that appear to have larger groups that look amiable and open to hearing it, but there are more out there than I’d ever have suspected.” Shaking her head sadly, Rachel wipes her hands on her legs. “No one really knows how many are out there even after reviewing all the files.”

I continue as excitement tinges my voice. “But if we could figure out a way to prove to them that we’re really the real deal, not some new ploy sent by the council to lure them into… I don’t even know what… wouldn’t that leave Benard with just a tiny group of followers?”

“I suppose. In theory.” Hannah agrees, adding quietly, “Anything is worth trying at this point. I’m tired of second guessing everywhere we go. It’s getting ridiculous.” Wiggling her fingers in front of her, she leans forward and says ominously, “Who’s going to double cross us next?”

Lisa gasps across from me, and when I glance up, I realize she’s looking over my shoulder. Spinning around, I see three men on the other side of the dome, watching us. 

“Don’t panic.” Hannah’s voice is calm from behind me. “Just stand up and start moving away. They’re outside…” A faint hum starts and only lasts a second before one of them moves closer—inside of the dome!

Fuck that! Hopping from my knees to my feet, I pull my jo up with me, holding it like a staff and facing them squarely. “You guys go back. Run! I’ll take care of this and be right behind you.”

Tugging on my arm has me turning to see Rachel, not looking at me but them with tears in her eyes. “No, no. Come with us.”

Shaking her off, I step away from her and toward them. “No, Rachel. Run!” She doesn’t wait any longer and takes off behind me into the trees we came through.

Turning around slowly, I take in the men that really look more like boys. They haven’t moved any closer. Instead, they’re standing warily about twenty feet away. Wearing only little scraps of material like sarongs around their waists along with very beat up boots, they look like a strange male dance crew. 

Their skin is darker than a lot of the guys I’ve seen around here, and I wonder if sun exposure causes them to tan outside the dome differently than inside. When they don’t say anything, I demand, “What do you want?”

The tallest steps forward a bit as the others spread out from his side. Do they think they can flank me and take me down? My jo is going to really hurt if they try.

“We’ve been sent to get one of the female mates by Benard. I won’t lie. He wants the one called Karen, but we aren’t here at his bidding.” His words make no sense.

“Are you, or are you not here for me? I’m Karen.” Maybe it’s their language that isn’t translating properly?

“No, we’re here because he sent us, but we don’t want to take you back to him. He’s evil and cruel, but he has food. Rations, and many of us are starving. No, we just want to see you up close, and our group has questions before they’ll come back to the dome. We want to come back…” His voice trails off, and one of his buddies that moved about ten feet to my right picks up and finishes.

“…we’re afraid.”

“No, we’re not afraid,” the leader scoffs from in front of me. “Benard says that the prison population is being killed off, and the whole facility is going to be transformed into a new home for refugees from Quasar, but everything our group hears from the dome is good. We don’t know who to believe.”

“We thought that someone like you might be willing to come speak with our group? Prove you’re a mate and not a council plant, painted up with mating marks.” It’s the guy on my left who speaks this time. I see the lunge from my right as soon as he stops speaking and realize they might be saying the truth, but just as I suspected, they’re still stupid enough to think they can take me back by force.

Pulling my jo from where the end is planted by my feet, I crouch and flip it, knocking both men to the ground by sweeping their feet out from under them as they launch at me in tandem. Crying out, the one on my left lies stunned, looking at the sky while the one on my right holds his shin as he whimpers like a baby.

Stepping back a yard, I hold my jo in a defensive stance and cock my head at the one directly ahead. “I’ll go with you, but on my terms. And that includes not trying that again. No one moves closer than the length of this pole. Agreed?”

There’s a long pause while the only sound is whimpering from the guy on my right. I might have broke his leg. Whoops.

“Agreed.” Their leader pulls up his buddy on the left by the forearm.

“And he stays.” I point at the whimpering man whose leg, now that I look more carefully, definitely is too swollen to walk. “Lead the way.”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

- Selas

I run toward where I sense Karen as soon as I watch Bren and Amari cut off mid-sentence in our discussion. Roaring in anger, they take off out of the living area of the dwelling where we’ve been discussing tactics. The door’s mangled when it doesn’t open quickly enough as Bren and Amari struggle to push through the opening at the same time.

Karen’s with Hannah and Rachel, but I don’t feel any panic from her—yet. Attentiveness… resolve… that’s it. Outside, Travek is sprinting in the same direction we are, and only a few feet ahead of us. As they all start to pull ahead of me, Hannah and Lisa crash out of the tree line up ahead. The females slow to a jog as they spot us, waving and yelling at the same time.

Amari doesn’t slow and disappears into the darker foliage ahead of me. I hear Rachel and him before I see them, hugging each other. There’s a bright patch ahead in a clearing they were obviously sitting. This should have been safe! The dome is right on the other side. 

But as I enter the clearing and look around quickly, only a male is there, leaning up on his elbows with his leg swollen in front of him. “Where is she?” When he doesn’t answer immediately, my roar of anger makes him scramble back in terror, whimpering and pulling himself back towards the dome with his bad leg dragging behind. 

Pointing towards the barrier, he covers his head with his arms, surrendering to my beating. But how can that be? Ignoring him, I try to make sense of what I feel. I can tell Karen’s close, but she can’t be on the other side. 

Trying not to panic and slow my breathing to make sense of this, I pant over the filthy male on the far side of the blanket where the females were eating. As I inhale the scent of food, the only other odor I smell is… dirty males. 

Tingles spread up my arm as I lightly touch the dome. “Karen!”

“Selas.” Ignoring Amari behind me, I look down the length of the barrier both ways. No, she definitely feels as if she’s on the other side. A hand on my back has me spinning around to face Rachel’s tear-streaked face. 

“They had a way to get through! I’ve no idea how they did it, but when we realized it, Karen told us to run and stood her ground! I tried to get her to come with me, but she wanted to make sure we got away. We assumed—I assumed she’d beat the crap out of them, and I didn’t sense they were bad really… so, I stayed to watch from the trees there…” 

My chest seizes tighter and tighter until her voice sounds as if it’s at the end of a long chamber as she speaks. My tunnel vision focuses on the enemy as Amari’s drags the male up onto his feet, almost dangling in the air as he whimpers. “Where did you take her?”

