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ATTICUS'S ANGEL



Atticus

As the medical doctor on the Discovery, I’m exposed to the human females regularly. In addition to monitoring their health, I’ve documented and logged all the mating changes.

Of course, I long for a mate of my own. But I can’t imagine it’ll happen before I’m obligated to return and complete my family commitment. 

Many of the males on the Discovery have similar family agreements, so imagine our surprise when mating marks appear on all of us—all at once!



Ashlyn

My entire life is controlled by my mother and the genetic disease I was born with that robs me of so much, including the ability to have a baby. As if the special schools and special classes weren’t enough, now my mother is considering a special home!

So, when I’m offered another life—one that sounds too good to be true—I jump at the chance to be healed and have a family.

Of course, no one mentioned the danger. Someone isn’t happy about the Earth women. They’re discovering spies who not only plan to report back to their planet, but also have orders to kill us all…



  ATTICUS’S ANGEL 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) and SELAS’S SALVATION (Book Eight 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, Remus’s Revelation or Selas’s Salvation in order to understand the plot, but the story will be more well-rounded if you do!







CHAPTER ONE





- Atticus

SEVEN WEEKS AGO

My heart leaps as I run the handheld scanner over Hannah. Her body’s outline lights up in numerous colors as the information is processed. Incredible!

My voice is choked as I look up at her sitting on the edge of the exam bed where Bren placed her. “You’re with child.” When Bren, who’s standing next to her stays frozen in place as she slowly moves her hands to her stomach, I add for his benefit, “You’ve a viable, living child growing inside your mate.”

The last twenty rotations have been the most exciting of my life. Never did I think that I—Atticus Fluen, would be documenting the medical find of the millennium—and this is it.

We’ve found mates compatible with our species. Not only chemically compatible and capable of tripping our males into hormonal mating, but now we’ve proof that offspring are a possibility. Now we can only wait to see how successfully human females can complete a gestation cycle with our sperm.

“You can tell already?” Hannah’s still touching her stomach lightly. “For sure?” Her eyebrows rise toward her hairline as her large, blue eyes stare at me.

“Oh yes, for sure.” I begin flipping through the chemical and hormonal changes that the handheld device shows me. It’s fascinating the shift in her chemistry already. They’ve only allowed me to do so many scans on her, but I can flip back to each one, overlapping them to compare and track the changes on graphs.

Glancing up, I see Hannah looking at Bren concerned. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?” Bren’s still staring straight at me with a blank look on his face.

Hm. Maybe not at me.

Waving my hand in front of his face, I pull my study light and briefly flick it across his pupil. Fixed.

Bren jolts as his gaze focuses on me, widening before he turns to Hannah. “You’re carrying our child?”

“Yes, if Atticus is correct, than I’m pregnant.” Her tone is still incredulous.

I turn slightly, shaking my head. It’s not me that’s decided. I only read what’s clearly in front of me. Gathering the facts and data to study and share. 

The handheld device has detected the chemical changes and life inside her. The odds of it being incorrect are almost minuscule. If the device were to malfunction, it’s much more likely there would be no changes calculated at all.

From looking at Hannah, I’d say I’m more excited about this than she is. Bren and Hannah are embracing, but she’s looking at me over his shoulder. From the expression on her face, she’s just shocked. Maybe still disbelieving?

I move away, unconcerned with their feelings on the matter. I’m fascinated by the idea of studying this. What it could mean long term for us all…

When I entered the medical field as a study, I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to continue it long term. Only a small percentage of the population, particularly males, are able to proceed. Only the endorsement of my Ermada enabled me to enter the field.

The year I began, the lottery was huge for positions. It’s totally luck that enabled me to continue in my studies. Those studies landed me in this position on the Discovery.

But  I kept believing. In myself, in my skills, and in my ability to learn the material. Only the top ten percent of males entering the lottery get to continue on. Now, to be involved in this huge change in our species’ future—it’s a miracle of epic proportions. Mating with the human females will change our existence forever.

Brock enters the medical center as I’m transferring the information upload into the long-term logs. We have so much to do. To date, I’ve only been comparing Hannah’s differences to Quasar females. Even though they’re similar, there are many differences. 

“Brock! I’m going to be a father!” Bren’s booming voice echoes through the room, and I look up to see Brock and Bren embracing. 

Brock’s large body springs away from him and turns to me with excitement. In three long steps, he’s reached my side, throwing an arm around me to squeeze me uncomfortably as he peers at the screen I’m studying. “It feels as if we’ve had a part in this. As if we’re the ones making the huge difference.”

“I don’t think it’s really sunk in yet for me.” Hannah’s hands are over her mouth and her eyes are wide as she moves to my other side, and we all peer at the elevated hormonal changes flowing across the screen.

“But do you know what this means?” Bren’s dancing in front of us on the other side of the device. “What this will mean for everyone?” 

His voice is full of wonder. My own gut churns with exhilaration too. He’s right.

When I first went to Bren’s dwelling after he’d hidden Hannah there, almost twenty rotations ago, I was disbelieving as he answered the door with mating marks. It was… unheard of. Practically a myth at this point in our evolution.

But now, we’ve not only one male with mating marks—we now have two! Bren’s brother, Matthias, is settling in as we speak on the Discovery. He’s been granted the petition for mate location leave, and now he’s flying through space with us toward what—I’m hoping—will be Earth. We’re supposed to stay on our normal rotation through the zone, but at this point, we’re going in the right direction at least.

What if we get closer to Earth and I develop mating marks? What an answer to my prayers to the Sacred Mother that would be…

I’ve only two, maybe three more cycles out on the Discovery before I’ll be petitioned to return to fulfill my family commitment. I know many males consider me lucky to have a family commitment at all, but that’s not how I see it. I won’t be as unfortunate as Brock, but there will be no love and most certainly no offspring with my Ermada. If, by some slight chance she’s able to reproduce, it’d be a small miracle based on her age. 

But we still keep trying. Our entire species keeps trying, and trying… to do something that Hannah was able to do in only twenty rotations! Our females try—some for their entire life—with no results. Are Earth females just more fertile? Is it something environmentally on our planet—or theirs? 

Study after study has been done with no answer… or not with an answer they’re sharing with the general scientific community or the public. I’m sure if this kind of scientific study had occurred on Quasar, if I wasn’t intrinsically involved, I’d have never known about it.

“You’re so blessed, Bren.” Brock circles the desk to clap him on the back again. 

“And now, Matthias too.” Bren grasps both of Brock’s arms, still vibrating on his feet as every hair on his head dances with excitement. “But your turn will come. I’m sure of it. This is just the beginning.”

His words makes my own heart accelerate uncomfortably. I want that—so much. If it doesn’t happen soon though, I’m afraid I’ll be called back to Quasar before it does. Remembering my sexual interactions with Kaleen, I shiver as my body shudders with distaste. 

No.

Don’t think about it. Think about the mate I want. A tiny one like Hannah. Kind and smart.

Not Kaleen. Not like that again. If only I didn’t feel like time’s running out…



CHAPTER TWO





- Ashlyn

“Oh, doctor! I’ve been waiting for your call!” My mother’s high-pitched voice screeches from the next room as she answers the phone. Pausing the game on my hand-held device, I continue to stare at the screen of the app I was playing. Despite the way she treats me, I’m not stupid. I know that the outcome of this phone call is something I’ll want to hear.

Today we went to Hope Intermediate Care Facility for our formal application to be finalized. Now that I’m twenty-three, the program I’ve been attending at the local school has become unavailable. My mother was referred to Hope Intermediate by my favorite caregiver, Sheila.

“And they’re confident that will pass through?” My mother’s voice has dropped in volume, which means she’s calming down. Everything’s going her way, then.

Restarting the game, my body works on autopilot continuing to move through the necessary motions to get to the next level. Then the next. Then the next.

If only real life was this easy. Hope Intermediate is the opposite of its name. There’s no hope there. If anything, it’s despondent within its walls. 

Drugged, catatonic, and depressed adults are all there. Some actually live there full-time. That’s one of my biggest fears. My mother finally deciding that I need to get out on my own, and her permanently moving me into that facility. 

But she’s struggling just to qualify for the funding for me to attend there during the day, so it won’t be this year at least. It’ll be bad enough having to attend there all day, though. They don’t allow you to bring any of your own items with you. They say it’s to avoid issues with others taking them, or to prevent breakdowns and fights. That means no games, no blanket, and no stuffies. All the items that make life tolerable!

“When will they review the extended application?” Mother’s hopeful voice echoes in my head. 

Extended application. That’s what they call the additional funding she’d need to get me in there full time. Overnight. Out of her hair for good.

“So, only then, huh?” She blows out an exasperated breath before I hear her straighten and look in my direction from where she’s sitting at the kitchen table. “You’ll keep me updated on our placement in the wait?”

It’s only a matter of time then. My mother always acts like everything she’s doing is totally for my benefit. All the shuttling around, phone calls, applications—all for me. Because my life can be so much better. 

Any time I’ve tried to express that I’m unhappy with anything, I’m locked in my room until I can “settle down.” It’s not my fault that it’s hard to communicate, and my body betrays me when I try. 

FXS, FXS, FXS. That’s all I ever hear about.

Fragile X syndrome is genetic, and I’ve lived with it my entire life. By adolescence, I was hearing doctors adding on the words attention deficit disorder and autism spectrum disorder, which opened up a realm of other programs for me to attend. Like Hope Intermediate Care Center… where it appears I’ll be spending at least some of my days for the rest of my adult life.

Ironic really considering the facility is stripping away any hope I may have had left. My mother keeps saying I’ll meet new people, new friends, and develop new skills… but I’m so shy, I can barely look around me—let alone look at strangers. From what I did see when we visited, anyone who does have the capability to look around, really isn’t looking at anyone. They’re talking to themselves or to someone inside them. 

I do it too. It’s a coping mechanism. Soothing. The repetitive behaviors with our hands and mouths. 

It’s interesting, because I think just like everyone else, but my body… it isn’t like everyone else’s. I’m trapped in here and at the mercy of my guardian. My mother.

“… it seems like such a long time. Especially since they won’t even review it until our place in line comes up. Isn’t there a way to find out if we’ve qualified before then?”

I know she loves me. Of course, she does. She’s just tired. I’ve heard other caregivers discussing this.

Nobody signs on to having a child live at home their entire life, right?

But at least she has a child. What I wouldn’t give to be normal and have a baby. My own baby. A girl baby.

I talked to my mother about having a baby once. It was a difficult thing for me to bring up and discuss. But she said no. No babies. 

She didn’t explain much, just said that having babies is for other people who don’t get taken care of. That if I can’t take care of myself, how could I take care of a baby? I think I can take care of myself, but she says if I can’t remember to eat, let alone take my medicine, how would I remember to feed a baby?

We didn’t talk about how to make a baby, but I learned that a long time ago. I understand that it’d take a man to put it inside me. I didn’t have anyone in mind, but I considered a few options.

But my mother also said there’s a good chance that I wouldn’t even be able to get pregnant with a baby. That due to my disease, I may not be able to carry it long enough. Just thinking about it makes me sad. Everything makes me sad these days, though. 

“Okay, well, I can call back next week—No?” My mother pauses, “Alright. That’s fine… certainly. Thank you, doctor, and we’ll see you tomorrow.” 

The chair creaks ominously as my mother moves toward me. “Ashlyn! We’re all set for tomorrow.”

I don’t look up as she moves into the room in front of me. Two more levels and I’ll have the bonus I want. She’s going to make me shut it down.

“You need to go get ready for bed. It’ll be a big day tomorrow.” As she yanks the game from my hands, I stare ahead in defeat. “Come on, now. I know you know it’s time. Let’s go up.”

Standing, I move slowly toward the stairs of the only home I’ve ever known. Rounding the corner, I walk directly into the small bathroom we share. The face staring back at me looks like a stranger’s, even though I see it every day. My black hair is parted in the middle around my narrow face. 

My braids are the one thing I do myself every morning. I enjoy braiding my hair although my mother sometimes undoes it and fixes the part in the back before making me do it again. I don’t mind. When I’m worked up about something, she’ll unwrap my braids and let me redo them. The repetitive motions calm me. 

I wish she had long hair, but her style has been short and curly my entire life. “Your application is under review along with all the financial information we submitted today, but it doesn’t look like you’ll be going full-time this year.” My mother leans against the door frame of the bathroom like she does two times a day, every day, while I brush my teeth. “Get the top right, honey.”

My hand moves automatically at her prompting, brushing obediently at the odd angle in my mouth. Leaning past me, she fills the glass with water and passes it to me as I spit out the additional toothpaste. “I think you’re going to love it there. Remember the outside?”

Nodding obediently, I agree. The brown eyes that stare back at me in the mirror know the truth. I couldn’t care less about going outside. Every time I do, I have to make sure I have on sunscreen, and I don’t like the way it makes my skin feel oily. 

“And all the other people there are going to want to get to know you. They have classes for art and crafts and music and dancing…” Her voice drones on and on as she passes me my pills and watches me use the bathroom. It’s been a long time since I wet the bed, but we still do this same process every morning and evening.

Without a word, I leave the bathroom as she steps aside and follows me into my bedroom to supervise me changing into my pink, ice cream cone covered pajamas. They’re my favorite and made out of a soft, thin material. I have two pairs that I rotate between.

“…won’t that be great?” When she pauses as I’m straightening my blanket over me, I nod and meet her eyes. Tucking Junior, my stuffed pig inside the top of the blanket, her little head rubs against my chin as I nod. It doesn’t matter what she’s said or whether I agree or not. 

I don’t have any control—either over my body and definitely not over my life. I try to act normal, but inevitably my mother or someone else will grab my hands that I don’t even realize are moving to help me “settle down.” I just don’t seem to be aware of the little things I do to make them think I’m different. They just happen, just like the occasional seizure. 

I’m trapped. Forever. Maybe not in this room that’s still painted the light blue we decorated it when I was ten, but in this life. In a body I can’t control, and a brain that can calculate but not remember to shower, even when I start to smell. It just doesn’t make sense.

“Night.” Mother flicks off the light on the way out, shutting the door to barely a crack, and I hear her move into the bathroom that backs onto the wall behind my head. Bath water runs as I begin to doze. The sound is soothing and lulls me into sleep.

The bright light I dream about surrounds me in colors I’ve never seen before. It’s everywhere, and for a while, I experience trying to control my body and not being able to. 

It’s not exactly the same as my everyday life, but similar. The light gets brighter and brighter, like moving slowly toward a sun. I feel sweat pooling under my arms and goosebumps cover my skin as my heart speeds up. It’s going to wake me up, I know it!

But I don’t. Like the light my mother flicks off every night on the way out of my room—it just ends. And all is dark and calm again.



CHAPTER THREE





- Atticus

Staring at the larger male in the bed in front of me, I can’t help but feel thankful. Yes, I’m not in the most ideal situation myself. Promised to someone that I’m not attracted to, with a pending commitment ceremony looming closer and closer is bad. 

But this male was raised in a group home on Quasar… he never knew his family. What would that be like? Never knowing who your parents are? Never having the slightest possibility of joining with another?

According to the brief conversations I’ve had with Vekel, he just did what he was told. Like all of us. But now he’s paying… and almost with his life too, as his body detoxes from drugs that it appears all his food has been contaminated with his entire life. 

When we realized exactly what the issue was, we started the slow detox program that Hannah drew up. At first, we underestimated how compromised and dependent his body was to the addictive substance. He’s suffered so many seizures, that we’ve knocked him out for his own protection. Even though tomorrow will be twenty rotations, and he’s been taken off the sedation, he hasn’t woken.

“The same?” Brock questions me from where he’s sitting, reading a medical journal that Hannah shared with him. We’re so used to working together, that we often don’t need to talk. He’s my best friend and closest confidant.

“Yes.” Quickly, I roll Vekel’s large body onto his side and begin the daily shuffle of bedding around him. Even though he’s bigger than me, his muscles have deteriorated in the short time he’s been unconscious. If he doesn’t come out of this soon, Hannah says we’ll have to begin “physiotherapy” or what we consider rehabilitation.

Making quick work of the task, I toss the used bedding into the cart when I hear our patient mutter, “It’s wrong…” 

“What’d he say?” Brock’s whisper behind me makes me realize I’ve frozen. It doesn’t happen every day, but often we catch him talking in his sleep.

“It’s wrong.” I whisper back. We both stay frozen in place, waiting to see if he says anything else. Not only is it interesting, we don’t really have much else to do.

Until the human females arrived, our jobs consisted of a rotation of health monitoring of the staff on the Discovery, the spacecraft that’s now rotating around Dactyles, Quasar’s prison planet below us. Now, with two pending female pregnancies, we spend every spare minute studying the female information we’ve gathered from Hannah, Shelly, and Beth who all permanently live on the ship with their mates.

A warm burst sensation shoots through me as I stand frozen in place next to Brock. If I had to explain it, I’d say it started inside me from my center before moving out through my limbs, leaving them tingling in its wake. What was that? 

I glance around, confused. Vekel hasn’t moved or said a word, but I’m uncomfortable as I tug lightly on the collar of my standard-issue gray uniform. It feels scratchy on my chest as I pull the material and twist my neck slightly.

Brock shifts next to me, and I wonder if something is malfunctioning with the temperature on the craft when I hear a yell from outside the medical bay. More than one, actually. And the voices and shouts are escalating.

Turning, we run for the door, and they slide open before we reach them as another shout calls out. I don’t understand what they’re saying, though. Stepping into the hall, I notice two males embracing not far away from us. I’m shocked as they pull apart, noticing the one facing me has his flight suit gaping completely open.

That’s not the fascinating part though—it’s his chest that draws my attention. The normally plain surface is now covered with the intricate, highly coveted mating marks. The male he’s embracing turns slightly, and his jumpsuit is open, too. Neither look at us. Instead, their attention is on another male exiting his station across from them with his suit open too.

“It’s a miracle!” Echoes down the hall as more incoherent calls and what we now realize is celebratory hoots and hollers begin from the other side of us. Brock’s hands on my neck startle me before I realize he’s releasing the fastener at the top of my suit. Cool air blasts against my hot skin as the release parts with no additional effort, exposing my chest to his gaze.

I don’t even have to look down to know why he audibly gasps as feet pound behind me, running past. The yells around us are still escalating as I tilt my head down to look at my chest. Faint, light red markings decorate my skin.

Lifting my hand, I run my fingers over the decorations just over my heart that’s beating so fast, I can feel the pounding against my palm as I flatten it there. Hope and then thankfulness make me light-headed, and I slump against the wall to my right, sliding down the smooth surface and dropping onto my ass. 

My breathing is loud in my ears, but Brock’s howl is louder and has me looking up from where I’m studying myself to see him jumping into the air. His own suit is now open to his waist as he leaps off the floor, his fists pounding against the ceiling. His flight suit continues to open to mid-thigh, and I’m given a full frontal view of his body. 

His mating marks are darker, thicker and already more colorful. In most places on his body, there are more markings than skin and tears spring to my eyes. My prayers to the Sacred Mother have been granted not only for me—for both of us. 

Brock’s family commitment would have broken him. In just the short time he spent at his promised dwelling before coming to the Discovery for his tour, he’d already had issues to work through. Now… now we are both committed to another… forever.

He dances away, still jumping and spinning in circles, celebrating with others who’ve come out of stations and conference rooms up and down the hall on the level we’re on. It wasn’t just us. Could it be the entire spacecraft?

Smiling so hard my face hurts, I watch normally stoic and serious males, running up and down, grabbing each other, hugging and admiring—all with their clothing practically falling off them. One overzealous fool—yes, that’s Ticon, has removed his boots and entire jumpsuit to strut down the hall with his arms in the air.

Brock bounces back over, almost running to me before throwing his arm out to pull me up and into a hug that takes my feet from the floor. He’s always been one of the largest males I’ve known, rivaling some of the smaller females on Quasar’s height. “Congratulations, my brother!”

I realize we’re both crying as his voice breaks in my ear. “Yes…” Sniffing slightly, I feel my feet touch back down, and we pull away, still clasping each other’s arms. “…we’ve been truly blessed. Congratulations to you, too.”

Pulsar claps us both on the shoulders, squeezing enthusiastically before bouncing off down the hall, his own open suit flashing markings that show he’s as lucky as we are. Not many have talked about the hope we’ve all harbored that the blessing that Bren started with the human Hannah would continue to roll out to us all. 

With Earth so far away and protected in the Ashen’s zone, we could only wait to see how things would turn out. It looks like our waiting is over. But I can’t help wondering why and asking, “Do you have any idea why this has happened?”

Brock scoffs, releasing me to turn and move toward the door and back into the medical bay. “I’m certain I don’t care about the why right now, but you could contact Bren to ask him. He’s on the surface and has been since we arrived. From the sounds of it, everyone else is too busy celebrating to worry about that aspect yet.”

He releases me to hurry across the room to our patient, who’s beginning to stir again. At first, I think Brock’s just interested in listening to Vekel, but as I watch, he lowers the coverings to expose his chest. I didn’t think of that. Will he have mating marks like every other male I’ve seen on board so far?



CHAPTER FOUR





- Atticus

The skin on Vekel’s chest is still blank and smooth with no signs of any mating marks. Brock looks up at me as he lowers the sheet, tucking it around him with a solemn look on his face. It’s for the best, really. 

The male is an anomaly on the Discovery. It’s become clear he was sent here specifically to watch us. A spy from the Council or just from the Sanctuary of the Sacred Mother where Callim lived before coming here? We just don’t know. 

If he survives the withdrawal and any damage the substances have done to his body, we maybe able to question him. Right now, all we have are the vague and quiet mutterings he elicits during his dream state. Hannah seems to think that’s a good sign that his brain functions will recover along with this body.

Engaging the hold on the door so we can watch as others storm by with excitement, I pull up my private link to Bren on the surface of the prison planet below us. I haven’t spoken with him since they went down after our arrival, but Hannah checked in this morning to see how Vekel was doing. She mentioned there was some chaos yesterday evening, but it didn’t sound like anything that our males on the surface couldn’t deal with.

Dactyles is in a constant state of turmoil right now. We’ve learned, the prison planet was chaotic before too. The Warden Benard ran the place and due to the hierarchy, there were never any prisoner complaints that made it to Quasar. 

No more, though. Now Benard is outside the dome and on the run— just like so many of the prisoners were before him.

“Atticus. Report.” Bren’s no-nonsense voice booms through my head, and I can hear chatter in the background.

“Bren… we all have mating marks. Brock, me…Pulsar, Ticon…”

“It’s the Ashen.” His voice is clipped as he answers. “They’re in a ship over my head as we speak. Many of the males here have mating marks too. It looks like the entire team on site right now with me and some of the prisoners we have with us here as well.”

I hear more clattering and raised voices on our connection as he shuffles around wherever he is. “Bring them all into the area there.” Bren’s obviously not speaking to me. 

The Ashen? Now I really have questions.

Brock’s moving in front of me, bouncing on his toes as he mouths questions that I can’t understand. Holding up a hand to calm him, he responds by swiveling and pacing away, still bouncing around. After a moment, I’m relieved to see him walking out of the back of the medical center and into the small hall that leads to our living area.

“Atticus, I have to go here.” Bren sounds calmer but busy. “According to Sol, the Ashen have all the females in their ship over my head. Right now, I’m not even in the dome. You and Brock need to let everyone on the Discovery know that I’m not available to discuss it. I swear as soon as I have details, I’ll let you all know.”

“They’ll want a timeline on that,” I respond quickly. Hell, I want to know when. If I say I’ve spoken to Bren and don’t know when he’ll be back to us… I don’t want to deal with that.

I can’t make out the conversation on the other side, but a few pounding heartbeats later, Bren answers. “Before the end of this rotation. It sounds like there’s already a plan in motion, but it’s a two-stage process. Tell everyone to sit tight.”

Letting out a sigh of relief, I rush to assure him. “Thank you, Bren. I’ll let them know I spoke with you.”

“Very good. Once I’m back in the dome, I’ll send out a ship-wide communication saying the same, but it may be later before I’ve all the details of what they’ve planned from Sol.”

“Thank you, Bren.” My body’s screaming in excitement. I can’t wait to tell Brock! He hasn’t returned from our shared dwelling, so I move in that direction, wanting to pass this along before I address the crew.

“And Atticus?”

“Yes?”

“Congratulations!”

“Thank you…” My eyes are tearing up again. What’s wrong with me? The emotion I feel… is it all mine or could it be my mate’s emotions I’m feeling as well? Is this part of the mating hormones making themselves evident as my body changes?

This is it! Exactly what I’ve been trying to get Bren, Matthias, and Callim to share with me. I’ll now be able to document the changes first-hand, recording and documenting the biological shift that’s been such a mystery.

When Bren mated, he admitted that he’d been seeing Hannah in his daily reflections for a full annual rotation—after the fact. It wasn’t until he was fully mated that he showed me his markings. I thought we were close, but he claimed that he didn’t think it was a mating, just a vision with a beautiful female he’d be in contact with in the future. Someone that he’d have some kind of obligation to—not an actual fully-bonded mate.

Callim’s been the most accommodating to daily scans, at least while he was staying here. Now that he and Shelly have reconciled, she’s been less cooperative, and he just wants to please her. Not that I blame him. I’m sure I’ll want to do whatever it takes to make my mate happy.

Shelly spent so much time here with her Tirus X—now she tends to avoid it and the memories it holds here in the medical bay. Her sickness… Callim’s sickness…

Brock spins when he sees me behind him. He’s staring at himself in the reflecting glass in the cleaning facility. We have the largest and more than one since they are often used for patients who may have special needs. “Does it look like mine are more…”

“Detailed?”

“I was thinking big? Congested?” Both his hands gesture to his chest where the designs are the most crowded.

“Well, you’re big.” Brock doesn’t laugh at my joke. Instead, he turns to look back in the reflecting glass at an angle, so I can see him as he lowers the release on his gray suit. Pulling his arms out, I keep my face placid, but I’m shocked at the coverage he has on his body. Some of his markings travel around to his back, decorating much more on his form than I’ve ever seen.

“Bren says the Ashen are below us in their ship above the planet and have our mates. By the end of the rotation, he intends to let us know what their plan is. Sol’s with them. There’s an agenda. I have to let everyone know.” I thought my words would distract him.

Instead, Brock’s family line arrangement of his hair unravels as his follicles lift from his frame. He spins to look at his back, and just as he’s turning, I notice the markings that travel around to the back of his nape and into his hairline. Incredible!

Stepping forward, I study the markings on his neck. They’ve already begun to darken. It’s almost a solid intricate design all the way around. Turning his head back to me, he smiles tightly. “I bet you can’t wait to document me.”

The look on my face must give away my thoughts, because he did read my mind. Laughing, he turns to face me fully, pulling the fastener closed on his suit. “It’s fine, Atticus. I feel the same, but right now…” Tugging me back down the hall toward the medical center, he smiles as he reaches to refasten my suit that I’d forgotten about. “…let’s go tell everyone the good news. Our mates have arrived, and we’ll be meeting them soon.”

The doors I secured to stay open are still letting in loud voices and excited chatter. Moving to the central console in the corner, I open the channel to address everyone on the Discovery.

Brock’s right. Everyone will want to hear the good news and know when we’ll be introduced to the females that have inspired the new hope blossoming across our skin. We’ve been blessed.



CHAPTER FIVE





- Ashlyn

“Hello, Ashlyn. My name is Janette.”

None of this makes sense, because I don't recognize where I am. My mind thinks back to try and remember how I got here. I don’t remember waking up or getting dressed in this… 

Lightly fingering the material that’s wrapped around my body, I look up at Janette in surprise. It feels like my pajamas, but it doesn’t look like them—at all. The confusion must show because she hurries to explain.

“You aren’t awake,” she says slowly. But that doesn’t make sense either. 

“Is… is this a dream?” Even as I finish speaking, I realize it has to be a dream, because asking that question is way too easy. 

Often, I can’t speak. I mean, I technically can, but most of the time, it doesn’t come out the way I plan. I end up saying half of it, or only part of it, or even forgetting what I was planning to say as I struggle to make my body follow along with my thoughts.

“No. We’re linked mind to mind.” Janette’s index finger points to her forehead before moving slowly to mine. “I can’t explain it, because honestly, I don’t understand exactly the way it works. All I know, is that you’re like me.”

Looking her over carefully, I find that hard to believe. We don’t look anything alike except for maybe our hair color. She has beautiful dark skin and is clearly not plain white like I am. Asian maybe?

“Yes. We’re the same because we’re both from Earth and we both have genetic diseases that we were born with. Understand?” Her words are slow and measured as she talks.

My eyes slowly travel down her body where we stand facing one another. She’s wearing the same soft white robe I am, and she’s much shorter than me. Almost a head shorter… but she looks fine. I don’t see anything physically that makes her look like she’s sick in any way. 

“The main difference between us now, is that I’ve been healed. I know I don’t look sick any longer, but when I was taken by the advanced life form that has now taken you, I was close to death. They offered me the same thing they’re now going to offer you.” 

Janette pauses dramatically, and I’m not sure if it’s because she wants to make sure I’m listening or to see if I’m even interested. Giving her a small nod, I let her know to continue before saying, “What?”

“A different life on a different planet with another species as a companion. You see, there are many other kinds of life in the universe, and some of them are having their own struggles to live. They’ve managed to eradicate many of the diseases that Earth still struggles with, but at the same time, they’ve changed the genetic code of their own bodies in such a way that they no longer are reproducing naturally. Earth women—sick or not—don’t have that problem. And when we join with them as a man and woman do, we become healed. Does that make sense?” She’s holding her hands out, palms up as she looks at me seriously. 

I knew it! How many times have I wanted to argue with my mother about aliens and life on other planets? She scoffs at the movies I enjoy, and I’ve heard her say that people who report being abducted just want attention and are making up stories!

Could this Janette be telling the truth, though? I want to believe, so I nod slightly so she’ll continue telling me more.

“Only you can make this choice—right now. As we communicate here, you’re still laying in bed sleeping. I’ve tapped into your mind before they’ve removed you from Earth to give you the choice, but there is a down side.” 

I nod. Of course, there is. This is like a fairy tale, and there’s always a cost… I must be dreaming.

Her voice takes on an earnest tone as she grabs my forearms, looking up at me seriously. “You do have to decide this instant. If you choose not to go, then you’ll wake up tomorrow believing this was a dream—if you remember me at all. If you pick yes, then you’ll be removed from your home and taken into space to meet your new mate who’ll be able to heal you when you exchange bodily fluids as you get to know one another. Do you have any questions?”

So many! Blinking, my mind races as I try to understand what she’s offering me. But there’s one thing that concerns me… “How do you know he’ll like me?”

Janette’s lips curve instantly into a beautiful smile, exposing her even white teeth. “Oh, Ashlyn. He’ll more than like you.”

“But…” No one’s ever seemed to like me—and certainly not like that. Like a husband or boyfriend. Ever. 

I’m plain and odd. I can’t talk to people and can barely look at anyone. My face is too thin and my ears are too big. How is she so sure?

“I’m sure, because you’ll be perfect for each other. The Quasar men, the species that’s looking for Earth women, develop mating marks on their bodies when they sense their mate, and you’ll get them too. You’ll match, and that’s your body’s way of letting you know you’re perfect for each other. Does that make sense?”

I’m somewhat mollified. I’ll have to take her word for it. She’s turned as she speaks and her robe drops down to expose her back where swirling designs are displayed on her back in radiant colors of yellow, green, and blue. 

Stepping closer, I notice that they aren’t just one solid color. They move and shift in the lines, blending and creating other colors like orange and red. Before I can touch her, she shifts her robe back up and turns to face me where I’m standing with my fingers held out.

Grasping my hand, her warm body reminds me again that this isn’t supposed to be real. Could I be dreaming? I’m second guessing because her touch feels so real.

With everything going on right now, the impending start at Hope Intermediate Care Center, maybe I’m making all this up? After all, what would be more of a dream than to have someone perfect for me show up to take me away? Away from my controlling mother and my life that’s slowly slipping by without me. 

I’m not getting better. In fact, I hear the doctors speaking with my mother. Even though I can’t tell, they seem to think I’m getting worse. 

What do I have to lose? If this is a dream, I’ll wake up tomorrow and not remember a thing. 

“Yes.” My voice is quiet but firm as I look up over our interlocked fingers where she’s peering up at me intently. I know she’s trying to stop my fidgeting, because it’s something my mother has done since I was young. Sometimes it works, but she doesn't need to tell me or show me that I need to focus.

This is all so incredible. There’s no way I could be thinking about anything else right now. I’m present.

“Okay, Ashlyn. Listen carefully. I’m going to fade out, and you’ll be left with moving toward the green light or the red light. You understand red and green, right?”

As I nod, I realize that her hands don’t feel solid in mine any longer. “If you want to go and meet your mate, go to the green light. If you want to stay on Earth with your mother, go to the red light.”

That’s it and the reminder of my mother spurs my determination. By the time she’s finished speaking, not only is she gone from in front of me, but I’m gone too. 

I don’t have a body with a white robe any longer. There are no hands to control or lips to move to speak. It really is as if I’m just peering into a dark box. It’s only an instant before a faint green glow begins on my right, and I spot the red glow off to my left. 

Not giving the red even time to develop, I immediately move in the direction of the green. It doesn't make sense since I’m not walking, but as I make the decision to go to the green, whether it’s me moving or the green light moving towards me, I’ve really no idea.

All I know is that the green light gets brighter as I make my decision, surrounding me in a haze that begins to brighten at an incredible speed. Even though I can’t see my body, I sense the air around me crackling and vibrating with an intensity that escalates to the point where I’m fearful for a moment.

Fortunately, I don’t have lungs to panic or start breathing heavy. No lips to scream or legs to run either. Just as I think I won’t be able to handle anything more, everything goes dark, and I mercifully drop back to sleep.