“She went willingly. Our group just wants to talk to her. Talk to her and confirm that she wasn’t sent by the Quasar council before we come back into the dome.” Amari drops him onto the ground where he crumples under the weight of his leg, crying out, “I think she broke it.”

“Good,” I snarl before reaching down to drag him back up with my arm around his neck from behind. He doesn’t fight, which is good, because I’m tempted to snap his neck. Turning to Amari, I pause to confirm what I already suspect. “Have you ever heard of a penetration device for the dome?” He’s already shaking his head.

“It’s something from Benard. We’re supposed to return it with Karen, but they won’t—I swear it. They won’t give her to him.”

Shaking him slightly, I pull his head back over my left shoulder by curling my arm around his head. He doesn’t move, frozen in fear in my arms. “You’d better hope they don’t, because I’ll rip your head right from your shoulders when I’ve no more use for you. Understand?”

A nonsensical strangled response is my only affirmation as my eyes flicker to Amari over him. Bren’s booming voice calls from behind me. “We already have males out and heading towards this area from the other side. Travek’s heading over there too, and he’ll get the Gazer up with you in it. We’ll find her.”

I’m already moving along the perimeter of the dome toward the spacecraft access point, still dragging the idiot male under my arm by the neck. He’s only on his good foot half the time, but I don’t care. I hope he suffers.

“Should we get a medic to the access point and have him meet us there?” Rachel’s voice isn’t far behind as I clear away the easiest way. Ignoring her, I hear Bren and Hannah behind me as they tag along, and it’s only a few minutes before I see the males on the other side of the dome, weaving in and out of the trees and brush.

I’m not surprised Karen went with them. She made it clear she thought communication was the best option, but to willing go with males from the wilds of the planet—alone! Alone! My vision is narrowing, tinged with a pink haze as a strong grip on my arm wrapped around my captive starts to hold me back from moving forward.

“…Selas! Damn it, Selas! Focus!” Bren’s grip slowing me finally pulls me back to the present where his hands are planted on my arm, yanking slightly. “He’s turning purple! You’re going to kill him if you don’t lighten up. We need him!”

Surprised, I loosen my arm totally, and he slumps to the ground on his knees, coughing and gasping. Bren’s right, too. He might be the only one that knows where they’ve taken her. Sure, I can feel her, but he’ll be able to tell us what we’re walking into.

Two males from team five arrive from the building ahead and look to us both at attention. “Grab him!” They each snatch an arm and begin to pull him after me. Knowing they have him, I sprint along the perimeter of the dome, keeping it on my right. 

Coming back to my senses has made me think about Karen and her impulsive decision-making skills again. Can you punish a mate? She’s going to be the death of me if she keeps making these kind of life-threatening decisions. They could kill her instantly, and even with her physical skills, there are other weapons, stunners and brute force that could injure her permanently.

She could be carrying our child already, and yet she risks her life? The thought has a red haze descending quickly again…

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

- Karen

Following them through the dome began innocently enough. My intention is really just to talk to them. Sure, they said they’ve a group not far, but Selas is going to be here in ten minutes—tops. But it does feel like we’ve been walking for close to that now.

Selas will be fucking angry, I’m sure, but it’s good for him to see that I can take care of myself. My eyes flicker back over to the obvious leader. “Jack, how much further?”

“Not far, I swear.” He swings around to glance back from where he’s helping his buddy limp through the underbrush. I kind of feel bad about that. Kind of.

I really shouldn’t. These guys need to learn that you can’t just manhandle others. And the one we left in the dome will get medical attention right away and be better of for it. 

“You know, I highly recommend that we just stop and talk here soon. You do realize that they’ll be looking for me and here any minute?” We’ve been working our way up a slight rise, walking uphill which probably only makes it harder for the injured guy named Tee.

“I know, I know.” Jack’s face is grim as he glances back again before pointing at an incline getting higher with each step. “This is it, though.” We’ve finally reached the top of the slope and it’s opened up to a large clearing made of rock about forty feet around. 

Dropping his friend to lean against a large boulder, he walks around the side and drops over the edge about a dozen feet. I follow him to peer around and see where he’s gone. A narrow space between the boulders and the incline edge is all I can see, but I hear him call back into whatever space is back there.

I’m shocked as he returns and a stream of guys begin to slowly trickle out and up towards me. Backing up to the stone slope behind me, there isn’t really a good spot for me to go to as they climb up one by one. Thin, filthy, and barely clothed—they look so young!

I don’t need to worry at all, because in the condition they’re in, I could have them all down in seconds. I’m not taking any chances though. Pressing my back against the boulder Tee was left against, they stream out in front of me, filling the space and staring at me as if they’ve never seen a woman before.

They eat me up with their eyes, and it’s a little disconcerting. I recognize it for what it is, though. Awe.

Hunger. Nothing predatory, though. 

They whisper to each other as if I can’t hear them.

“She’s so small?”

“Is this the fighter female? Are they sure?”

“Why’s she so pale?”

“Do all the Earth females have light hair follicles?’

By the time they all make it up, I count seven of them in addition to the two I arrived with, Jack and Tee. It’s clear why they were sent to the dome for me—because they’re the strongest and healthiest. 

These men… they look rough. Not dying or starving, but dirty and hungry. It’s no wonder they’ve been considering coming back to the dome. It’s also just as clear that in their desperate condition, they’d be susceptible to charismatic, crazy talk like what Benard is spewing.

“Okay, Jack. Question and answer time… I suggest you hurry. I suspect we’ll have company here shortly.” I’ve been feeling Selas move further away, and that makes sense if he had to go back and get out of the dome at the spacecraft access point.

“Yeah, yeah. Okay.” Jack’s gaze sweeps out over the other men in the area. “I think our biggest question and concern is whether you’ve been sent by the council on Quasar? Are you really another species and from another planet?”