CHAPTER SIX





- Atticus

“Are you ready?” Brock steps out from where he’s been cleaning in his sleeping room. I don’t know exactly what he’s been scrubbing in there, but it’s taken most of the morning.

“I believe so.” Since the previous rotation when Bren sent out the ship-wide communication about the mate presentation, the celebration has definitely died down. I’ve never seen the crew so dedicated to performing their duties with precision. Like Brock, everyone’s working on their own personal duties in preparation of impressing their mate.

Cleaning made sense when Brock suggested it. Shelly commented more than once that some of the personal dwellings were disgusting. Everyone is careful to maintain protocol, but I’ve seen dwellings left with the same sheets for weeks. In such small living areas, things do start to smell. 

I certainly don’t want to disgust my mate when she arrives. I want her to feel happy at the choice she made, and according to Bren, it was a choice. Apparently, their lives were difficult on Earth. Bren says these females were specifically chosen due to their genetic diseases, and their “quality of life” would be improved by living with us. But that’s no excuse not to make them happy. 

Brock walks over with his cleaning rag still in his hand before lightly running it down the outside thigh of my pant leg. “You must’ve leaned on something.” Maybe so.

”Thanks.” Shifting from foot to foot, I feel odd going to do this without Brock. I know he’s dying to meet his mate. When I realized we both had mating marks, the first thing I thought was how we’d be able to do this together, but that’s not how the presentation has been set up.

He already looks like shit with his tired demeanor and impatient tone. “Are you going to be okay here?” I look up at him seriously before my eyes drop to the red markings that are now much deeper in color than my own. The band of their display around his neck is much higher than mine, showing the colors swirling in deep purple, blue, and teal. 

“What other choice do I have?” Brock’s serious response is softened with a half smile. 

“I just feel bad because I’m first.” While I’m speaking, Brock’s already shaking his head, turning to settle into a chair. 

“We already talked about this yesterday. You’ve no control over it and neither do I.” Throwing his hands out, he laughs.”I’m excited, that’s all. But I’m not going to die or anything.”

Bren’s communication was fairly brief. The Ashen “procured” almost two hundred females that they “felt” would be mates, and based on how many males ended up with mating marks, they must know what they’re doing. Sure, there might be a few males on the Discovery without mating marks, but I haven’t seen any. At this point in time, there doesn’t seem to be any clear reason why some of us have the markings and some don’t. Maybe that’ll become more clear over time.

Standing quickly, Brock grabs my shoulders, turning me toward the door. “Come on, you don’t want to be late for the shuttle.” He’s right, and as we move through the halls, more and more males join us on the way to the bay. 

The sense of excitement is palpable as we stand and wait in line for the entrance. “I can’t wait to hear everything you learn. Good luck, my friend.” Brock pulls me in for a hug just as I reach the entrance to climb on board.

My throat clogs with emotion at the monumental moment. I can’t even respond. Instead, I squeeze him tightly and then pull away. Without looking back, I follow the others as they file inside. 

It’s quiet as we drop into the atmosphere until the shuttle begins to circle the dome. Then a cheer rises from the back and everyone joins in. The mood breaks the hold on everyone’s tongue, and boisterous chatter begins as we settle onto the planet’s surface and the craft powers down. The doors open before the engines power off completely, and I realize this is probably only the first shuttle down. They’ll need to make one more trip to the Discovery. Will this hold us up on the surface now?

Filing out, we’re met by Bren who’s waving us towards a dome-shaped building. I’ve never seen anything like it before. As we file inside, I notice it appears much larger inside than it did from the exterior. There’s a round table that we circle until everyone’s seated. 

On a raised platform at the end, Bren hushes everyone before addressing us. “Everyone, this is Sol Kirley. If you didn’t know him from the Discovery, he’s Travek’s younger brother. He’d just begun his first rotation when he went off with Travek to rotate around Earth. They were eventually picked up by the Ashen. There’s more to it than that, but suffice it to say that he’s the one the Ashen requested to draw up the new Accord with them. So, I’d like to introduce… Sol.”

Everyone lowers their eyes respectfully before looking up at Sol who’s bouncing on his feet in front of us. “None of that.” Waving his arms, he alludes to the respect we’ve shown by lowering our gaze. “From here on out, we’re equal. It’s been extremely enlightening to spend time with the Ashen. In addition to the agreement you’re about to view on the Accord in front of you, you’re going to learn that very little of what we’ve been taught is the truth. That the matings stopping had nothing to do with nano technology, but instead have everything to do with our own females. That’s the past, but it’s important you realize what occurred, if for no other reason—that we never repeat it again.”

Sol pauses dramatically, and our attention is diverted to a large crystal rising out of the middle of the round table we’re sitting around. “This is an Accord.” He points at the crystal that’s the size of my fist and reflecting prisms of color on everyone’s faces and the walls behind us. 

“You’ll be briefed on the past decisions made by the females on Quasar, then what we’ve written up and agreed to now. Once you’ve personally agreed to the new Accord, you’ll be given information on your mate and move forward with meeting her. Does this make sense? Any questions?”

I’m not sure if it’s because no one has questions or if they’re like me, and they just want to meet their mate, but no one says a word.

“Alright. Sit back and face the crystal and we’ll begin the process.” Immediately, the room around us darkens as a three-dimensional hologram projects into the air in front of us from the crystal still hovering above the table.

Lines shoot out and begin connecting to the projection above us. I can make out the faces of the males across from me as their eyes flit over the beams between us. Colors shoot through the strands as rays of light project from the center and slowly work their way towards us.

Creeping out slowly, they pulse in a rainbow of color as Sol explains, “The feed on the Accord crystal is loading, and a strand of the feed will reach out toward you. Just relax. This isn’t painful in any way.”

A strand of light is already almost to my face and right before reaching me, it breaks into a cloak of color, pouring over my body. Instantly, my vision blurs as everything turns bright and fades, even though I can clearly hear Sol still reassuring us. But I’m not worried. If anything, I’m excited at the prospect that I’m about to learn about my mate.

Plunging into our history, some plays out in what appears to be real time in front of me, but all of it settles into my memory, and I can recall it as if I’ve watched every moment. A surge of anger surprises me as I learn about the original Accord between the females of Quasar and the Ashen. 

They knew. The females were warned, and they did it anyway! The only consolation as the proceedings conclude, is that there’s a possibility the Ashen are aware of what was done and how it can be reversed…



CHAPTER SEVEN





- Atticus

My disgust and annoyance builds the longer I consider what’s been done by our ancestors. I think about my Ermada, who has over thirty males in her harem, making her cold and indifferent. I’ve always assumed the sheer number is what made her treat me so callously. 

When I had my audience to approve my Discovery tour, she’d treated me like a means to an end. Stripped, she administered Canesta without any explanation or discussion. The entire experience was humiliating, embarrassing… even degrading. 

I know I’m not attractive in the traditional sense, but that doesn’t mean I should be treated as a commodity. The encounter emphasized to me I want a friend as a partner. Someone like Brock that can talk to me and listen to me, understanding my day to day life. I just can’t ever go back to those circumstances.

Even our females alive today shouldn’t have to suffer with low fertility because of choices made thousands of years ago. I’ll need to discuss this with Sol and arrange an audience with the Ashen. This is exactly the kind of information that Hannah and I have been searching for.

The agreement of the new Accord is basic, and I’m waiting for the rest. After all, how can it be so simple? The main emphasis we cover is on protecting the human species on Earth. Listed in bullet point, the agreement’s explained in Sol’s narration outlining the Ashen’s concerns. 

First, we’re agreeing to come back and populate what’s being called “New Earth.” Essentially it’s Earth in another dimension that the Ashen have been utilizing and developing for some time. It’s where Sol, Travek, and Gilip were when Remus found them with the Ashen. 

It’s a more primitive and less developed dimension of Earth, still protected by the Ashen as it’s creator. So, we’re basically going to be a study group, but no different than our ancestors. Individuals are welcome to come and go, but while the matings are beginning, they want to make sure that we aren’t pillaging females from the planet Earth. This would create issues with not only the Earth’s governmental bodies, but also the Taxin who’ve infiltrated their government with promises of technology.

We won’t be able to visit the female’s dimension of Earth, due to the general public’s lack of knowledge of alien races. But the Ashen assure us, if and when it becomes common knowledge, this tenant will no longer apply. The females recruited have been informed before agreeing to come and meet us of this limitation, and since most of them have genetic diseases that shorten their lifespans and compromise their quality of life, they agreed as well before leaving the planet.

That’s it! Sol’s voice cuts in as the short agreement winds down. “I know what you’re thinking, because I thought the same thing when I was asked to discuss and finalize this. “Why? Why’re they so adamant we stay on New Earth? Is it a trick? What don’t we know?”

His face floats in front of me, and I’m not sure whether he’s actively speaking or if this is all part of the Accord agreement. “What we’ve all forgotten is that the Ashen had a hand in our original creation along with hundreds and thousands of other species. They’re a millenia ahead of us in technology and pretty much any other study you can think of. And what do creators want?” There’s only a beat before he continues. “To enjoy their creation. They didn’t separate from us willingly. We left and built our own way of life out of fear. Our fear of them. But I believe this isn’t a way to control us… it’s a way to appreciate us.”

I shift in my seat slightly. I’ve heard enough. Yes, the Accord agreement with the Ashen does appear simplistic, but at this point, what do we have to lose? 

He’s right. If they wanted to harm us or trap us, we wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. They’re that much ahead of us in the evolution process.

I know personally, I’ve nothing to lose. If everyone’s similar in that department, we all have nothing to worry about. None of us are going back to loving partners waiting for us at home. Our future is here with our new mates. Or wherever they may be.

“This is your opportunity to decline. You can walk away now and go back to Quasar on the Discovery, at your post with no hard feelings, or you can opt to choose to meet your mate and join with her and the rest of us that’ll be going back to New Earth.”

Sol’s face floats in front of me, continuing to explain. “We’ll need to go back to Quasar and return the previous Accord to the Council while notifying them about our new mated males’ Accord with the Ashen. The Ashen won’t be coming with us. It’s up to us to continue on with the females from Earth and let them know what we’ve found out and that we can communicate with the Ashen without fear of them taking control. Are you up to this new adventure?” He pauses again and above his head, two lights come on. One is red on his left side and the other is green on his right.

“If you think you’re up to this new life and adventure, reach forward and touch the green light.” Swiveling, he points to the green glowing button to the left of him. “If not, press the red.”

Ignoring the red, I watch my hand float out to touch the green. Instantly, both lights disappear, and Sol’s disembodied face floats in front of me with a huge smile. “Congratulations, Atticus. Based upon my mating, I know you’ve made the right choice. Now to meet your mate…” 

His face fades away as a multitude of pictures and recordings of my mate begin to stream across my vision. Her name is Ashlyn When, and she’s the most exotic creature I’ve ever seen. Her long, dark hair is pulled into two braids starting at her ears that end half way down her small chest. There’s only a slight smile to her lips on her narrow face, but her brown eyes dominate her features. 

Everything about her is attractive to me, and for the first time, as my mating marks heat on my skin, I feel my entire body tingling—including my cock. Making a mental note to document this first visual reaction to her pictures, I listen as Sol explains the genetic disease my mate has suffered from her entire life.

“…humans call this Fragile X Syndrome. Because one of their chromosomes is not making enough or any of the protein that helps nerve cells talk to each other, her brain hasn’t developed normally. This has caused other DNA segments to repeat continually, instead of the five to two hundred times that are normal. As a female, her symptoms are not extremely severe compared to how this has been known to affect males in their species. You can expect anxiety, hyperactivity, fidgeting, impulsive behavior, difficulty maintaining activities and focusing, poor communication skills, and struggling with social interactions including avoidance of eye contact…”

His voice becomes a background lullaby as I watch the pictures and clips of her float in and out. Reaching out, I realize I can pull forward the ones I’d like to see easier and a short clip of her reviewing a hand held device catches my eye. Zooming in, I watch it again and again, realizing she’s playing a game. 

Ashlyn’s focused expression and determination is clear on her features as she studies the screen. She’s smart. I know it. I don’t know exactly how I know it, but as I watch her eyes flicker off screen, it appears she’s playing and watching or listening to something else as well. 

Watching her with fascination, she slowly uncurls her tiny body from the furniture she’s sitting on and leaves the screen before I flip to another view of her sleeping. Her hands are wrapped around a plush object on her chest under the blankets with her. An animal from her world, perhaps? 

She looks so young and innocent, but I can’t help hoping she’ll cling to me during her sleep the same way.  Ashlyn… Ashlyn… just thinking her name has me wanting to spring up to locate her immediately. 

“…As you may have suspected, there will be challenges ahead. Not only working through your female’s renewed health but also with the planet Quasar. Does she look worth the hard road ahead? I can assure you that your mate is very quiet but extremely interested in learning more about you and the new culture and society she’ll be able to create with us…”

Imagining her with child, in a small dwelling, on a strange planet—of course she’ll be worth it. I don’t even have to consider it. She may be small and child-like now, but the disease has held her back, and she’s going to bloom into the perfect mate. The perfect mother.

Sol’s voice drones on, but I’m not even really listening as the red and green lights appear again over his head. All I can envision is my mate. With her serious, large eyes, pale skin, and beautiful hair, I barely wait for the lights to load before reaching up to press the green to move forward.

She’s perfect, and I don’t want to wait a second to get to her and start our life together. Sure, we’ll have issues ahead with Vekel still in the medical bay. But with Brock and his new mate helping too, everything is going to fall into place.

I’m not totally shocked as my skin tingles again and a multitude of  colored lights dance around me. This whole experience is so new that I’m not even sure what’s my body’s physical reaction to the mating, or what’s part of the Accord program. The only thing that tips me off that this phase of the Accord program is different, is that I can’t feel the seat under me.

As soon as this realization flits through my mind, I notice I can’t feel anything at all any longer. No arms or legs or even my uniform pressing against my skin. Just as I begin to panic, everything goes black and all consciousness with it.



CHAPTER EIGHT





- Ashlyn

Sitting quietly with my backpack perched on my lap, I watch as more ladies are led out of the chamber I was in just hours before. We all traveled here on this spaceship, but it doesn’t necessarily look like a spaceship. There haven’t been any windows to look out of and see space, and I can’t help feeling a little disappointed with that fact. For all I know, I could still be on Earth in a strange, new hospital.

So far, I woke up and was greeted along with some other women, who appear to be like me. Human, as well as physically able to get out and walk around on their own. 

We’re walked through a short hall into a shower area, where we each were assigned a stall by Janette, the beautiful woman who talked to me in my mind while I must’ve been sleeping. That’s what makes me positive that this is for real. That I’m really on a spacecraft like she promised. 

She’s just as exotic-looking as I thought originally. Her soft voice directs us one by one into showers where we’re asked to remove our clothing and assured that they’ll be cleaned and given back. A soft white set of what looks like pajamas were neatly folded on a bench just inside the stall.

Right now, I’m holding my clean pajamas from home along with my stuffed pig, Junior. They’re inside the backpack on my lap. The shower was automatic with dispensers on the wall labeled “shampoo” and “conditioner” and “body wash” clearly. After we cleaned up, we’re taken out together and seated in a small conference room in front of tablets similar to the one I play games on at home. The best part is we get to keep them!

Our names are clearly showing on the front and when we tapped the writing, a file came up on our mate with information about what he does on the spaceship called the Discovery. I have to reread the print when I realize he’s a doctor. My heart speeds up as I try to focus.

The idea that little… handicapped me landed a doctor—it reminds me of all the times I watched my mother flirt and come on to my doctors over the years. She always told me how they make so much money and are such a great catch for a husband. 

My eyes skip over the rest of the information that doesn’t hold my attention to land on the picture of him at the end. A strange flickering sensation starts in my chest as I stare at him closely. He looks like a young Patrick Dempsey, from the show Grey’s Anatomy. My mother and I have watched the series faithfully over the years. I study his features, noting his hair is thick and long but neatly tied back from his face. I can’t help but fantasize about our upcoming meeting.

It’s hard to believe he’ll like me, and even though looking at his picture creates a strange vibrating sense of yearning in my chest, I worry that he’ll meet me and change his mind. That’s what’s dominating my thoughts now as I sit waiting for my turn to be whisked away as I’ve seen happen to the others around me. 

If I had any doubt about this being on an alien spacecraft, the first time I watched one of the other women glitter like a rainbow and then disappear without a trace confirmed it. There’s no warning. Just a brief sparkle, and then their entire body lights up from within and they disappear. It’s incredible and I can’t wait…

Here it is! My skin prickles with awareness as the light around me vibrates, and I watch my hands on the backpack in front of me shimmer and sway with a rainbow of colors. I’m thinking about Atticus and whether he’ll be the first thing I see until my sight dims, and almost instantly—at least it feels instantly—my surroundings come back into focus, and I’m seated across from the man in my file. 

Atticus.