“How am I supposed to prove something like that? I mean, you guys are going to have to have a little blind faith here. You can look at me and see the physical differences between us, but I don’t know if there’s really a way to perfectly confirm I’m telling the truth, right?”

The men nod in front of me. “Your hair, the follicles, they’re different?”

Pushing a hand into my curls, I nod. “Yeah. We don’t have control over our hair like you guys… this… is pretty much it. It blows in the wind, and I can style it, but it won’t do it on its own.  Not anything like yours.”

“And you’re smaller than Quasar females. Are all your females as small as you?” The man who asks is one of the smallest I’ve seen, but he’s still over six feet tall. Probably six and a half feet, and he looks older than many of the others.

I’m five six without my curls, so very average. “I’m really in the middle size. Just like you seem to have variations in size, we do too. But even the tallest women I’ve ever seen are smaller than you.”

There’s a murmur among them at this statement. Comments about how Quasar females are never that small. They seem pretty convinced I’m different already.

“Haven’t any of you taken a trip into the dome to see the mates already here?” I’m curious why these kinds of basic questions haven’t been answered already? Supposedly, from what I’ve been told by the others, the dome is easy to get into now as long as you’re willing to submit to a security check looking for weapons and anything strange—like bomb making material since they did have that chaos in the last little while.

“I have!” It’s the youngest looking kid that answers. “But, I didn’t see anything. Everyone I spoke to said they don’t come out. It’s like they’re hiding them, and we’re all worried it’s because it really is a trick, like Benard said.” When he pauses, and it doesn’t look like he’ll continue, I can’t help but prod.

“What does Benard say about us… human females?” My eyebrows go up as I smile and wiggle them. They seem to be lightening up. We don’t have much time left. Selas is getting closer by the second, but if he can keep his shit together, he’ll see this is what we should be doing regularly. In a more controlled setting, of course, so these guys don’t feel the need to try and steal a woman to talk to.

“He says you aren’t mates. That you’re Quasarian genetic experiments to try and have more females on the planet. Breeders that will populate this planet along with males from Quasar, because the harems are getting so large.” 

“Well, I’m not really sure how to prove we’re mates. You might be able to see some of my mating marks up on my neck here?” Lifting my hair, I spin in a circle slowly, but not so slow I’m leaving my back to them long. I hear a collective gasp and know they’ve seen them. Good enough.

“There’s more, but I’m not unfastening my suit to show you.” Smirking, a few of them call out, “Why not?” and “Come on.” Such typical males. 

Facing them again, I try to explain what I do know. “One of the ways I knew Selas was my mate, was I could sense him. I knew where he was on the planet, you know? And right now, he’s on his way here.” I point to the rock ground at our feet. “He can find me no matter where I end up. So, when he shows, stay calm and don’t fight, but that’s another way I can prove we’re mates…”

The same guys calls out, “Benard believes they won’t want us breeding with you. Many of us have genetic defects, and that’s why we’re here to begin with . He thinks they have plans to kill us all here shortly…”

Movement from the right has me watching as another man’s head pops over the side of the embankment, and a line of more men follow him, beginning to circle around the perimeter surrounding us all. It doesn’t take the gasps and moans from the others I’ve been talking to, for me to figure out these are the bad guys. 

They’re armed with weapons. Knives, spears, and a sling too, are in their hands as they crouch along the edge of the rocky surface. The guys I’ve been speaking with are panicking in front of me, but I know my best bet is to stay calm. Selas is already losing it enough for the both of us. I can feel it through our bond.

He’s gotten progressively more high-strung the longer we’ve been apart, despite the fact that I’ve stayed nice and serene the entire time. Breathing deep, relaxing, and keeping a positive outlook are all part of my training over the years. The last couple weeks on the ship traveling, I’ve only perfected it more. 

In fact, if anything, I’m excited. What are the odds that this would come together so perfectly. The only thing that’d make it better is if Benard himself was here…

“Benard!” Jack’s eyes are saucer-wide as he watches the last male coming over the edge. “What… we… how did you know?” His eyes flicker to me, and I know he’s worried about selling me out.

“There’s a tracking beacon in the dome piercing device, idiot! We’ve known where you are the entire time, and it has another alarm when you use it to penetrate the dome.” Scoffing, Benard’s face is evil as he begins to laugh along with the others who arrived with him.

Taking a step forward draws all eyes to me as I cock my head, studying him. I haven’t met that many of these guys yet, but this is the first one I’ve seen that borders on being overweight. “Benard… I’m so glad you made it.”

His eyebrows shoot into the air at my words before he throws back his head and laughs like an evil villain in a comic cartoon. They must be idiots if they don’t know I can be tracked. They have to know… right?

“We don’t have much time. Grab her and get her underground immediately.” Benard points at me and makes a circular motion with his arms as the men who came up before him with weapons start moving toward us.

Oh no. Over my dead fucking body. “Why’s that, Benard?” Everyone freezes as I call out to him personally. “Why do I need to get underground if I’m a plant from the council? A genetic experiment to lure you all into one place on Dactyles?”

Ignoring what I’m saying, he starts moving back toward the edge, becoming more agitated as his men hesitate. “Don’t listen to her. Just grab her and come on!”

The men I was speaking with cringe, either dropping down to the ground further if they were sitting or trying to scramble away while the armed men are hitting them out of the way, knocking them into each other.

Jack has moved further away from me as I step forward, waiting for the first of them to finally get within reach. “It’s because I am an Earth female mated to one of the Quasarian men!” Without looking at him, I keep my ready stance, waiting…

A few men look between me and Benard, but most continue to move forward as the men I was originally talking to part like the Red Sea. The first idiot that lunges at me has a wooden spear that doesn’t survive my first hit. It snaps pathetically, and the follow-through breaks his jaw. I immediately swing in a circle, twisting my jo over my head to make contact with a man closing in on the other side of me with a sheathed knife on his hip that he didn’t even bother pulling out! They must want me alive?