He’s still shimmering in front of me in the chair facing me, forming into the seat like I did a moment before. As his features solidify, I realize that the photo of him didn’t do him justice. He’s gorgeous. Easily the most attractive man I’ve ever seen, and I drop my eyes in fear.

There’s no way. No way he will want me. Glancing to my left and right, I see we’re sitting in a large room with a dozen seating areas around. Some are already occupied and quiet conversations are going on around me. But I don’t see a door!

There’s nowhere to run to and nowhere to hide, so I hunch down in my chair and try not to look as I concentrate on my backpack, wanting desperately to pull out Junior. He’s always comforted me and having him so close…

My hands move without me consciously thinking about it, pulling him from the top of the bag and into my arms as I hunch over him, hugging him tightly. This is just… so much… too…

“Ashlyn?” The deep, low voice strokes over my senses, soothing something inside me. It’s disconcerting but comforting at the same time. “Ashlyn, I’m Atticus.”

Still staring at Junior’s plush, pink body I’ve hugged to my chest, I wait. I can’t look. I can feel him looking at me, and it feels… good. But my insides are churning uncomfortably, in fear and what may be anticipation.

A large hand floats into view in front of me, moving slowly towards my chest where Junior’s perched under my chin. “Is this a friend?” The fingernails on the hand catch my eye as I notice their pearly shine. The hand points at Junior, and I blink before slowly looking up at him through my eye lashes. 

He’s close. Leaning forward in his chair, Atticus’s face is only a foot from mine with a small smile on his perfectly formed lips. All I can do is nod, still staring at his hand only inches from mine.

“Well, I’ve never seen anything like it. What is it?” His soft voice settles me as I puzzle over what he’s said. He’s never seen a pig?

A smile spreads on my face involuntarily as I consider the fact that this is a real live alien who doesn’t know anything about our planet. There will be so much to talk about. Maybe. Eventually…

If he really likes me. I mean, I know that’s why I’m here, but now that I’ve met him, it just seems improbable that someone like him would like someone like me.

I know for a fact that “normal people” consider me weird. Strange. Odd.

I’ve heard it all. Even the others in my classes have talked about me over the years. It’s fine, but thinking about him not liking me… it creates a strange ache in my chest. I’ve never hoped for anything like this.

But I still can’t look. And it’s beginning to dawn on me that I never answered his question. Even knowing that, I’m having a hard time answering. 

Opening my mouth, I stop and consider what to say. Hesitating, I lick my lips, my breathing picking up slightly as I feel my nerves starting to fray. The seconds tick by, adding to all the incredible and overwhelming sensations in my body.

“Pig.” My whispered answer comes out much lower than I intended. He leans forward closer, and I watch his knees settle against the surface of the chair I’m seated in. One grey covered leg brushes mine as he shifts in front of me. The impact of that small touch is incredible. 

A wave of longing and quiet acceptance flows into me, making me focus on just that small touch. Instead of moving away as I normally would, my body shifts, pressing my much smaller leg against his to see if I feel it again. I do!

I don’t even realize I’ve moaned at the peaceful sensation until his hand moves to cover both of mine that are holding Junior at my chest. Suddenly, I’m surrounded by the sensation as it flows over my hands and into my body, and I look up in surprise. 

Atticus’s face is so close. I’ve never been this close to a man before. Intentionally… touching. 

His small smile is kind and open… as if he’s sharing a secret with me. And maybe he is, because I’ve never had anything like this happen to me before. Swallowing hard, I watch his dark green eyes blink slowly before he speaks.

“A pig?” His hand over both of mine squeezes gently. 

Oh, yeah. Junior. 

“Yes.” My quiet whisper has him leaning forward more as both his legs now touch mine. I swallow hard, trying not to let his formidable size bother me.

“We don’t have those on the planet I come from. You heard my planet is called Quasar?” His legs still touch mine as he shifts his body forward closer, sliding his knees up the side of my legs.

Nodding, I keep my eyes on him as the waves of… I don’t know what… but they seems to make my entire body relax as it flows from him to me. My hands are loosening under his, and I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to sit on him. To feel this all over my body. Every nerve calls to me to be closer.

Would he mind? 

Pulling one of my hands slowly out from under his, I move it toward his knee, still rubbing against mine. Peeking up at him, I see his head cocked as he watches me with a small smile. 

He wouldn't still be here and touching me if he didn’t like it, right? And soon, I’ll be normal, and we’ll touch everywhere, all the time—like normal people do when they’re in love.

I can’t wait!

My hand settles gently on his leg, enjoying the slight pulse it receives through my fingers as my hand grazes over the material. It’s not the material, is it? Removing my hand from his knee, I place it on top of his hand that’s covering mine holding Junior. 

No. It’s definitely coming from him. All my self-consciousness and inhibitions seem to be disappearing as I glance up to gauge his reaction to my boldness. 

All he’s doing is smiling at me, and I try to smile back. I’m not sure if my face is doing it, but as his gaze softens slightly, my attention turns to his hair. 

Some of the strands have pulled out of the style he’s worn. Those tendrils appear to be floating towards me. Jerking back, my body presses against the back of the chair behind me as I cringe slightly. 

“I’m sorry!” Atticus hasn’t moved, but I watch fascinated as without touching them, the strands smooth back from his face. “I can control it, but when I relax… it just likes you like the rest of me.”

My eyes leave his hair to focus on his face at his words. He likes me? Really?

“Yes, Ashlyn.” His voice answers my silent question. Am I that easy to read? I’m shocked that he still wants me. They said that we’d be perfect for each other, but until this moment, I didn’t realize how much I figured they’d lied. “I like you. I more than like you, I… I don’t know how to explain it. But you feel this, right?”

He waves between us as I nod, pressing my lips together tightly. Reaching out a shaking hand, I grasp his, and he immediately tugs me toward him. Not wanting to miss the opportunity, I move forward to let his arms surround me.

I’ve never felt a hug like this before. As I press my cheek against his neck, the warmth and vibration seep into me, soothing something inside me. Something I didn’t even realize was in turmoil settles as I inhale against his neck. Lemon and fresh linen meets my senses, and I wonder how it is that these aliens have the same fabric softener scent?

“Ah, Ashlyn. How long I’ve waited for you.” Atticus’s soft whisper in my ear takes my breath away. I feel the same way. I’ve waited for him, too.

I didn’t realize it or know it. But as I wiggle closer, pulling Junior and my backpack with me, I settle against him. His strong arms still press me to him as he shifts me onto his thigh. 

Sitting across from me, he didn’t look that big. But now that I’m sitting on his lap with his leg like a picnic bench under my butt, I realize just how large he is. Large and… safe. That’s how I feel. Safe.



CHAPTER NINE





- Atticus

I’m holding my mate. She’s tinier than I ever imagined a female could be, but she’s curled into my lap as if she belongs there. It’s heaven and hell, holding her here. 

The room around us is filled with males, some I recognize. There are a few new recruits from the last rotation onto the Discovery that I don’t, but we’re all sitting across from our mates. The sound in the room is starting to pick up as they talk quietly. 

Ashlyn doesn’t talk. Her handicap appears more in her head than physically displayed on her body. As I begin to stroke her silky hair, I glance up and see a young female standing with the help of her mate who’s giving her a cane. 

I realize this influx of females with disabilities is going to create a lot more work for Brock and I. Maybe only at first, while they’re getting settled in and healed, but I’m sure many of the males here are going to want files done and checkpoints to monitor the corrective healing their bodies are going through. Documentation. 

A small voice echoes from my chest as I hear my mate’s voice for only the second time. “Can we go now?” Pulling back slightly, I look down at Ashlyn where she’s cuddled into a ball against me. I could sit here like this forever, but I’m excited to take her back and introduce her to Brock, as well.

“Are you ready to go?” She nods without looking up. Slowly, I reach down and tilt her chin up until her eyes meet mine. “I don’t want to rush you. We can stay here and get to know one another.”

My cock throbs as I say this, reminding me that it’s there and has been since she touched my leg voluntarily. I didn’t realize how much self control it was going to take to meet my mate. Sure, I’ve done my daily reflections halfheartedly—on and off—my entire life, but for the first time, I’ve had to consciously breathe to calm myself. I don’t want to scare her or do anything that will make her run screaming back to the Ashen.

I start to stand, easily gathering her into my arms. As if she’s off balance, she throws her arms around my neck, tilting her body into mine as I lean forward. I bring my hands together and close the fastener on the bag she opened so hastily to get her comfort item as it tumbles form her lap. 

I’ve read about attachments such as these but never seen one. As a soothing mechanism, it’s recommended in certain circumstances with patients. A picture or friend can calm someone under duress, especially if they’re in pain.

“Is there anyone we should speak with on our way out?” I’m already moving towards the door while she clings to me and her animal. As she shakes her head, the door slides open to expose a small human female. She’s accompanied by two of the prisoners clad in bright yellow clothing. 

“Hi there, I’m Janette. Are you two ready to leave?” Her eyes only flicker to me briefly before settling on Ashlyn still curled in my arms. When my shy mate doesn’t answer, her eyes come back to mine. “She’s going to have to give me her verbal consent before we want you to leave. Do you mind… putting her down for a minute?”

Slowly, I lean forward to let Ashlyn detach herself from me, but it takes Janette leaning forward and whispering into her ear before her legs that have tightened around me drop from my waist and she pulls away. “It’ll only take a minute, I swear.”

Smiling tightly, I clutch the bag that Ashlyn was holding on the chair when we first met. It feels so wrong to have her walking away from me, and it takes all my self control not to follow. Of course, it makes sense that they’d want to confirm she’s comfortable and ready to leave their care.

Janette moves Ashlyn to the side of the room as I wait patiently. She’s planted Ashlyn with her back to me in front of her, so I can’t decipher what they say to each other. But after a moment, Janette turns her around by gently grasping her shoulders before putting her arms behind her and ushering her back over.  “I’m so happy that you all hit it off so well!”

Janette’s sincere comment surprises me. I don’t answer immediately, since I’m not sure I think we necessarily hit it off… at least not verbally. It’s more to do with the mating. The physical connection that draws you to the person.

From the time I saw her picture, the physical expression of our connection began. Seeing her in person ramped it up to an almost unbearable level. Controlling myself around her will be a true test of my patience and control.

“You’re free to go, Atticus Fluen. Do you wish to wait for a shuttle or use the Ashen’s transport technology to return to the Discovery?” Janette’s marking something on the tablet I didn’t realize she now has in her hand as Ashlyn stands awkwardly between us. I can feel Ashlyn’s indecision as she wonders what I’ll say.

On one hand, I’d like to get back up to the Discovery as soon as possible. I’m aware that the Ashen used some kind of transporter technology to get me into this meeting room with her, and the sensation wasn’t bad. But does Ashlyn mind?

“Are you okay with the Ashen transport technology?” Ashlyn doesn’t look up as she stands silently next to Janette, but her shoulders come up in a shrug. That doesn’t tell me anything.

Dropping to my knees, I peer at her closely, grasping her hands and enjoying the rush of attraction that shoots through my veins. “The trip will be quicker, don’t you think?”

Her eyes meet mine as her lips tip up slightly at the edges. As her head nods briefly, her eyes drop again to my chest, and I look up at Janette with a smile. “We’ll use the Ashen technology.” As soon as the words are out of my mouth, Ashlyn throws her arms around my neck, burying her face in my throat.

Janette’s smile widens as she turns slightly. “Follow me.” At the edge of the wall is a slight indentation with four chairs. “They don’t need to have you anywhere specific as you probably noticed when you arrived in this room. And transporting can be programmed into information like it was in the Accord you immersed in earlier. But in general, they do like both ends to have knowledge of sending and arrival so this is our little offset to go. You’ll arrive in the receiving end of the shuttle bay on the Discovery. Okay?”

I nod enthusiastically as I stand with Ashlyn in my arms with a smile. This is better than okay. Maybe Sol should have negotiated for more of their technology in our agreement?

Janette points at the chairs, and I lower Ashlyn into the first one before settling next to her still holding her hand. “Is it alright for me to hold her?”

Nodding, she looks down at her tablet briefly before looking up to smile softly at Ashlyn. “I’ll see you again real soon.”

I’m still staring at Ashlyn who’s just starting to look up at Janette when the first of the bright rainbows of light begin. It could be my imagination, but the experience seems much quicker this time. Bright, bright light and then nothing—before my vision starts to come into focus again, and I look around warily. 

“Welcome back, Atticus… and who’s this beautiful female?” Barek, one of the shuttle operators and technicians is standing at the door, and I realize they’ve set up chairs in the service technicians clean up room. There are bathing facilities in the area behind us, but I don’t see anyone else coming in or out.

Standing quickly, I reach for Ashlyn who’s cowered back into her chair. She doesn’t respond so I crouch down, placing my hand on her leg lightly. “We’re here. Ready?”

Her eyes flicker up before they travel over my shoulder to Barek before dropping to my chest before she nods tightly.

“Good, because I’m dying into introduce you to everyone.” Reaching out both my arms, she doesn’t hesitate to grab onto me around the neck, and I lift her slight body against mine again. The feeling of completeness cloaks me as I turn to face the door. “This is Barek. Barek, meet Ashlyn, my mate.”

“Welcome.” Barek notices her uncomfortable demeanor as she keeps her head down. Stepping outside the door, I pass him quickly and make my way to the nearest lift without another word, knowing he’ll understand.

“This is the Discovery. One of the Quasar planet’s most high-tech and largest spacecrafts. We travel all around our assigned zone and check on the planets under our care.”

Waiting for the lift, Ashlyn flattens her hand on my chest before moving it up to the exposed skin of my neck. The tingle of awareness as her small fingers begin to trace a mating mark above my collar makes an erotic sensation travel straight to my cock. I realize I’ve moaned when she stiffens in my arms.



CHAPTER TEN





- Atticus

“It’s alright. It… it feels good.” I whisper the last part as the doors slide open to the first available lift and we step inside. When the doors close in the tiny space she buries her face in my neck, clutching me tightly as the familiar stomach-dropping sensation starts. “It’s quick. Just relax. This’ll take us just down the hall from my dwelling at the medical bay.”

She doesn’t respond until the doors open, and we enter the corridor that’s eerily quiet. It makes sense since there’s only half the staff on the ship right now. Moving quickly, we enter the medical bay to see Brock standing over Vekel who’s still lying motionless in his bed.

“You’re back!” Brock straightens and comes toward us quickly, excitement flashing in his eyes. His steps slow as he gets closer, taking in Ashlyn still clutching me tightly.

“Yes, and this is Ashlyn. My mate.” Brock’s eyes roam over us both, assessing and giving a small nod. That’s one thing I can always count on with Brock. He’s intuitive.

His voice drops substantially as he smiles. “Well, Ashlyn. I certainly hope you don’t mind being here with us. We’ve been looking forward to your arrival.” Waving us forward, he turns and walks toward the back hall where our living spaces are. “Tomorrow, I go down to meet my mate. I certainly hope she’s as beautiful as you are.”

Dropping myself lightly onto our sofa, Ashlyn sits up straighter to look at Brock across the room in the food prep area. Setting her bag next to us, I move her braid closest to me over to the side so I can see her face more clearly. “This is our living area. Do you need to rest or are you interested in learning about what we do?”

Ashyln looks up with her big, blue eyes wide. “I can learn.” For the first time, I can sense excitement from her. She’s looking forward to learning about what we do, and that’s a start—something to have in common.

“Well, how about we go out, and I’ll show you how to use the scanning device for a general scan and we’ll do each other?” The excitement pulsing immediately through our bond grows as her muscles tense on my lap. It makes sense that this would be something that interests her. After all, we’re mates and going to be perfect for each other.

Lifting her to her feet, I wave at the bag still sitting on the couch. “Would you like to put your belongings into our sleeping room?” Her eyes flicker around the space, watching Brock leave to head back out to the medical bay. When she nods slowly, I pick up the small tote that now holds all of her possessions and lead her to the small sleeping compartment. There isn’t much to it, but our bathing facility is large and only shared with Brock’s sleeping quarters. 

“This is it.” I wave at the sleeping platform with her bag before placing it gently on the plush surface I’ve covered with a bright and cheerful covering from Quasar. It’s something I picked up on one of my last trips to the surface. There isn’t much I need. I spend all my time on the Discovery, but it caught my eye, and I knew eventually I’d find a use for it.

Walking to the side of the sleeping platform, she quietly opens the bag and sets her soft toy inside before closing it carefully. Turning to me, she grasps my hand. Her touch isn’t forward or sexual in any way, but I know she enjoys my touch through our bond. 

A bond that I’m going to look forward to completing, although the process itself may be slow. From her hesitant demeanor, it’s clear that she may not be experienced. I can’t say I’ve had too much exposure to sex itself, but I’ve been taught how to please a female. Kaleen made sure of that.

Smiling down at Ashlyn, I shake off the past memories that’ve haunted both my dreams and nightmares, pulling her toward the door. Leading her into the food prep area, I draw us both a glass of water and hand it over wordlessly. Leading by example, I finish mine quickly and drop it into the cleanser before tugging her out to the medical center.