After this, they all try to lunge as I dodge their arms, sweeping their feet out from under them and making my way closer to Benard. The coward has retreated further down the edge, ready to drop to where they all came up.

When I hear a crash, I have too much going on to look. But the roar… the roar I recognize since my name’s in there too!

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

- Selas

Running toward the space dock, I don’t slow until I’m at the door of the craft where Travek is poking his head out. “Ready?”

Grabbing the whining male from the others who carried him, I push his ass up in front of me, following Travek to the front. I’m pleased to see the craft is already loaded with males armed and ready to help. Two seats are vacant in the front, so I shove my prisoner into one and settle next to him.

A scuffle breaks out behind me and shouts of “Maley? Maley?” have me turning to see Cordon the medic pushing into the front. “Maley, that is you! Is Jack…?” He glances at me and then back at Maley, the stupid male who thought he could put his hands on my mate.

“He’s my prisoner, Cordon. He tried to hurt my mate, and she broke his leg.” I can’t help the smug smile that comes over my face. Thankfully, Travek is already taking off while Cordon begins to poke at Maley’s lower leg experimentally.”

“Jack?” Cordon’s whisper to Maley is discrete, but I’d have to be a fool not to hear him.

“Your brother and Tee took the mate, Karen…” Maley’s eyes flicker to me at his words, and I turn my glare on him purposefully. “…we only wanted to speak with her. There are others that don’t believe it’s safe in the dome. Benard scares everyone with his doom talk of the fake mates who are really council spies.”

I’m trying not to listen, because I want to kill both males—Jack included. “Why’s your brother not in the dome?” I can’t help grinding out as this Maley character explains their weak logic. 

They should have come to us. We’ve never made the mates accessible exactly… but maybe Karen’s right—the communication issue is a bigger deal than we realized.

Cordon doesn’t look up. Instead, he continues to apply compresses to the swollen skin on Maley’s shin. “He left years ago and never shared exactly why. But the couple times I’ve been able to meet with him outside the dome, I could tell he’s scared.” His eyes lift to meet mine. “Petrified, even. I have to go get a splint.” 

When he gets up quickly, moving away, I concentrate on breathing and feeling what I sense from Karen. She’s fairly calm, although I can feel her tension ramping up. Something has her worried.

“Selas! We should be close. Which way?” Travek glances back while I spring from the seat where I never bothered to use the restraining devices.

“Left.” Travek angles hard, and I hear curses and shifting behind us. 

“Who is that?” Pointing down below, I realize it’s one of ours. “Sorry, never mind.”

“Yes, that’s as far as the teams got so far. Are we getting close? Does that look like it?” Travek points futher out and I see a few breaks in the trees. Right as I do, I feel Karen’s fear ramp up. 

Okay, it might not be fear, but I’m learning that my mate doesn’t fear much. In fact, it almost feels like excitement. Could she have seen us coming?

“Yes. That’s it. Circle it slowly. I’ll go out the cargo release hatch from below.”

“No! Fuck, no. Selas, that looks like stone. You could break a leg jumping out.” Travek’s already losing altitude, almost skimming the trees silently.

“Then get closer!” I’m already passing the small food prep area, squeezing by males in full gear as I work my way into the cargo hold. 

Everyone backs away as I open the hatch in the cargo floor to drop into the storage area underneath. Doubled over, I look up and yell, “Tell Travek I’m ready when he is!”

The retractable doors slide open to expose a square of empty space in front of me. My breath is choked back in my throat as I see the ground rushing up and the small area we’re hovering over scattered with men. It’s easy to see Karen, her back to a rock face as she fights against three males armed with wooden spears.

Roaring my rage that they dare try to hurt her, I surrender to the red haze descending in my vision as I throw myself feet first out into space. The last thing I remember is my body crashing into the ground.

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

- Karen

I know it’s Selas running toward me, but I don’t look up. I’m too busy avoiding two men who don’t stop trying to get past my defenses until three more loud bangs go off. When they look back, I look too.

Travek, Remus, and Bren have dropped onto the rocky hill around me, and the men attacking me pause, swinging around to watch at the dust settles. Coughing fills the air as Selas comes within feet of me, leaping over the distance. Static tingling zaps around us, creating an audible crackling as a tube of blue slides around Selas. At the same time, a humongous alien ship materializes in the sky above. The light of the sun is blocked out as it solidifies just like a magic trick above us in the sky!

Suddenly, it’s eerily quiet except for occasional coughing from the men still recovering from the dust. My eyes aren’t the only ones watering. Glancing around, I realize everyone’s looking up at the sky with the same shock I feel. The hairs on my skin prick up as if there’s an electrical storm nearby.

“Hi there, brothers! Looks like I’m just in time!” Another familiar looking man has materialized in the very center of the now crowded rocky ledge, and as I see Remus and Travek run to hug him, it dawns on me who it is. Sol… which means—that’s the Ashen’s ship! Holy fucking cow!

Glancing around, Selas is a foot away, pounding on his circular enclosure frantically, but everyone else, is silent. All the men that were coming after me a few seconds ago are slack-jawed, staring into space in front of them. Not even up to the sky at the huge ass ship hovering over us.

Remus jogs over, pointing at Selas. “You can go inside and calm him down.” 

“Inside that tube? What is it?” I’m baffled by the thing. And why Selas?

“It’s just a force field the Ashen threw over him so he didn’t kill anyone. As you can see, they’ve control of all the unmated males now… so perfect timing. But you’ll be able to walk in there and calm him, and it’ll shut down once he’s coherent. I recommend you go soon.”

Following his gaze, I see that Selas hasn’t calmed—at all! He’s going to hurt himself if he doesn’t chill out. Pressing my hand lightly on the cylinder, it tingles and gives under my hand. Selas immediately grabs me, yanking my body inside quickly before pulling me up and into his arms.

My jo clatters to the stone ground as I wrap my arms and legs around him, and our lips crash together. He’s ferocious in his attack on my body, plundering my mouth with his tongue. If this is his punishment for taking off with Jack, I can’t see the downside. 