Brock’s standing at the monitor but wordlessly moves away as we come in. Picking up one of the displays, I pass the slim object to her. “This display works in conjunction with this device.” Picking up a handheld receiver, I wave it slightly. “It can be used with or without the display, but you only get a more basic reading on the device itself. Let me show you.”

Handing her the handheld receiver, I place the tablet on the tabletop. “You’ll want to wave it around like this.” Grasping her wrist, I move it slowly up and down between us. Humming slightly, the device automatically fires up and begins scanning. It’s a good thing I’m holding it with her, or the device would’ve ended up on the floor. “Ready?”

When she gives a small nod, I release her wrist and step back so she can slowly move the scanner between us. As the information begins to load, I can see her face change, becoming focused and interested instead of the blank look that’s her default. Her expression now is something entirely new. This is what she’ll be like when she’s healed, I’m sure.

From the dossier I read on her disease, the lack of eye contact and repetitive movements she does when not in my arms, are part of her disease. All brought on by the genetic issue that the Ashen are confident our nanos will heal.

I hear the audible, low completion tone and step around to look at the display with her. Slowly, I move through the readout, utilizing the display to explain more on how all the colorful and detailed information work. The process takes time, but there’s access to more information readily available on the device. I can’t help but let her take the time to read through it if it interests her.

While she reviews everything, taking additional time to look extensively at the differences in our hair, I review my own work logs next to her. As I suspected, I’ve already received fourteen requests for medical checks for new mates. 

Returning the confirmations on the booking system, I note there are two other females that have exactly the same genetic disease she does, called Fragile X Syndrome. Not that it matters. I don’t know exactly how long it’ll take to correct this, but I intend to know here shortly.

Sensing her looking at me, I smile back when our eyes meet. “Are you ready for me to do your scan now?” She’s more eager than I’d hoped. As I suspected, doing me first and letting her study it has only given her a taste, and she wants more.

Passing the device to me, I wave it lightly between us while she still clutches the display. Information loads slower for her this time, but that’s to be expected due to it being the initial examination. “It’s slower on you, because the system’s never scanned you before. Understand? New patients take more time, but my records have been in the system, and so it just quickly compares differences and then notes any concerns.”

Beeping interrupts me, so I pass back the device, tugging her hand to me as she takes it. “Anything you see on the display, we can put up on the screen either here…” I point to the larger screen in front of me, slightly tilted up out of the surface of the desk. “…or here. Or really any of the screens built into any of the rooms here. They’re all equipped. Will you sit here while we look together?”

Patting my left thigh, her face brightens as she moves a step closer. When she leans back against me, I pull her into the circle of my legs and arms so I can look over the display too. I’ve returned enough confirmations to tie up our morning tomorrow, and I’ll be on my own with Brock gone. Everyone will have to be patient with us while Ashlyn gets settled in. Maybe she’ll be interested in processing intakes for me?

“This here shifts it to this screen.” Making the necessary modifications, the read out becomes much larger as it’s displayed in front of us. Colors I’ve never seen displayed before have appeared. Even my scans of the other females have never processed out like this.

I’m thankful that Hannah has worked on transferring all the language options on my displays so that we can toggle back and forth between Quasarian and English. Even though Hannah can read Quasarian now, she says English is easier, especially in the technical medical jargon. 

It’s clear that even though Ashlyn may have some depression issues she’s being medicated for, how much of that was due to the limited circumstances she was subjected to on a regular basis? Grouped with other slow learning students her entire life, anything that interested her would be shuffled aside for more all-inclusive studies their testing was done on. Because even though her concentration was documented as lacking, she’s smart.

I can sense her focused interest in her anatomy. When she reaches her reproductive system, the dismay I feel is clearly not my own. Zooming in on what she’s reviewing, I note that her reproductive system—as is—isn’t functional. Pulling up the dossier and searching for reproduction, I see this isn’t uncommon. So, she wants children?



CHAPTER ELEVEN





- Ashlyn

My mother said I couldn’t have babies. It isn’t until I see the proof on this alien technology that I actually believe her though. There have been so many things over the years she’s lied about. Where we’re going… What doctor we’re seeing… Her long term plans for my life…

I really thought she just didn’t want me to have babies. She always complained about how little we did have for food and clothing. She wouldn’t want to add another mouth to feed. Or god forbid, diapers and formula and other baby things…

Atticus’s large hand begins to slowly circle on my back as I read through the information about me. For the first time, I’ve been given unfettered access to data about me. My medical file. It’s incredible.

I understand what it says perfectly. Maybe because I’ve heard it talked about around me for so many years, but the fact that I can’t have a baby… will he really still want me? Is this something that’ll get corrected along with my genetic disease?

“This is all temporary.” Atticus’s deep, soothing voice coats my frayed nerves as I continue to zoom in and try to see everything all at once. I love having it all on the big screen built into the desk in front of me. 

Looking at him closely, I try to determine if he’s sincere. Does he really believe that? “Are you sure?” 

My voice is as scared as I am that I may not be able to have children. After all, isn’t that kind of important to this species? A family? Men and women get together to have a friend to live with and babies, right? I’m not super sure about what all families do since I’ve never had a father at home, but surely being able to have babies is super important. Is it to him?

“Yes.” Atticus’s hand continues to circle my back slowly as his calm, reassuring tone seeps into my frayed nerves. “Your body will heal. I’ve noted some incredible changes in the females I’ve seen on board. Some things they didn’t even realize weren’t right in their genetics which I’ll leave for them to tell you about. But the most blatant and obvious is always correcting their eyesight.”

I look at him with trepidation, swallowing hard as I consider what he’s saying. At least he hasn’t already decided to take me back to the Ashen. He must really believe I’ll get better in every way. 

And there’s something about him that I’m not willing to give up. The way it feels when I’m touch him is so incredible. Soothing but exciting at the same time. 

I’ve noticed parts of my body I never considered before, flaring to life. The spot between my legs that I’ve rarely bothered to touch is sensitive and wet. I can feel the moisture even now, sitting on his leg. With the way he’s acting, this all must be normal. 

I’m so thankful he isn’t turned off by my twitching body movements and issues I sometimes have with speaking and concentrating. It’s as though just being with him, touching him, helps me to focus. “How long? I mean… how long before I’m… normal?”

Atticus laughs, throwing his head back and exposing his neck and the red and blue mating marks that peek out over the top of his jumpsuit. “Normal is subjective, Ashlyn. What do you consider normal?”

I think about his question seriously while my mind throws about for the real answer to that question. Often the most serious issue my mother’s reported to my doctors, was when our routine changed. That’s probably why I didn’t want to go to the new place Hope Intermediate Care. But I seem to be handling this new experience okay?

“Not having panic attacks? No more rocking? And… I want to have babies.” My voice has dropped to a whisper as I share the biggest secret desire I’ve only ever voiced with my mother. Remembering back to her response has me cringing from him as I wait to see what he says.

Instead of letting me pull away, he draws me closer, kissing the top of my head. Or at least I think he did. I can’t see his face any longer as he begins to speak, his voice rumbling pleasantly in my ear. “Oh, my beautiful Ashlyn. I want that too.”

When he doesn’t say any more, I pull back to look up at him in surprise. His expressive eyes open, and I see they’re filled with tears. Tears because he’s afraid it won’t happen? Is he sad?

“We can try. I promise to try really hard—at everything. Janette said I’d get better, and that she got better…”

“Oh, I know. And you will, don’t worry. But we have time. The rest of our lives together, and it’ll be good to get to know one another and find out what you like and don’t like. How you want to help on board—with me?”

My mouth drops open in surprise as I consider this. He’ll let me help?

“Would you like to help me?” Atticus pushes back one of my braids as his fingers feather over my cheek. Tingles spread under his fingertips, running down my neck to my chest, and I feel my nipples harden as if I’m cold. It’s strange but wonderful at the same time.

“Yes.” My voice is a squeak as the mental pictures of me with a job comes to mind. A job! My mother said I’d never have a job—that no one would ever hire me. But this wonderful, good-looking alien man has just agreed to let me… me, help him!

“Well, I’m relieved to hear that, because we have a lot of new females coming on board. It appears they’ll all want to come in and get a scan just like we did to you.” He pauses briefly before asking. “Do you know why?”

Shaking my head, I wait for him to explain, not daring to look away.

“Because they’re going to get better just like you. And these scans will be proof. They can come back regularly to get checked, and it’ll update their file. We’ll be able to see how long the progression takes in everyone. Fascinating, right?”

Yes, it is fascinating. This means—because I’m so lucky—I’ll be able to do the scan every day if he allows me. “Could we run the scan on me every day… just to see?”

“Of course.” His face moves closer to mine, and I’m surprised when his lips meet my forehead like my mother always did before bed. Only his lips are warm and as they meet my skin, and tingles spread out form the contact making my scalp break out in goosebumps. “But for now, let’s go get something to eat. I can teach you how to use the food prep area and show you some of the meals that Shelly and Beth have as their favorites on board the Discovery. Does that sound good?”

As he mentions the other women he’s had here, a strange feeling shifts through me. I feel upset and angry about him mentioning them. Did they live here with him like I’m about to do? Did he ever… love them?

“Oh, Ashlyn. I can feel what you’re feeling, you know? Did you realize that as mates we’ll be able to sense each other’s emotions?” His face is still very close to mine, and his minty, warm breath skates across my skin. 

Shaking my head slightly, I don’t say anything as I process this. Does that mean he’s reading my mind? I’m not sure how I feel about that…

“We can’t hear each other’s thoughts or actual words, right? You can’t hear mine—so I can’t hear yours. But we can sense each other’s feelings. Can you feel mine right now?”

Freezing, I try to understand what he means? Do I feel what he’s feeling? 

I feel happy? Content? And something else I can’t quite understand what it is, but I can’t say I’ve ever felt it before?

“Happy?” I finally settle on that since I wasn’t feeling happy myself a moment ago. I was thinking about the other women he’s lived with…

“Yes. Very happy. Relieved your here and safe with me. Attracted to you sexually… but that can’t be helped, and it’s all part of the mating. So, there’s no pressure. I don’t want you to feel like I’m pressuring you for anything. We can take it slow.”

Is that what the other feeling is? I have that too. It’s almost an ache down between my legs. Throbbing…

“Yes, I can feel your jealousy, and I know it’s yours, because there’s not anything for me to even be thinking of being jealous about—so it must be you. You don’t have to worry about any other female—ever. You’re my mate and that’s it for me. For us both, actually.”

“Really? Even… even a perfect woman. A smart woman… or… or a woman that can have babies?” The hopefulness of this is almost more than I can bear. Can he actually be telling me the truth?

“No one will ever interest me like you will. You and I will share feelings, our lives, our bodies…” Clearing his throat, he places me on my feet to stand. “Let’s get some food in you.”



CHAPTER TWELVE





- Atticus

I fix Ashlyn one of the “stew” recipes that Beth and Shelly both agree is the most like a thick soup they have on their planet along with an accompaniment of fresh Quasar vegetables produced right on the ship. We don’t talk much as she settles into the small table and chairs. The only nervousness I feel from her is when Brock comes in, but we’re almost done eating, so it doesn’t keep her from filling her belly.

If what I understand is correct with her genetic disease, changes in schedule and her environment can be the most unsettling aspect for her. Considering she’s only mildly rocking, she’s doing well. I suspect that it’ll take a bit of time for the nanos to do their work, but she’s handling everything fine right now.

“Can I fix you some, Brock?” I offer as he walks by, heading towards his sleeping room. “I’m getting up anyway to put these dishes back?”

“No, no.” Stopping as his sliding door opens to his room for him, he turns to smile at us both. “You two should have time alone today. They’ll be plenty of time for us to get to know one another. You all have a great night.”

Without waiting for a response, he enters his room, and the door slides closed behind him. It must be his size, because not only can I sense Ashlyn relax, I can also visually see her deflate in front of me. To take her mind off him, I stop in front of where she’s sitting. “Are you done eating? Can I take your bowl?”

Instead of answering, she stands, picking up her dish as she nods, obviously ready to follow me and pick up after herself. Smiling down at her, I turn and open the cleansing unit for us to place our items in. She follows suit before I turn to enter our sleeping room. “Let me show you how to use the bathing facility.”

Ashlyn doesn’t argue, instead following me slowly into the large room and watching with wide eyes as I show how to turn everything on and off. When she doesn’t express any questions, I turn to leave while she watches me. Her soft, hesitant voice has me pausing as the door slides open. “Can you… will you stay in here with me?”

I don’t sense anything sexual from the question despite the fact that I’m going to see her naked… in the spray. Even with the water shield, I suspect it’ll affect me, but I can’t say no. Certainly, I won’t scare her. She has to know the mechanics of making children even if she’s been sheltered?

“Of course. Let me get us both robes, and I’ll clean up while you’re under the spray.” She hasn’t moved when I return, standing off to the side, wringing her hands as she stares at the reflecting glass. “Are you alright?”

When she doesn’t answer, I lower myself onto the seat of the closed waste area and grasp her shoulders. The tension melts under my hands and her eyes meet mine. “Are you alright?”

“Yes.” Her voice is emphatic, and I’m relieved to see that she appears more focused.

“Okay. I’ll start the spray while you get undressed.” Nodding, she licks her lips, and I release her to move into making everything automatic. Instead of it turning on by motion under the spray, I set it to stay on, watching her greedily out of the corner of my eyes.

Her clothing hid her form, and as the white pants fall to the floor, I’m having a hard time not eying her shapely legs that she’s exposed. As she pulls her shirt over her head, she’s left standing in what the Earth females have told me is called a bra and panties. They’re as white as her clothing was and just as modest, but it’s as if a jolt of awareness has shot through me. 

I can see and sense my hair follicles unraveling around me as I begin to lose control. It feels as though pinpricks are dancing on my skin and an uncomfortable tightness is beginning around the base of my cock. I recognize that feeling from the few times I had Canesta, and I know I only have moments to get her into the spray.

“Are you ready?” Turning away from her more, I try not to stare in the reflecting glass as she removes her bra—but it’s hopeless. It’s as though I have no control over my eyes. Her round, full breasts are perfect as they sway slightly, and then she bends to lower her panties down her legs, exposing more of her shapely bottom.

She’s perfect. Perfectly formed and perfectly arousing. Her scent fills the air as her clothing drops away, and I feel my mouth water and head spin. This is almost more than I can bear. How will I control myself?

When our eyes lock in the reflecting glass, I can see her concern. Not for herself—for me. “Are you okay?” 

I realize I’m swaying on my feet as I gingerly sink back onto the waste seat next to me. “Yes… yes, of course.” Blinking rapidly, I focus on keeping my eyes on her face. Don’t look down. Don’t look down…

It’s no use, my eyes drop to take in her dusty nipples, puckering in the moist air from the steam. “Should I get in?” Her hesitant voice has me jerking my eyes up her body even as I take a deep inhale of her scent.

“Sure… yes. The temperature should be perfect, but just…” I lose my train of thought momentarily before focusing back on her. “…sorry, uh… just let me know what you think—of the water. I can adjust it for you.”

Ashlyn looks over her shoulder curiously while stepping into the spray, clearly unsettled by my state. “Thank you.” She turns away, and I watch with fascination as she spins under the spray. 

I need to manually get up and set the water shield since I’ve taken off the auto controls, but I can’t move. Frozen, I watch as her head tilts back, thrusting her chest out at an arousing angle. At this point, I can’t get up. I don’t dare take off my uniform to switch into my robe. 

She’s just so… enticing. I need to think about something else. Or do something else… 

Standing, I take the step over and set the shield, letting out a sigh of relief as my thoughts start making more sense. The primal urge to step into the spray with her, even fully clothed, was overwhelming. 

No wonder Bren hid Hannah away in his room. I had to go barge in to get a look at what was going on at the time. He wasn’t answering communications or performing his duties… and now I know why.

Looking at myself briefly in the reflecting glass, I can’t help unfastening the closure on my flight suit to expose my chest. Sure enough, colors are beginning to saturate the mating marks that decorate my skin. Light blue and orange dominate them, but I know when we complete the mating, they’ll be deeper and more colorful.

Feeling confident in my control, I turn to put my back to the spray and remove my clothing quickly, switching to one of the robes I brought into the room. When I turn around, I’m startled to see Ashlyn standing outside of the shower shield… dripping wet.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN





- Atticu

Hurrying to her, I swing the other robe around her shoulders, crouching down so we’re eye level. “Is everything alright?”

Shivering under my hands slightly, her eyes stay locked on my chest, peeking out of the V of my robe. “Yes… I… there was no soap?”

Laughing lightly, I sink back onto the seat behind me and begin to draw her dark, wet hair out from the back of her robe where it has to be dripping down her back. “The water has cleaners in it. That’s part of the recycling process and should make it unnecessary to have soap. Although according to Shelly, she still misses shampoo and conditioner.”

I can sense Ashlyn’s frustration and wonder what else could be bothering her. “Shelly explained that shampoo and conditioner clean and then de-tangles your hair. As you can see, we’ve no need for such products. But we can certainly look into manufacturing a product that works the same way. Stay here.”

Standing, I quickly turn off the water spray and then gather up a drying cloth, patting her hair gently from behind. She seems to relax slightly under my hands, so I grab the comb I had manufactured from a drawer and lead her into the other room. “Why don’t you climb into bed, and after I get cleaned up, I’ll comb out your hair for you?”

Nodding, she glances around the room, her eyes landing on her bag. When she doesn’t say anything or move, I return to the cleaning facility to take the quickest trip in and out I’ve ever done before. Scrubbing my sensitive dick, it bobs half erect as the warm spray and Ashlyn’s scent work their magic. 

Trying to ignore it, I rush out, barely wrapping my robe securely before the door slides open. She’s in bed with her stuffed pig, staring at the door—and me as the entrance slides open. Walking slowly to the edge of the bed, I temper my movements, making sure not to rush. I don’t want to overwhelm or frighten her.

Angling my body slightly, I drop the damp robe and pull the covers over myself, reaching for her as I settle. The already familiar zing of pleasure from touching her silky skin, rushes through my senses as I sit back against the wall and she turns in my arms to look back at me.

“Should I take off my robe too?” Her question surprises me. I guess it shouldn’t, since she seemed amenable to removing her clothing in front of me in the cleansing unit. 

“Whatever you’re comfortable with.” I watch with fascination as she sits up fully and peels away the robe from her skin, dropping the damp clothing over the side of the bed. Her alabaster skin glows in the light before I verbally order the dimmers lower quietly. The illumination fades to a soothing glow instead of the stark brightness.

Patting the surface of the bed in front of me, I hold up the comb with my other hand. When I lift the covers for her to move between my legs, she only hesitates briefly as she notices my cock. Despite her nudity, it’s still only half-engorged, and I’m thankful the sight hasn’t frightened her.

As she turns her back to me, I draw her dark strands into my hands and try to run the comb through it. I’m amazed as the device comes to a grinding halt. The fibers are so tangled that the comb doesn’t budge. Lifting the implement out, I try again but with no success. 

Puzzled, I hesitate, trying to figure out how these strange gadgets are used. Certainly it’s possible? Could her hair be too long?

Ashlyn swivels slightly, dropping the covers to her lap as she reaches for the tool. “I can show you.” 

Embarrassed, I hand it over, torn between staring at her exposed chest now completely within my reach and wanting to watch and learn the trick to this “comb.”

Drawing her long hair over her shoulder, she exposes her blooming mating marks. They’re faint, but her skin’s so pale, they appear as a blush pink shimmering on the surface of her skin. Distracted by them, I run my fingers around the lines as she shivers slightly under my touch.

Remembering what she’s doing, I turn my attention to her hands. In one, she’s grasping the last length of her hair and gently picking the end of the strands. Watching with fascination, I see her move the comb up a little higher each time, working the knots through to the end. Clever.

While she concentrates on her hair, I turn my attention to her breasts, hovering under her hands. The dusky nipples are hard, and my mouth waters thinking about tasting them. In fact, I want to taste all of her.

Before I even realize what I’m doing, I brush my fingers over one stiff peak, watching in awe as the tip stiffens even more, lengthening as a low moan comes from Ashlyn in front of me. “Is that alright?” I question softly.

Nodding quickly, she goes back to working the comb higher up her strands, smoothing the length below it slowly. When I cup her breast in my hand, feathering my thumb over the tip slowly, she melts back into me, leaning into my chest so trustingly and thrusting the stiff nub harder against my palm.

Wrapping my other arm around her, I cradle her still cupping her chest as she works on her hair. I don’t understand all the raging in my body. The sensible part of me wants to take it slow and make sure that she’s comfortable, but if I’m reading her body language correctly, she’s more than comfortable. 

In fact, from what I can sense through our bond, she’s reveling in my touch. It’s as if she’s starved for the attention, and I want to give her all of it. All my focus. All of me.

Her head shifts against my chest, and the wet strands distract me from my dick that’s sliding against her silky skin on her lower back. I can’t see it, but it feels hard. More pressure begins to build as her weight settles, and she shifts again, smoothing the strands in her hand down the length to the end.

Releasing one of her rounded breasts I’m still stroking, I reach for the comb and her hand stops moving to tilt it toward me. Now that I know what I was doing incorrectly, I’m ready to try again. Instead of having her sit up, I run my hand up her chest to tilt her face to the side before dipping the comb prongs into her mass of dark waves.

“Just relax and let me finish it up.” What a difference having the length below her shoulders makes. Carefully, I work the comb through the strands as she reclines back against me. Her eyes close as she savers the attention, enjoying my ministrations.

When I’ve completed the one side, I shift her head to face the other way so I can complete the process. Although I’m paying attention to my progress, I’m also studying her body. Everything about her is dainty, from her tiny toes to her exquisite hair. My eyes return again and again to the dark patch of flossy curls at the apex of her thighs. 

As I finish, I set the comb aside to slide both my hands down her shoulders, rubbing lightly in small circles. The air around us seems to crackle as our bodies respond to each other. Skating around her chest, she arches under me, rubbing against my throbbing length with her low back.

We both groan as my hand trails down her stomach, lowering until I’m hovering just above her slightly parted thighs. From the way she’s responding, spreading her legs further, inviting me to indulge and touch her. I believe she’s just as aroused as I am. “Can I touch you here?”

My finger points to the dark curls that hide her hidden treasures from me. Her breathy voice is music to my ears as she exhales, “Yes.”

Not wanting to lose the moment, my fingers lower, sliding through the damp cleft where I’m immediately met with her engorged clit. I can feel it throb under my fingers as I stroke it lightly, and she jerks in my arms. Pausing, I question her, “Was that alright?”

Ashlyn’s surprised face turns to me, looking up just below my chin. “Yes… it felt so good.” It’s clear by her expression that her response was quite a shock to her. I don’t know what her experiences have been, but surely she’s touched herself before.

Sliding an additional finger next to the first, I apply more pressure along each side of her clit with her bud caught snugly between them. “Haven’t you ever touched yourself here?”

Starting to giggle, her body shakes against me before she finally gasps out, “Of course. When I wipe and clean myself.” 

Could she really mean she’s never touched herself here with arousal? There’s no doubt, if I’d been capable of an erection, I’d have brought myself to release… hundreds of times.

Her body’s slick lubricant coats my fingers as I curve them gently and slowly move up and down, noting the way her cunt weeps in excitement for me. I feel my own cock pushing against her with each thrust of my fingers as her mouth drops open, and she begins to pant. I can sense her awe and happiness as I pick up speed, wondering if she’ll always be this responsive to my touch.

It’s no surprise to me that I’m feeling a tightening in my own body that I recognize as meaning I’m beginning to lose control. What is surprising, is how there’s no pain or uncomfortable pressure. It doesn’t hurt at all, even pinched tightly against her back. Only pleasure shoots out from the spot our bodies meet.

Trying to concentrate exclusively on bringing her to climax, I lean down, whispering against her ear. “Does this feel good when I stroke you here?” Her hand grasps mine where my palm cups her chest, unable to leave the stiff peak alone. I want to lick, suck and even bite her here.

“Yes.” Her head turns towards me, eyes a slit and full of passion as she continues to pant lightly. “I… it’s… feeling… Atticus!” Ashlyn’s crying my name in completion will be burned in my memory for the rest of my life. Pleasure bursts between us as I share her ecstasy, and my own body responds. Wave after wave of rapture cascades over us both.

The entire experience is humbling as I realize I’ve released all over her back and my stomach. When our breathing settles, and I can finally speak, I comment, “That was incredible.” 

Instead of answering, she tilts her head back at an inviting angle. When our lips meet briefly for the first time, happiness bursts through me with the reality that I have my mate. Right here, right now, in bed with me.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN





- Ashlyn

Coming awake slowly, I feel extremely warm. That’s so unusual, that it takes a moment before I realize why. I’m not in my bed at home—alone. 

My upstairs bedroom was always hot in the summer and cold in the winter. The current crisp, fall weather, was one of the seasons of year I found decent for sleeping. But right now, I’m lying on my side, and I can feel the warm, large frame of the man behind me. 

Atticus. The kindest, gentlest person I’ve ever met. It’s so unusual for anyone to ever look at me. 

Really look at me. 

When you aren’t pretty and you’re classified as handicapped, people have a tendency to let their eyes skate across you, never really actually looking at you. But I feel like Atticus really looks at me and actually gets me. I can feel a flush begin on my face as it heats, remembering the way he touched me last night. 

Sure, I knew that having babies meant sex, and sex means having the man’s penis go inside me. But what Atticus did last night was beautiful. The entire experience felt like a dream. When his hand touched between my legs, all I could do was practically beg him to continue. 

Not out loud, of course. But he seemed to understand what to do.

I’d no idea it would be so wonderful and perfect—and feel so good! My mother always warned me not to let anyone touch me there. She said it was wrong. That I could get myself in trouble. 

Surely, this is different though. This man… an alien man, Atticus, he’s my mate. The perfect person for me, so I don’t have to ever worry about him doing something that could get me in trouble. 

He’s going to teach me to help him. I’ll be like a nurse!

We’ll have our own show like Grey’s Anatomy… he even looks quite a bit like Patrick Dempsey, only with longer hair. Actually, he’s better looking, I think. 

Wiggling slightly, I pull my body away from the solid wall of heat against my back. I can feel our bodies peel apart, and I realize we’re both still naked! The idea’s foreign and scandalous after the way I was raised. 

I wasn’t ever allowed to be naked at home, even for bed. Looking over to the corner, I see my backpack, still opened in the corner. There are night clothes in there, but Atticus kissed me after he touched me, and my mind shut off. Then he took off to get a towel and cleaned us both up before crawling back into bed. 

Maybe I was exhausted, because I don’t remember anything after that. “You’re awake early.” Atticus’s deep voice has a growly tone to it, and I snatch up the covers to hide my chest before I turn to him self consciously.

Smirking, he reaches up and tugs lightly on the covers that I’m clutching white-knuckled to my chest. “You don’t need to ever cover yourself in front of me, Ashlyn. You’re beautiful, and I’d like to see your body every opportunity that I can.”

I can’t even look at him as his soothing voice rumbles across my senses. I hear him, but I’m so in my head right now that I don’t think I’m processing everything properly. It’s hard to concentrate on his words, but as he pulls on the blanket, the soft fabric slips from my fingers. When his large hand settles on my shoulder, I snap back to the present. The already familiar feeling of us touching bringing me back to him.

As I look up, I try to focus on his eyes that meet mine. “Ready to get up?”

Nodding, I throw my gaze around the room. Where does he keep his clothes?

Mine are in the backpack that looks so far away. I don’t understand it, but when he was touching me like last night, all my inhibitions just seemed to melt away. But now, I’m not sure I can get up and get my clothing. Biting my lip, I watch him pull away and climb out of bed, totally nude.

He’s so perfect. Atticus’s skin is the color of butterscotch candy, and the thought has my mouth watering. I could eat him right up. His hair’s dancing around his face and shoulders as he walks to a panel on the wall and presses it lightly, exposing a cabinet that contains more of his grey uniforms. 

I watch as he steps from one foot to the other into the legs of his pants. Is it wrong that I like to watch the way his butt flexes? I don’t think it’s wrong to look at my new mate dress. As if he can feel my eyes on him, he swings around and catches me gawking.

“I can feel your interest…” Taking a big inhale, he drops forward on the bed, landing right in front of me on his stomach. “… and smell your need.” The smile he gives me lets me know that this is a good thing, even though I’m not exactly sure what he means.

Dropping my gaze, I pluck at the cover in my lap, trying to determine how to ask my question. “My need?”

His hand comes into view as he reaches for my chin, lifting it to meet his smiling face. “Oh, yes. Your need.” Rolling onto his back, Atticus’s head settles onto my lap as his hair goes wild around us. Looking down at him upside down on my thighs makes me smile. Strands of his crazy hair dance in my palms while other parts travel up my shoulders and neck, tickling me slightly.

“Our sense of smell is much more advanced than yours. We’re able to scent and determine minute changes in the air… and I love to catch the scent of my mate wanting me.”

That’s what that means? My face heats as I realize he can smell me wanting him? That’s… kind of… weird.

“Don’t be shy. I love it, and now that I know you enjoy it when I touch you, maybe tonight we could do it some more?” I feel his eyes watching me closely, even though I can’t peer back.

Instead, I nod, studying the strands of hair that float around us, picking up speed. I did love it. It was magical. 

At the end there, my body exploded, tightening all over and making me experience the most incredible pleasure that I’ve ever known. How did he do that?

“Alright!” When he pulls away, I immediately feel the loss as he stands and fastens his jumpsuit with his back to me. “I’ll give you a few minutes alone to get ready while I make us something to eat.” Atticus only look back at me briefly, winking as the door slides soundlessly closed behind him.

Scrambling from the bed as soon as he’s gone, I spring into action, pulling clean clothing from my bag. I only have two sets of these white garments so I need to ask him if there’s a washing machine here I can use. If he can really smell that “need” on me—well, he’ll be able to smell when I stink, too. That would be embarrassing!

By the time I’ve washed up and used the facilities, Atticus has laid out an elaborate breakfast of food I’ve never seen before. Brock’s already seated at the table, and my footsteps slow the nearer I get.

I’m not scared of him, really… just more cautious. As I pull out the chair and sit down slowly, he doesn’t appear quite as intimidating. He looks up, a huge smile lights up his face. “There you are! I wasn’t sure if I’d get to see you before I left.”

When I look up at Atticus, who’s setting down another bowl of something unidentifiable on the table, he explains. “Brock’s going down to Dactyles today to meet his mate. He’s very excited.”

“Like you were excited yesterday…” Brock wiggles his eyebrows at me, and I can’t help but blush and smile, dropping my eyes to study my lap. He’s so large and intimidating with his elaborate mating marks that go up under his neck like a tattoo collar, but there’s also something so different about his…

“Your mating marks…” Once I started, I realize I’m committed even though my voice gives out before I can finish. They’re both staring at me waiting, and I can feel my body tremble as my question dies on my lips.

Atticus is immediately behind me, wrapping his large arms around my shoulders as he leans down to whisper in my ear, “Yes, what is it?”

Swallowing hard, I take a deep breath and try to gather my thoughts, my eyes dropping to the many bowls scattered across the table. “They look darker than ours?” I’m not even sure Brock can hear me, my voice is so low, but when he laughs, I look up to see I haven’t offended him a bit.

Shrugging, he scoops another serving of what must be fruit salad onto his plate. “No idea. Absolutely no idea why I have more, and they’re darker than everyone else’s even though I haven’t even met her yet. Weird, huh?”

Atticus’s arms tighten around me as he straightens, still resting his chin on my head. “I don’t know if I’d call it weird. Different. But maybe everyone is different. Some of us see our mates in daily reflections, some of us don’t. Some of us can sense where their mate is, some can’t. There’s still so much we have to learn and until everyone starts recording their experiences so we can compare them—”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. I will, I will.” I laugh at how human Brock sounds, and both Brock and Atticus freeze at the sound.

As Atticus steps away from behind me after a second, he catches my hand and tugs me over to a chair, pulling it out for me to sit down. “It is funny, I guess. But this is all new for us.”

Wiggling slightly, I clear my throat and look at our hands, squeezing him in an effort to communicate. Licking my lips, I try to explain. “No… I mean, I wasn’t laughing at him about his mating marks. Just about how he sounded—so human.”

Atticus squeezes my hand in response before releasing me and sitting down next to me at the table. “Well, Brock has spent the most time with the human females Shelly and Beth. They both live on the ship too and have for quite a few rotations. We’ve both spent quite a bit of time learning as much as we can about their physiology and making sure we’re prepared to take care of them in any situation that might arise.”

Just hearing him talk about them again—the other human women—makes something funny happen to my insides. A churning ball of… anger and frustration makes me concentrate on the food that Atticus is dishing up small piles of onto my plate. I don’t understand why I feel like this? I can’t be… jealous of women I’ve never met, right?

“I’m going to give you a little bit of everything so you can taste it all and then we can get you a new plate for what you like best, alright?” As I look up at Atticus working so hard to make me happy, feeding me and totally taking care of me, I realize how ridiculous I’m being. But I can’t seem to squash down the unease I feel.

Setting the spoon down, Atticus grabs my chair and yanks it closer to his, rocking me slightly. Wrapping his arm around the back of my chair behind me, he leans in and whispers in my ear. “You don’t ever have to worry about another female. I can tell what you’re feeling and that should never bother you.”

He can tell! That’s so unfair. So far, I don’t think I’ve been able to tell what he’s feeling. Not for certain. How does he do that?

My eyes fill with tears of embarrassment before I can stop them. “Oh, Ashlyn. Really, it’s okay. Let me hold you.” Pulling me into his lap, I immediately feel better. There’s so much that I don’t understand, it’s overwhelming.