The electrical charge all around us has my hairs standing on end, goose bumps covering me everywhere, making my skin sensitive. Digging my hands into his hair, I surrender to the magnetic attraction between us as he holds me against the side of this strange, cylinder enclosure. The waves of energy running up and down my spine only add to the sensations he’s already inspiring in my body.

My legs spread until my thighs are touching each side of the tube. He cups my ass and grinds me against his cock that’s still trapped, but extremely hard in his pants. When his mouth pulls away, he licks and nibbles down my jaw to my neck as my head drops back at an odd angle. My eyes crack open, and all I can see is his hair, swirling around us. But I know I really need to stop this show we’re putting on for everyone. 

“Selas?” My voice is weak from the way he’s plying my body as I feel his hard length rubbing against me just perfectly. I’m so close… so close. If I don’t stop him soon, he’s going to make me orgasm in front of all these men. Right here. Right now. “Selas… Selas, please… stop.”

He freezes around me. His arms tighten as his fingers loosen on my ass. Lifting his head, his beautiful eyes lock onto mine, blinking furiously. His brows furrow in confusion before his gaze flits over my shoulder and slowly tracks around and then up. 

“It’s the Ashen. They’ve arrived, and that’s why we’re in here. I think you lost it for a couple minutes.” My whisper seems to sink in as his eyes close, and his forehead meets mine. 

“I’m so relieved you’re okay.” His breath puffs across my skin as he lets out a grateful sigh. When his eyes open, he pulls back, cocking his head to the side. “I don’t want to talk about your poor decision-making skills right now, but this’ll definitely be something we revisit later in our room.” 

What? He’s sliding me down the cylinder and right as my feet hit the ground, it disappears from my back. Shoving me behind him, he looks around at the men frozen in place. They do look funny.

“Welcome back, Selas! Although, I do think everyone was enjoying the show.” Murmurs are picking up around us as Bren points toward the most obvious stares. “We got Benard!” His finger stops on the man half down the side of the embankment. Only his head and upper chest are showing as he clings to the rock face frozen. There’s no expression on his face at all, but he doesn’t move a muscle or even blink.

“I don’t understand?” Selas turns in a circle, looking at all the bad guys, but I’m more interested in what’s caught my eye on the man, Jack, who brought me out here. He’s still standing by the rock face where we both faced off against Benard’s men. I wasn’t able to see where he went, but it’s clear he didn’t abandon me.

Right now, he’s rubbing his chest, and it’s evident why. They’re faint, but he’s definitely getting mating marks. He doesn’t even notice me striding over to take a closer look. It’s creepy to walk by the blank faces of the men standing around that I was fighting with moments before. A childish part of me wants to go around and kick each of them in the nuts!

I overhear Sol and Bren explaining to Selas how the Ashen have taken control of the minds of the unmated males, and that makes sense. Lisa and Jo-Anne told me what a big deal it was to the Ashen when they ended up mated to Travek and Remus, that they didn’t interfere. Thank god they did in this situation. 

Yeah, I have faith that we’d have kicked their butts, but at what cost? Selas would’ve had no regard for tossing them fifty feet into the trees and how many would have died? Sure, some of them don’t deserve to live—like Benard, the asshole. But I certainly don’t want to be responsible for any deaths—deserved or not.

By the time I reach Jack, he has a number of other males, stumbling and one even crawling over near him. They’re all the same, mating marks cover their necks, chests, arms, and upper thighs. All different designs, all different variations in color. Some are faint, but others look darker, with the beginnings of vibrant variations of color springing to life and swirling through them. 

As I come up behind a man looking at Jack, he spins to look at me shocked. “What… is this what it looks like?”

“Yeah! Are these mating marks?” Jack looks at me with hope and another expression that I can’t quite decipher. His eyes flicker behind me, and I turn to see Selas is only a step behind me, Bren and Sol answering for us both.

“They sure are!” Sol’s booming voice is loud in the strangely quiet setting. “We have hundreds of females on the Ashen’s ship above us. Hundreds of mates for worthy males.”

“So, an agreement has been settled on?” It seems to me that was the question according to Jo-Anne. Sol was ironing out the agreement with the Ashen while on the Ashen’s ship on the way back.

“Yes. Believe me, it was way easier than we thought I’d be. I have it for everyone to share and agree to, but there isn’t a down side. It’s very, very basic, and the advantages… our ancestors were idiots. Once you know what we lost, you can’t believe they were so selfish and stupid—”

“I don’t understand?” Jack is looking at Sol with wonder. “Will everyone…?” He looks around the men crowding in to look at each other. 

“No, not everyone. Mating is a rite of passage. You have to be mature enough, giving enough, balanced enough…” Sol turns to look at one of the slack jawed losers only three feet away, swaying slightly on his feet. “Not like him!” 

“Thank fucking god,” I mutter, thinking about how horrible I’d be to end up mated to a stupid, self-centered asshole. Strong arms wrap around me from behind, and Selas’s familiar scent surrounds me as I sink back into him.

“When will we meet our mates?” One of the larger men with Jack calls out from behind him.

“Well, why don’t we get everyone back under the dome and settled in. It’s going to be a process due to the sheer number of mates arriving, but we’ll get a system set up. There’s a lot to decide, and we’ll need the help of everyone, and I mean everyone, to make this go smoothly. I’ve worked it out with my mate, and she’ll be coordinating the females with the other mates here. But remember, it isn’t just the males on the planet that have mates, it’s also males on the Discovery!”

“Oh, wow! That’s why I have so many incoming urgent calls hailing me.” Bren takes a step back, turning away to deal with his communications.

“Selas!” I turn as Selas grabs my hand and walks me over to where Benard’s still clinging to the cliff face. I wonder how long he can hang like that? Throwing his arm over his head and waving slowly, Selas answers his men who’re just breaking through the trees. “Are we under attack?” 

He gestures above him while Travek calls out, “No!”

“We had to settle far out, but it looks like everything is under control?” He’s reached the base, and I’m impressed with the sheer number of them streaming up the sides at various points along the perimeter.

Leaning down, Selas clasps arms with the man. The others arrive and begin to look around confused. “Are these all captives? And what’s wrong with them?”

“Well, I’m guessing since you’re talking to me that you now have mating marks… and these are the men who don’t. The Ashen are in the ship above us and arrived just as the fighting started.”

“Wait, what do you mean?” The men are looking at each other until one of them spots Jack’s group and tears open his flight suit.

Throwing back his head, he jumps up, whooping with enthusiasm. I can’t help smiling as all the others do the same, looking at each other with shock and slowly dawning joy. A few of them look more shell-shocked than happy, but I guess that’s to be expected.

“Let’s get everybody here rounded up and moving back toward the dome entrance.” Bren waves around at the men who appear in a trance scattered around.

Then it dawns on me! “Wait! Jack, what was that device that you used to penetrate the dome?”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

- Selas

My mate’s so clever as she points out what we’ve all forgotten. We now have a way to gain access into the dome from any angle. This will make getting back with all the additional bodies much quicker.

Sol demonstrates with Benard, how easy it is to ask questions and persuade the Ashen controlled males while under their thrall. According to him, the Ashen don’t even have to consciously try to control them. It’s a by product of the way their minds work that make unmated brains fragment, trying to compute too many things at a time. Their body “short-circuits,” in exhaustion and begins to lie dormant. When focused, they can be questioned and directed, but simplistically.

The dome penetration device is one of two. Benard had the other on him, and their plan was to let the others try first. If they failed, they would have a back up, and could even penetrate the dome at the same time using the others as a distraction. I’m relieved that it was these young, simplistic males that approached Karen and not the brutal followers of Benard. 

When Karen expresses an interest in walking back to our place, I immediately think she’d like to spend time helping Jack and his group get back. Cordon celebrates meeting up with his brother enthusiastically as they hug and talk, and I’m not sure they’ll need us, but it soon becomes clear she has something else in mind.

Travek takes half of our men back in the spacecraft with the others who now have mate markings since they’re in poor shape after their trek across the wilds for Benard. This leaves the other half to lead the docile unmated males through the woods at a painfully slow pace. I’m relieved as she uses her jo as a walking stick and quickly pulls ahead of the others.

We don’t say much at first. I’m torn between railing at her for her stupidity and just being thankful she’s alive and well. I know she’s capable, but I’ll never be able to let her face anything like that alone. Surely, she must understand that.

I’m still contemplating what to say when she spins around, grabbing my hand to tug me toward the sound of running water not far away. “Do you think we could swim?”

She doesn’t wait for an answer, instead springing ahead, trying to drag me along. The canopy opens up to a small pool that must run off from our supply water’s river further in. We split off from the group, pulling ahead right after we crossed into the dome, and even though there aren’t supposed to be any invasive and dangerous species on this side, they have been seen before.

“Just let me just check the perimeter first.” My demanding plea is met with a small smile from Karen.

“How about we walk around together, and if you see anything, you can teach me?” I love the way my mate’s so eager to learn and shows a real interest in getting better at everything she does. Thankfully, our short circle around the banks of the pool shows nothing that we should be concerned about. No sooner do I give the all clear, then Karen is stripping down and out of her jumpsuit.

It’s the first time I’ve seen her in the sunlight naked, and I marvel at how much she looks like the original vision I saw of her. Dropping to my butt by the water, I watch the light shine through the canopy, illuminating her hair. She kicks out of her boots before unfastening her suit and peeling it off. Her full breasts dance in front of me as she releases them, and I can’t resist reaching out to stroke my fingers over one of the stiff peaks above me where she stands.

Laughing, she looks down and teases, “I think it’s time for me to make up for taking off on you earlier.”

The thought of her foolishness has me scowling up at her making light of the situation. “Yes. It was the first time I considered what might be an appropriate punishment for you. Spanking definitely crossed my mind…”

“Oooohh…” Her taunting is playful even though I was serious. “Now that might be something I’d like…” Is she kidding?

The idea of reddening her backside while she’s draped over my lap, wiggling enticingly against my cock has me immediately erect. Groaning, I press my hand against myself, trying to regain control, before I snap my eyes open at the touch of her hands.

Resting them lightly on my shoulders, she presses me back onto the ground before releasing the fastener on my jumpsuit. I’m not sure what’s more radiant, the sun through her hair or the smile on her face. Both take my breath away.

Karen’s hands skim down my body before tugging the jumpsuit at my shoulders, and I quickly pull my arms out before the legs and leaving it beneath me. As I lay back, I watch her drop to her knees over me, a leg on each side of me before lowering her face to my chest where she begins to trace my mating marks with soft kisses. Each press of her lips sends a bolt of need up my shaft, and it jumps in time with her touches. 

Slowly… almost painfully, she moves to my nipple before lightly tracing it with her tongue, around and around. When she stops, I realize I’ve closed my eyes and snap them open to see my hair follicles floating wildly around us both. Her lips descend again as she presses feather light touches over to my other nipple. This time, after circling it twice, she pulls the flat nub into her mouth, nibbling it before biting slightly. The jolt of arousal it sends through my body makes me buck under her.

Grasping her hips, I keep her balance with her, apologizing profusely. “I’m sorry! Sorry… ah, it just surprised me. I wasn’t expecting that.”

“But good, right?” Both my head and cock nod with enthusiasm as she laughs lightly.

“It’s wonderful for me, too.” Looking down at herself hovering over me, she runs her fingers through her folds before pulling them away, glistening with fluids. My mouth waters as she wiggles back and wraps her hand around my base, lifting my cock towards her plump lips as she licks them slowly. “Maybe if you like this enough… you’ll forgive me?”

Without waiting for an answer, her lips slide around the head of my cock, and I watch as my length disappears inside her mouth. Arching towards her, a deep moan escapes me as her lips slide down before back up, leaving a wet trail of need that lights up from the cool breeze floating through the air. 