I feel Atticus shift under me, but don’t look up from my hands that I’m folding and unfolding against my stomach. Concentrating on the soothing comfort and warmth he always shares with me, my mind drifts before a gentle squeeze has me looking up to see a spoon—or is it a fork?—in front of my face.

“Try this,” Atticus urges as I automatically open my mouth. Sweetness bursts across my tongue as the dish that Brock was eating last is spooned into my mouth. 

Brock! How embarrassing…

Glancing over my shoulder, I’m surprised to see he’s gone. I didn’t even hear him leave. Atticus spoons another helping toward my face, commenting just like my mother. “You have to eat so we can go out, and I’ll show you how to help me today.”

Just like my mother, he seems to know exactly what to say to spur me into action. Turning on his lap, I can’t help but finish the sweet dish in record time. Tasting like strawberries and banana, it really isn’t a hardship.

This is the beginning of my new life. My new job—my first job ever! With my first boyfriend—again, my first boyfriend—ever.

Excitement bubbles through my veins at the thought of spending the entire day with him. I’ll have to do my best and pay attention very closely to everything he says. He wouldn’t fire me if he wasn’t happy, would he?



CHAPTER FIFTEEN





- Ashlyn

Walking out into the medical center today, makes me see the room with entirely new eyes. The beds lining the far wall are only spaced far enough apart that people can move between them, and I realize for the first time, that there’s a man lying in one of the beds. When we came in yesterday, I was too overwhelmed by the circumstances with Atticus, and seeing Brock for the first time, to even notice how sick the alien man in the patient bed looks.

“This is Vekel. Unfortunately, he was sent out with us on our last visit to Quasar—we believe, as a spy.” Atticus talks like I should understand all this. His matter-of-fact tone as he pulls back the sheet and begins looking Vekel over, makes me wonder if he’s already told me this.

“A spy?” I look at Vekel’s tall but smaller muscled frame. Do they know this from something on his body?

“Yes, well… it’s a guess. Based on the fact that he and Callim both grew up and came from a Sanctuary for orphans on the planet Quasar, we believe he was sent to keep an eye on us all and report back to the Council.” When I don’t respond, Atticus looks up at me where I’m standing across from him. “Callim is Shelly’s mate.”

Wild thoughts start tumbling through my mind. Could this be the same Shelly he referred to before? Of course… it must be. After all, they don’t have many women, and it doesn’t appear they’ve any Quasar women on the ship. None that I’ve seen… yet.

Atticus waves me over, breaking my trance as I consider how foolish I’ve been. “Come over here and let me show you how we monitor him with the handheld device.” His voice is calm and doesn’t hold any of the antagonistic tone that I’d think it might based on how silly and self-centered I’ve behaved. 

The handheld device is really easy. Completely color coded and intuitive, it doesn’t take long by using Vekel as an example to review the display compared to his body. I’m happy as Atticus continues to hold and touch me while we work together to swap out Vekel’s bedding. This really is just like working in a hospital!

We work together silently, shifting and rolling Vekel, although I suspect that Atticus could do it alone easily. The fact that he lets me help, more than makes up for the fact that he’s humoring me. I’m used to people allowing me to “help”, but doing every little aspect themselves like I don’t understand they’re treating me like a child. I’m self sufficient, and more than once I’ve argued with my mother about whether I could live alone or not. I think there’s no doubt she’d have loved if I could live on my own, but there was no way I could ever support myself.

After we remove the used linens, he shows me out to insert them into a chute in the ship for cleaning. I don’t really understand? Does this take it somewhere else in the ship for someone to put them in a washing machine. Before I can ask, Atticus hesitates, surprised by something, but as I glance around, I don’t see anything going on… 

“Damn it! I’ve just been notified of over twenty-five requests for female scans. Intake evaluations… and Brock’s leaving…” He’s distracted as I trail behind him to the room’s main computer terminal where Brock is standing already.

“I’m sorry, Atticus. I got the notice too.” Brock’s scanning through the communications which appear on the screen in a list similar to email.

Atticus wipes his forehead with the back of his arm while pulling me over and into his side. “It’s fine. I’m going to get Ashlyn to swap all the linens on the intake beds around the room, and then I’ll have them organized enough that we can group them by details they gave on the pre-evaluation forms.”

Looking down at me, he sighs before quizzing me, “Then, maybe you can learn how to monitor and handle responses. Maybe? Booking them as they come in?” His voice is hopeful as my heart soars. This is so incredible! 

Blinking, I consider the fact that I may mess it up…

“It’ll be fine if it isn’t always perfect. They should all be lucky if we get them through here in the next few rotations.” Atticus must be able to sense my insecurity and worry about messing up.

Nodding, I pull away, ready to go take care of the bedding. Household chores were never my favorite, but I always liked the routine. Making my own bed every morning is something I’ve been doing since I was seven.

As I hurry to the first bed in the corner, I can hear Brock and Atticus discussing the different diseases that have been mentioned more than once in the communications. Some of them I recognize, but there are a few that must be really rare since I’ve never heard of them before.

I’m on the second bed when I hear Brock call out, “Good-bye, Ashlyn!” He’s out the sliding door before I even have time to look up at him. 

Atticus smiles over the top of his screen. “He’s off to the planet to meet his mate.” 

I smile back, wondering what she’ll be like. Will she like me? Will she have the same disease as me? Wouldn’t that be weird?

I’ve moved to the third bed when I hear mumbling from Vekel’s bed. It isn’t anything I recognize or understand but he keeps repeating it. At first, I ignore him since Atticus is doing the same, but he isn’t far away in the corner. 

Moving to the bed next to him, I’m tuning him out while I work. Vekel’s voice comes and goes. “Verka dadin passhama kaloo. Verka dadin passhama kaloo.” 

Over and over and over. Geez.

Reassembling the bed, I squeak in surprise and fear as a large hand grabs my upper arm.

The first thing I see is hair! Everywhere! Hair flying at me and around me before exposing Vekel’s crazy face in front of mine. “Verka dadin passhama kaloo!”

My arm burns where he’s grabbed me, and my legs give out in fright as I slam my body back away from him, crashing into the bed behind me. The narrow cot on wheels crashes over as Vekel’s body follows me down, and he slams into the frame next to me.

The roar filling my ears doesn’t register at first. With my fright and pain, I flip onto my stomach, taking advantage of the fact that he’s released me when his body slams into the bed next to me. Scurrying away on my stomach, I’m lifted bodily into the air with my arms and legs still paddling under me before I realize it’s Atticus.

He crumples to the floor with me in his lap, clutching me tightly to his chest. When I hear footsteps, I fear the worst—Vekel’s up and coming toward us, and I curl into a ball instinctively, pressing myself into Atticus’s chest.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN





- Atticus

Sorting through the patient inquiries, I watch my mate as best I can. There are so many already! It seems that every male on board has put in a request to have their mate scanned and progress tracked regularly. 

I understand their concern and interest. I’ve just finished reviewing Ashlyn’s file, and the details boggle my mind with how basic the problem is. One protein-making gene malfunctions and that’s all it takes. Instead of working properly in conjunction with the others, her DNA has repeated the faulty protein more than one hundred times, causing the gene creating the protein to shut down. According to the human information I’m provided, they normally see this repeated less than forty times.

If every female now on board has something this simple…

A wail cuts off my thoughts, and I look up startled to see Vekel sitting up and grasping Ashlyn’s arm. She’s looking over her shoulder with her back to me, but all my protective instincts burst into overdrive.

I’m not fast enough though! Even though I’m around the cabinetry and at her side almost instantly, she’s fallen into the side of the bed, pulling Vekel—who hasn’t released Ashlyn’s arm—with her into the frame as it crashes over. Grasping her back, I lift her away from him, summoning the closest crew on my short range neural implant. Glancing over at Vekel, I see he’s immobile and stop to take a moment to watch him as I slide down the wall, where Ashlyn crumbles into my lap.

How could this have happened? With how he’s been over the last five rotations or so, I’d never have guessed he could grab her—let alone would. Two males run through the door, heading for the crashed over bed where Vekel’s still unconscious, crumpled against the frame. Ashlyn shudders and stiffens in my lap as I yell, “He appears to be unconscious again, just straighten up the beds and throw him in it.”

The amount of fear I sense through our bond is almost a bitter taste in my mouth as I gather her up tightly in my arms, yelling over my shoulder, “One of you stay with him. I’m going to examine Ashlyn.” Knowing she won’t want anyone around, I carry her into our private living quarters and sink onto the couch.

She’s shaking or rocking, or maybe it’s a combination of the two. I take deep breaths, trying to slow my racing heart. It would have been so easy to kill him. I considered it. If he hadn’t already been unconscious, I’m sure I wouldn’t have been able to control myself. What does that say about me as a doctor?

“Ashlyn. Ashlyn.” Beginning to rock with her, I chant her name, creating a sing song tone that seems to calm us both. It’s a long time before she wiggles slightly, letting me know she’s ready to be released.

Sitting back, she collapses against me, tilting her head back. “He scared me.”

Blowing out a breath of frustration, I try to calm myself. “Of course you were scared. He grabbed you and looked like a crazy male. He wasn’t thinking clearly. His hair follicles were everywhere.”

Wrapping her arms around my neck, she leans in and presses her lips lightly against mine. It’s our second brief kiss, and her mouth’s plush surface meeting mine makes everything else disappear around us. It’s just us, relaxing together. When she pulls back, I can’t help but leaning forward to pull her to me again. Placing a hand at the back of her head, I urge her lips to me for another kiss.

This time, when our lips meet, they mash together, and she makes a tiny, surprised sound but doesn’t pull away. Instead, we both freeze before her lips begin working against mine, rubbing and caressing. Paying attention, I let her lead.

Mimicking her light motions, I kiss her back. When I feel her tongue flick against my mouth, I do the same and taste her sweet flavor in a burst of sensation that almost overwhelms me. Our tongues meet again, brushing against one another tentatively as I restrain myself. There’s nothing I can compare this to. Kissing with our tongues mating makes my head spin and cock harden instantly.

Her mouth is warm and smooth, and her tongue feels like silk. She rubs it round and round, darting into my mouth over and over, moaning as her arms tighten around my neck, and she melts into my embrace. My cock is throbbing under her, and I absently wonder if she can feel it as well as I can.

Ashlyn doesn’t stop though. She keeps kissing me, her lips and tongue frolicking against mine with dainty, teasing grazes. I’m tempted to take over, to take this further, but I know this is a temporary distraction and I’ll need to go relieve the male waiting with Vekel in the medical center. But I’m astounded by how much I’m feeling at the moment. Right now, I just want to focus on this—on her.

She breaks away with a start, staring at me with wide eyes when I can focus enough to open my own. “Wow.” Her breath floats across my lips that she’s staring at intently.

Squeezing her to me, I chuckle lightly, wondering if I even have to go back to work. But then I think about Vekel and the reality of the situation comes crashing down on me. “Are you sure you’re alright? I feel awful about what happened, and now we’re kissing, and I haven’t even checked you over yet—”

Her hand settles across my face, fingers pressing on my lips and halting my self-flagging. “I started it, and it helped. I needed to forget about… him and what he was saying…”

Surprised by her words, I shift back, looking down at her seriously. “He was talking?” As she nods, I add, “What was he saying?”

Shrugging, her eyes flicker around the space before dropping to her hands that she’s pulled from around my neck and begins wringing in front of her. “I couldn’t understand.” 

Ashlyn’s eyes widen as she looks up at me seriously. “It was your language, not mine. Something like ‘Ver-ka da-din pass-ha-ma ka-loo?’ But I don’t know if that’s perfectly what he said, but generally?”

Sinking into the back of the couch behind me, I think about what she’s saying. I do know what that means—and I must report it in. “Is that all he said?”

Ashlyn’s lightly fingering her slightly swollen lips as she looks at me. “Yes… Over and over again. He was even saying it as he grabbed me. What does that mean?”

Taking a deep breath, I think about the repercussions of scaring her, but honestly, I’m not going to keep anything from her. She’s my partner—my mate. “I’ll have to report it to Bren. We’ve been toying with the idea that he’s a spy, but those words seem to confirm that hypothesis. Roughly, it means, ‘I must report in immediately’… what would be nice to know is who and how he’s reporting in, but that’s the least of my concerns right now. I only want to make sure you’re alright. Did you hit your head or anything?”

Pulling away, Ashyln gingerly stands in front of me, peering down at herself carefully. Lifting the side of her shirt, I’m stunned to see a bruise forming on her side. “Just a little bump here. I’m glad he didn’t land on me.”

My blood starts to boil with anger and frustration—at myself. Her first day under my care, and she’s already hurt! I lean forward, grasping her hips, to tug her toward me and place a gentle kiss on the spot. 

When I look up, her eyes are wide as she looks down at me. “It’s okay. I’ve had way worse. I don’t always pay attention well enough to where I’m going.”

Shaking my head, I stand up next to her. “This is my fault. I’ll be discussing this further with Brock when he gets back. We’ll need to make some sort of provisions and move him into a private room. We haven’t up until this point because we wanted to keep an eye on him. We thought maybe he’d say something or do something that would give us more information. Apparently, that worked, but I’m sorry you were hurt in the process.”

Moving into the food prep area, I get us both some water. When I turn around, she’s right behind me waiting. “I need to go back out and relieve Pulsar who stayed with him, but you’re welcome to lay down and relax.”

“No!” Her tone is adamant as she shakes her head. “I’m fine. It was just a little tumble, and I’m fine. I… I want to be with you… I want to learn.” 

Sensing her sincerity and determination, I nod tightly. I’ll just have to keep a better eye on her. Keep her closer to me. That won’t be a hardship.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN





- Ashlyn

The rest of the day with Atticus flies by. Everything he teaches me is easy, and after we go out to let Pulsar leave for his other duties, Atticus shows me how to update the reservation request system he uses on the ship’s communication channels. That’s what he was doing while I changed the bedding.

Sure, it was scary when Vekel grabbed my arm like that, but my fear of not learning and not becoming “normal” is even greater than my fear of the large man. After all, he’s unconscious. It was almost like sleep walking. He didn’t appear coherent or even able to navigate around the beds. Why else would he stumble after me like that.

In fact, there’s a part of me that feels sorry for him. Could he be trapped inside himself like me?

From what I understand from Atticus explaining his condition, he’s been fed drugs his entire life. Drugs that he’s now addicted to, and Hannah, Atticus, and Brock have begun a regimen of reducing them to try and wean his body off them. Even though physically he seems to be recovering, his mind hasn’t. It’s locked up inside, struggling to function just like my body.

The computer system I’ve been shown is easy though. It’s practically drag and drop like a computer game, and all on a tablet that I can carry around. Atticus showed me how to begin arranging them into slots where he created chunks of time based on the files supplied with the patients. That way the patients are grouped by their diseases. 

It’s interesting and keeps my mind busy, which makes the day fly by. When Brock returns with his mate, I’m impressed with the tall woman who’s not capable of walking without a walker. Her disease is ravaging her body, but she still stands straight and proud as she’s introduced to Atticus and I. 

They don’t stay long, retiring to their bedroom to “consummate their mating.” I’m so jealous. I want to be mated, and I’m hoping by being more forward, Atticus will be willing to fully commit to me too. I’m just not sure why he didn’t want to have sex last night?

Not that I’m complaining about what we did do… no, last night was wonderful. But I want to be normal. One hundred percent and sex is the way it’ll happen. He has to put his penis inside me. That’s sex. I know because my mother was very clear that sex is penetration.

I can’t get fixed by kissing, but that experience was the single most wonderful thing—next to the way Atticus touched me last night. But tonight, I’m going to make sure I touch him—like he touched me. I felt him hard against me when we kissed. It feels big, but if babies can come out that hole in me, than certainly he’ll fit inside me. 

We’re mates. That would be stupid for us to be mates if we couldn’t have sex. Sex is the key. The goal. Tonight…

“Are you ready to eat dinner now.” Jumping at Atticus’s voice, I’m not sure if it’s because he snuck up on me or because of my wayward thoughts. I can’t seem to think about anything but having sex.

All through the day, whenever I look at him, naughty thoughts about seeing his penis, putting his penis in me—in a lot of different places, even sucking on it—it’s all I can think about. I’m wet between my legs like I was last night when he touched me. Even hearing his voice now makes my nipples harden and rub against my bra uncomfortably.

“Yes.” I’ve almost forgotten what I’m agreeing to already. Oh, yeah. Dinner—not sex.

Wrapping his arms around me, he lifts me up, rubbing our bodies together, and I can’t help wiggling against him in excitement. His hair begins to unravel, floating toward me as I wrap my arms around him, touching his neck lightly with my fingertips.

“Mm, Ashlyn. You know I can sense your feelings, and I want you to know I feel the same.” He’s started walking through the back hall, and I look at his face for hints of whether he really knows what I’ve been thinking. Could he… really?

That’s kind of embarrassing. But maybe that’ll make this easier? “Could we… do we have to eat first? Maybe… we should do what Brock and Brittney are doing?”

Atticus freezes next to the table where we eat our food, blinking down at me. “Are you sure?” His voice has deepened, and the sound vibrates through my body as I rub against him again.