Lowering herself again, I watch as her head begins a slow bob up and down, creating a need so intense, I’m having a hard time not pushing her off to throw her down and plunge inside her. “Mmm, Selas.” She pulls off, holding the base of my cock so it bobs between us. “You taste so good! Just like you’re made for me.”

Her lips curl before her mouth opens again, and she runs the flat of her tongue and lips down the bottom of my cock, moaning until she reaches my balls. I have to watch, so I quickly gather her hair up into my hands, lifting it to see her tongue tracing me with precision. Her clever fingers are lower, rubbing a spot that I didn’t even realize was sensitive and would bring such pleasure.

Karen has shown me a new world. One full of excitement where I don’t have to constantly be worried about striving to be perfect for fear of losing my standing here on the planet. Now, I have someone to love me unconditionally, even when I don’t always handle things perfectly. I know she’ll forgive me. I can tell we’ll have disagreements, and sometimes we won’t always act the way the other wants, but we’ll figure out a way to make it up to each other…

I’m so easy, I don’t even feel angry any longer. Even when she left with the males from the wilds, I wasn’t nearly as worried about what Bren would think, I just wanted her to be alright. As long as she’s happy, we can make things work out.

“Mmmm… honey.” Pressing her chest to my cock, she rubs her silky breasts up each side, squeezing my hard length with her breasts as she licks the tip of me. Pausing, she breathes out slowly, maintaining eye contact as she looks up at me. “Is now a good time to ask for forgiveness?”

“What?” She wants to have a conversation? Right now? My cock aches with longing to explode!

“Do you forgive me for leaving earlier?” Every breath has my cock jerking up, trying to press towards those plump warm lips. Sliding softly up my length, she presses me between her breasts again before lowering down slowly until my hard rod pops out the top and she can reach it to flick her tongue over it side to side, still looking at me.

“Ah… of course… yes.” As soon as the words leave my mouth she releases me from her chest to sink her entire mouth over me, swallowing me down with such enthusiasm that it draws my seed up instantly. My “yes” response gurgles in my throat, never making it entirely out as my body tightens everywhere. I don’t even have the strength to warn her or pull her off me before I throw back my head, moaning as her hand tightens around the base to control my depth into her mouth.

I shouldn’t have worried, because she swallows me down. As she sinks my length further down her throat, we both moan. Her around my cock, extending my pleasure as I’m winding down. Her actions make my release powerful and intense as my body shakes from the explosion that pulls me inside out. As I come to my senses, I realize I’m holding her hair tightly in my fist as she continues to lick me, sending twinges of sensation through my limbs.

Uncurling my fingers, I release her hair, apologizing for the rough treatment. “I’m sorry, did I hold you down? Are you okay? That was a real out of body experience…”

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

- Karen

I can totally relate! 

The entire experience being here so far has been an out of body experience for me. A series of ups and downs that have kept me guessing. I’m so thankful that we’ve caught Benard and have been able to bring in some more males that didn’t understand what was truly going on. 

Releasing his hard cock, I give it one last lick before shimmying up to hover over his hips. Selas’s eyes watch my breasts above him, so I tilt forward, brushing them lightly across his lips and he immediately latches on. His strong hands pull my hips down firmly, and my body twinges as my clit rubs against him enticingly. 

His talented mouth tugs on my nipple as he cups me to his face, rubbing my free nipple between his fingers. Using my breasts for leverage, he pulls me up, and I feel myself give around his hard length. I’m so wet and ready.

Throwing my head back, I moan as the thick head of his cock presses against the entrance of my pussy. Sliding myself down slowly, he enters me, his own enthusiasm gripping him as he sucks harder.

“Oh, god!” Moaning louder, I fight the urge to come already. He’s not even completely inside me yet, but the incredible sensation of him splitting me open makes the urge right there. Selas’s hair around his cock, so controlled while I swallowed him begins to make itself known. I feel it vibrating wildly around my clit and stretched pussy, and I claw at the ground by his head, grasping for leverage.

Spreading my legs farther, I arch my back, shoving down to stuff as much of him inside me as I can before pulling back up. His cock hasn’t softened a bit, and I slide easily up his length, shivering as the texture rubs all my sensitive tissue. My internal muscles clench tighter as I fight to lower myself further each time.

When I have him seated completely inside me, I pause, enjoying the sensation of feeling so full and surrounded by him. Releasing my chest, Selas sits forward, bending his legs and planting his feet on the ground so he cradles me as our lips meet. Closing my eyes, our breath mingles as my lips part for him. 

Darting his tongue inside, he traces the inner shape of my mouth as I dig my fingernails into his shoulders, rocking on his length as it prods deep inside me. My body squeezes and releases as our tongues meet. He growls as he takes control, kissing me deeply as I moan with lust.

Selas moves one of his hands behind him to brace himself while pinning me in his lap with a hand on my side. Tilting his hips, he begins driving up into me at a furious pace that takes my breath away. Pulling apart our lips, I throw my head back and enjoy his bucking inside me as my pussy grips him tightly. “I need to be all the way inside you.” He cries out between thrusts as he pushes down on my body. “You look so good bouncing on my cock, Karen.”

My hands fall from his shoulders, and I reach back to brace my hands on his knees as my body starts to come apart. I love the way his hands glide across my stomach, his callouses raking across my skin and sending prickles of awareness through me. His hand on my hip travels between us, finding my clit and rubbing in rhythm with his driving thrusts. 

My pussy spasms in ecstasy, and he groans below me as my body clamps tighter around his shaft. My orgasm shoots through me like a supernova, exploding out through my limbs, tightening my nipples as he continues to lift into me at a maddening pace before seating himself deep inside me, shouting loudly as he leans forward, wrapping both his arms around my hips. Pinning me to him, he comes again so powerfully that I feel every twitch of his hard length deep inside me.

Collapsing back below me, he pulls me down with him until I’m sprawled across his body with my ear to his heart, listening to the pounding that matches mine. Good lord, this man is deadly!

After a minute, I lift my head to rest my chin on him and peer up into his face. Selas’s eyes are closed, but he’s smiling. Brushing a kiss across his chest, I comment idly, “I sure hope we weren’t too loud. It’s hard to say how far away everyone is.”

“I’m sure they heard us.” His smile doesn’t even falter even as he speaks.

What? 

“Do you really think so?” I’m whispering even though it’s ridiculous considering we were just practically screaming, but my eyes dart around to the heavy canopy in between the trees. I don’t see anything, but that means absolutely nothing.

“Most likely. We have good hearing. I’ve especially noticed an improvement in the last day or so, and it’s probably something to do with the mating.”

“Well, maybe not then, right?” I’m still whispering as I pull up a bit alarmed. “The mated guys went back on the ship, right?”

“Yeah, but almost everyone has mating marks now.” Selas’s eyes crack open as I disengage our bodies, drawing myself up to my knees.

Hopping to my feet, I stand over him, and his eyes drop you where we were just joined. “Want a quick dip before we go?” Shaking my chest, I smile and wiggle my eyebrows.

“I thought I just did that?”  Selas’s smile is wide as he throws his hands behind his head and crosses his ankles between my legs casually.

“Hm. Fine.” Turning, I take a couple steps back to dip my toes into the water. Cold, but refreshing. “I’ll be quick.”

Wading out to my knees, I splash water up my legs, acclimating a bit before crouching down. “There’s nothing too weird in this water, right?”

When he doesn’t answer, I look over my shoulder just in time to see him walking in behind me. How did I get so lucky? His body is huge, buff, and beautiful as the light catches the colorful markings decorating his skin. With the sun overhead, I notice a sheen to the markings, similar to his nails—almost a pearlesque color, and it’s as beautiful as the rest of him.

I can sense how important I am to him. Feel it along with his contentment as he moves through the water toward me. What a difference a few days with the right person can make in your life!

He’s my future. I’ll never play second fiddle to… anything. I can totally tell. And I’ll never have to wonder if he cares about anything more than me either. What a revelation… 

Right before we touch, the words come out. So naturally, too. “I love you, Selas. I…”

His hands curl around my shoulders, pulling me into his broad chest to squeeze me gently before they loosen and drop down to lift me up to his level. “I love you too, Karen.” Dropping our foreheads together, I wrap my legs around him as he continues to walk out into the deeper water. 

This is perfect. Wherever he goes, I know that he’s my new constant, and he’s exactly what I was hoping for. Dedicated, committed, and mine.

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

- Selas

“Shhhh!” Jenny’s hushed voice echoes from her perch by the surveillance camera where she’s been watching for Karen. Rachel agreed to talk her into going for a bite to eat earlier, so we could swap out the furniture in this conference room for the mats and mirrors that the females suggested.

When I first approached Jo-Anne, who Karen commented was her closest friend, she squealed with anticipation exactly the way I hope Karen will. She asked if I’d discussed it with Karen or if it’d be a surprise. They call this a “surprise party.”

All I know is that I need to show Karen she’s the most important thing to me. More important than my career. More important than Quasar and anyone that may be there now or in the future. She’s it for me!

And I know what she wants. Every morning, she spends time first thing, exercising, spinning her jo, and doing what she calls meditating—which is pretty much identical to our daily reflections. It’s interesting how our societies are so far apart, and yet we’ve so much in common. I suspect our genetics are similar in so many ways.

Every day, she’s adamant and committed to telling me how much she loves me. But she also wants to share what else she loves. Aikido. And even though a part of me doesn’t want to share her, I know the more I give, the more I’ll receive.

So, we’ve turned this conference room into a small studio for her to teach classes. It’s perfect, because it’s right near the medical center and the other conference room where we’re running a tactical office. 

All of this is temporary, anyway. 

“Almost here!” Jenny whispers loudly again, updating everyone in the space. We’ve set this up super quick since we’ll all be taking off on the Discovery tomorrow for Quasar. Now that we’ve all agreed to a new Accord with the Ashen, they’ve begun their testing of nano changes for the prisoners on Dactyles to be able to leave the planet by the time we return. But for now, Amari and Devlin have been left to run the dome—along with a small army of now mated males with the Ashen.

The door slides open, and we wait a beat before the females all yell, “Surprise!”

“Surprise!”

Voices call out from around the room as Karen and Rachel come in, Karen leading as planned for maximum effect. She’s clutching her chest with her mouth hanging open as I step up and swing her around in my arms in a circle before placing her down in front of the mirrors lining the long wall. “What do you think?”

The females were right. The mirrors make the space look larger, and it makes sense that they’ll be handy to watch your form while training. Karen’s staring at me in the mirrors, her eyes filling with tears.

“If you don’t like something, we can change it…”

“No!” Spinning around, she buries her head in my chest, and I sense the truth—this isn’t sadness, it’s joy. 

Blowing out a breath of relief, I put my arms around her, smiling at everyone over her head. “She likes it!”

All the females begin to clap, crowding around and pulling her away. We’ve installed a living area carpet that they say is like a foam mat in a lot of training facilities on Earth. There are numerous places around the perimeter to hang training weapons and store additional items.

When I was first approached by males about learning her Aikido training, my instant thought was no. Not the mother of my children. Not my mate. 

But that’s like Atticus not keeping logs on his own body while he goes through the hormonal mating changes. We’re entering a new era for our species. One where we’ll all need to defend ourselves and our mates. Her training may be the difference between success and failure for someone in the future.

Just because Aikido is important in Karen’s life, doesn’t make me any less important. In fact, it’s something that we can share together. My personal goals have shifted so much since she’s entered my life.

“Thank you, honey!” Karen jumps into my arms after circling the room with her friends while they point out the highlights and explain what they want to learn. “You’re the best, you know that?”

Smirking, I give her a cocky grin before pecking her lips with mine and commenting, “I know.”

“You’re lucky you’re so cute, too.”

“I know.”

Shaking her head slowly, she brings her lips to mine for a long, deep kiss as hooting begins around us. I understand now. She’s the most important thing. What she needs… what she wants… as long as we’re together, I want to give her my all.
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