Not able to say much, I squeak out, “Yes.” It’s all I can say. I can feel my face flushing in embarrassment as he considers what I’ve said. If he turns me down, I’ll be mortified.

I shouldn’t have worried. He practically runs to the bedroom we share, commenting, “Lights on dim and secure door.” 

As he lowers me to the mattress, he sits down beside me, leaning over me with a serious look on his face. “I don’t want to rush you. After all, we’ve just met, and there’s no hurry. So don’t feel like we have to compete or keep up with Brock and Brittney.”

Swallowing, I try not to let his words hurt me. He’s actually being very sweet. Trying to make sure that I’m sure. It’s only fair that I’m totally honest with him. “I am a little scared. My mother said…” I look away, stopping to gather my thoughts. I do miss her.

“What?” His voice brings my eyes back to him where he’s staring at me intently. “What did your mother say?”

“That it hurts.” I can’t help but giggle a bit as I look away. Do all people talk about this? Of course, they must, right?

Stroking my hair, I let his soothing touch calm my nerves. I don’t know how he does that, but it’s magical. Everywhere he touches me tingles with anticipation. My hair may not fly around like his, but I can feel it stand up on end at the roots of my head.

“Well, I’ve heard that too, but only the first time. We’ll take it slow—as long as you’re sure. And we can stop any time.” 

I shake my head vehemently. “No, no. I’m sure I’ll be fine. Everybody does it… right?”

Atticus smirks as he considers my serious my serious but practical view on the matter. “I suppose. I’ve had Canesta administered a few times, but this is going to be totally different. Last night… well, you know last night I came with you—just not in you.”

I think back to the wetness I felt spread on my back after the explosive experience when he touched me last night. His cock rubbed on my back, and I assumed he released semen on me. Just not in the right place. I need it inside me.

Janette explained everything completely, and the Quasar men have tiny, tiny nanos in their body. That’s what’ll bond with me and fix me. He should be thinking of it like an inoculation. Shots hurt, but they’re necessary. 

Now that I’ve had a few seconds to think of all he’s said, I realize that he’s shared that he’s had sex before. Even though there’s a part of me that’s a little sad about that, practically speaking—that’s a very good thing! He knows what to do, because I certainly don’t.

My exposure to sex has been extremely limited. Television mostly. A little cable. But usually my mother and I watched everything together and never something that showed sex happening. 

Nodding my head, I try to focus on the conversation we’re having. “Yes. Yes, I did notice that you came on me. You cleaned me off, remember?”

I’m sure he does. I was half asleep by the time he returned. Whatever he did to me made me totally relaxed and sleepy. 

Atticus stands, releasing the fastener on his suit, and the material opens slowly in front of me. “If you’re sure you don’t need to eat, why don’t we lie down and just let things happen naturally? We can do whatever you want, and if you change your mind, you’re welcome to stop, and we can eat.”

Whatever I want is echoing in my head as his jump suit’s zipper parts slowly exposing his skin in front of me. Everything about him is so damn perfect. His chest, his stomach, the way it tapers down to his narrow waist and the muscles flex… Reaching up, I run my fingers lightly down his torso watching as his hairs dance and the material parts before my fingers come to a rest on his dick. 

It’s somewhat hard, but as I touch the hair surrounding the base and run my finger lightly down the length, I gasp as the smooth skin hardens and it extends toward me, bobbing slightly. Strangely, my mouth waters, even as I clench my thighs together. The hair around the huge penis is gyrating, vibrating lightly as I study it.

I’ve never really seen a live penis before. It’s not… ugly. Different. Bigger than I imagined, for sure.

Touching the tip lightly, I bring my finger to my lips to lick the moisture that has beaded on the slit at the top. The flavor’s deep and earthy, with a hint of mocha? Could that be right?

It isn’t until I lean from my lying position on the bed to flick my tongue across the tip of him to taste more where he’s standing next to the bed, that I look up at Atticus embarrassed. He must think I’m losing my mind, but I can’t stop the moan from the taste. It’s so good. No one told me about this!

His hands are hovering next to my face as he looks down at me in shock. Did he think I would hurt him?

Atticus’s mouth open and shuts before he finally gets out, “Ah, Ashlyn. I almost came watching and feeling you do that.” 

Tilting my head, I swallow hard, still savoring the flavor. It’s wrong, but I want more. Much more. I’m still considering how to say this and not sound… strange when he pulls away and strips off his clothing down his legs quickly.

With the moment passed, I stand and begin to follow his example. My nerves are starting to get the best of me. I’m not frightened really. More just nervous. Excited and nervous.

Taking a deep breath, I unhook my bra, dropping it onto the floor at my feet, feeling my nipples tighten up like the rest of my body. By the time I grip the thin material of my panties and push them over my hips, I notice Atticus has turned to watch me. 

Studying my body closely, I can’t identify his expression, but then again, I can sense lust. Whether that feeling is mine or his—after all, it makes me want to climb his body right now!—it’s hard to say.

His hand touching my hair gently brings me back to the moment. “Can I take these out?” Lightly fingering the ties at the end of my braids, I nod. Looking down automatically is the wrong thing to do. I’m staring right at his hardness again as he bobs in front of me. 

Can he tell I’m looking at him? It sure seems like it as his dick nods at me over and over. “Can I touch you now?”

His fingers are working quickly, but he gives me a tight nod of agreement as he explains, “I can’t guarantee anything. I may explode all over you, you know?”

Really? The idea is tantalizing. I didn’t get to watch it happen last night. But he thinks my touching him would make him explode? Of course, I want to test this theory, but I really, really want him inside me.

Instead, I pull away and finish unbraiding the opposite side he isn’t quite done with, wrapping the hair ties around my wrist for safekeeping. Crawling up on the large bed, I turn onto my side to face him, but he’s already beside me. 

His lips crash down on mine, and my head swims with excitement. This time, there’s no waiting like before. Our mouths open immediately, tongues swirling together. His hand goes around my waist, pulling me forward, and then my breasts are pressed tight against him. Throwing a leg over his, I shimmy closer, pressing our entire bodies together. 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN





- Ashlyn

Our mouths continue to meet, softly then firmer as he groans into my mouth. His hand lowers to my butt, and he clasps it, squeezing before pulling me more firmly against the long rod of his dick trapped between us. I moan back as the raspiness of his tongue rubs against mine, setting all my senses on fire.

“You’re so perfect,” he gasps out between licks of his tongue against mine. I don’t agree, but I’m not able to do any arguing. I can barely whimper along with each thrust of his tongue against mine. Teasing his lips with my own, his deep licking kisses turn to more light and playful pecks as he nibbles along my jaw and down my neck. 

I ache everywhere. My nipples and between my legs are on fire as my hands flutter, patting the bed next to my sides as I try to decide where to place my hands. “Do you trust me?”

My eyes snap to his, and I realize he’s stopped everything as he hovers above me. I can’t speak due to  my excitement and instead nod vigorously. All the stimulation is so wonderful—so overwhelming.

Cupping the sides of my chest, Atticus rests his elbows on the bed next to my sides. He’s settled between my legs that are spread and slightly bent, my feet resting next to his hips. “Grip the pillow under your head and relax. Let me make sure you’re ready for me, alright?”

Unsure what he means, but thankful he’s taking the lead, I nod again before lifting my arms, doing what he said automatically. Atticus watches me adjust the pillow under my head so I can look down at him slightly. As I do, he inches down the bed, studying me under him. “Spread your legs a little wider, and you’re welcome to rest your feet or legs on me if it’s more comfortable.”

My hands squeeze the pillow tightly as the material grounds me. His husky tone sends puffs of breath over my cleft he’s now hovering over. Instead of meeting my eyes, he stares down as my feet shift slightly, waiting to see if I’m comfortable. My knees drop wider and calves settle against his body, but his full attention is now focused on me and what I’ve exposed to him.

Breathing faster, embarrassed and extremely excited, I wonder if once he inspects me he’ll change his mind. He wouldn’t do that right? Of course, it’ll be tight and may hurt a bit but…

I tense as I watch him slowly reach for me with his hand. “Please,” I gasp.

Atticus freezes as he looks up at me, a small smile dancing across his face as his hair undulates around us both. “Please what?”

Releasing my bottom lip I didn’t even realize I was chewing, I blink, trying to gather my thoughts. “I… I don’t know.”

His lips twitch as amusement flicks across his face. “I think you want me. You’re remembering me touching you last night, and you’re ready for more. Isn’t that right, Ashlyn?”

Nodding again, his piercing eyes never leave mine. The normally hazel color swirls with deeper green as his smile disappears. “Tell me, Ashlyn. Use words and tell me how much you enjoy my touch on your cunt.”

Embarrassment at his crude words is overridden by excitement as my body betrays me. I gasp as I feel wetness seep from me. When I hesitate, his hands squeeze gently where he’s cupping my hips. “Yes!” My voice is an explosion from my lips as I force out the words, but it seems to break the dam. “I loved it last night. I didn’t even know… I mean…” Stuttering off uncertain, my hips are squeezed tighter, directing my attention back up to Atticus who’s nodding with a serious expression.

As he stares at me, I watch something flicker in his eyes, but I can’t identify the emotion. I can’t wait to be mated and understand him better. Are all the Quasar aliens so hard to read? Atticus does appear to be much more serious and less animated than Brock.

He takes a deep breath, inhaling as he dips his head closer to me, and I shiver as he exhales. “I didn’t know either. I mean… you hear, you know? But everything between us feels as if I’ve finally woken up and am experiencing life for the first time. I think you feel the same, and that’s why everything is so overwhelming. You’ll have to trust me now.”

My head bobs automatically. Of course, I trust him. I’ve never trusted anyone as much as him, even my mother. There’s just something about being with him…

Watching curiously, I still startle when his arms curl around my legs, spreading them wider. His face hovers inches from my dripping folds, his hot breath teasing my exposed slit. Leaning down, Atticus’s tongue starts to slide along the line of my cleft, sensitizing the wet flesh as I gasp and arch helplessly beneath him. 

His hands grip me tighter as his fingers spread me wider, opening me to his mouth. Flicking his tongue out, he hits my clit as I yelp before he skims downward, pushing inside me. No longer able to watch from the multitude of sensations slamming over my body, I throw my head back into the pillow, moaning as I feel his tongue inside me. Thick and wet, I squirm from the pressure and shock of his entry.

I can’t get away from his hands or mouth though, and honestly, I don’t want to. But my body involuntarily is tightening as he withdraws his tongue to swipe it up to focus on my clit like he did last night with his fingers. His lips and tongue swirl in a circle, and I stiffen at the instant pleasure. He’s gentle too, and the licks and sucks spread a warm fuzzy feeling through my entire body. 

Moaning louder this time, I pant as he starts to apply more pressure and movement in the tiny spot he’s focusing on. The bundle of nerves sends shocks of pleasure through me as I grip the pillow tightly behind my head, trying with futility to ground myself.

Atticus’s tongue continues to tease and it seems like—taunt me. He sucks and then uses his teeth, scraping the sensitive spot he’s found effortlessly and now captures in his mouth. I don’t know exactly what he’s doing, but as he flicks up, my clit becomes an explosion of pleasure I can’t avoid. He concentrates there, driving me wild, and I realize I’m not controlling anything. I can’t hold back the loud sounds he’s plying from me.

My body continues to tense, growing tighter and tighter as all my muscles quiver while I gasp and moan. Moisture pours from me as what he does to me is beyond anything I’ve ever experienced. He’s better than ice cream and chocolate. 

Bucking my hips, I feel my sensitive flesh tingle as I recognize the experience from last night looming on the horizon. Like a roller coaster, I’m climbing the hill and already way, way past the point of no return.

Atticus shifts a hand from around my leg and instantly, I’m worried he’s going to stop! But that idea is immediately gone, and I shout with sheer rapture as he pushes a finger inside me. I knew something was missing! An aching need that I’m just beginning to recognize as wanting him, is satisfied as he gently moves and curls his finger, rubbing me from the inside. 

That’s all it took! “Atticus!” My shout is loud in the small room as I feel myself tighten around his finger. Violent spasms shake me as blasts of pleasure surge through my body. As I come to my senses, I realize I’ve called his name over and over. Like a prayer on my lips, I’m still mumbling the new center of my world’s name as I go limp.

When Atticus’s mouth finally releases my clit, I crack my eyes just in time to see him sliding the finger he just removed from me into his mouth. Never breaking eye contact, he sucks the digit, concaving his cheeks as he draws it from his lips. 

I moan again softly as his fingers brush against my sensitive flesh. Stroking downward, he uses my own wetness to make sure every part of me is coated with fluid. I can’t move as the bed dips from his weight shifting. Staring in wonder, I look down the length of Atticus’s body to see his even larger dick bobbing beneath him. He’s climbing up over me, pinning me below his hovering weight. 

Trapping me between his hands spread on the bed next to my shoulders, I answer his intense gaze before he looks down between us. His knees drop to the surface as we watch his thick, erect cock lower closer and closer to my wet and open body. I want this so badly. 

Even sexually satisfied, I can’t wait to have him in me. Sure, it’s a little intimidating. It looks as wide as my thigh, but that can’t be right! Even though it looks huge, everything he’s done so far has blown my mind. Literally. I don’t expect this’ll be much different.

We both tilt our hips as his hard tip brushes against my clit, making me squeak at the intense shock of pleasure. He looks up at me in concern. “Alright, Ashlyn?” 

His voice is tight and controlled. It’s the harshest I’ve ever heard him speak to me. It takes a second before I realize it’s because he’s trying to maintain his control. 

Nodding quickly to assure him, his relieved breath exhales heavily before he begins to move again. The thick head of Atticus’s cock presses against my body as he rocks slightly, teasing me. Gripping his shoulders, the muscles dance under my fingers as I breath out, “Yes! Yes, Atticus… now… please…”

Tensing above me, the hard, blunt tip of his dick rubs up and down, up and down, spreading the fluids still spilling from me over his length. I realize he’s moaning along with me when he stills, pressed against my entrance. Our eyes lock before he slowly pushes forward, making the pressure swell as he slides inside me an inch.

Gasping, pleasure spreads from where we meet, through my body and down my limbs. The wonderful sensation of being penetrated and stretched—it doesn’t hurt! Atticus is frozen over me, his muscles visibly twitching while we both stare down at the tentative anchor between us. My slit is spread wide around his thick length, my clit rubbed and pulled by the stretch.

When he doesn’t start to move after what seems like forever, I tilt my hips, rocking on him as I gasp. My sensitive button of pleasure is teased to new heights. Atticus must feel the same, because he lets out a long, deep groan as he settles his weight more firmly against me, lowering himself further as he sinks into me. With his head thrown back above me, I’m exposed to his neck as he rumbles above me, pressing inside. 

Despite the slight burn I’m beginning to register between my legs, I’m fascinated with the mating marks coloring in above me. Teal and purple dominate the shades as they deepen in color before my eyes. While I watch, they shift, the shades moving faster and faster as he settles above me. When his thighs hit mine, I realize he’s completely inside, and I feel… full… and pinned. 

There’s no way to wiggle now as I try to relax beneath him as he buries his nose in my neck, pulling me up effortlessly with one hand behind my shoulders. “Ah, Ashlyn. You feel so good. So tight. Tell me I’m not hurting you.”

My muscles are beginning to protest from being forced so wide, but his hard cock inside me doesn’t hurt at all. I was so wet and slippery from how aroused he’s made me. That definitely helped. “It feels good.” Because my words don’t hold the commitment I wish they did, he lifts his head to look into my eyes.

The only movement is the muscle jumping in his jaw before he asks, “Do you want me to stop?”



CHAPTER NINETEEN





- Atticus

I hold myself frozen against Ashlyn as her eyes stare at me seriously. Our breath mingles as we pant lightly, but when she doesn’t answer, I start to worry. “Am I hurting you, Ashlyn? You’re so tight.” My scratchy voice is unusually deep as I groan out my question.

Ashlyn blinks slowly below me, and I stroke my thumb across her lips. Even though she hasn’t complained about my penetration, the sweat beading her upper brow means she must be affected. But there’s passion and need in her eyes. If I wasn’t on the edge myself, I’d have gone a little slower.

She probably doesn’t even realize her feet are digging into the back of my thighs now as she wiggles slightly below me, rocking on where I’ve impaled her. “I can tell you’re stretching me, but it doesn’t hurt. Just a little burning.”

I exhale hard in relief. My control keeps me frozen, but I want to sink all the way inside her welcoming depths. “I don’t want to hurt you, but it feels so wonderful. It’s taking all my control not to move. I’m almost all in, and you’re so tight around me. I’ve never felt anything better than this.”

Now Ashlyn begins to circle herself on me, small keening noises erupting on every exhale. She’s losing control, and I want to be with her. Pulling her upper body into my arms, I groan into her ear. “Tell me if it hurts. I’ll try to be gentle with you.”

Pushing in more, her legs tighten, wrapping further up my waist and squeezing my hips. Using my legs as leverage, she shoves me deeper inside her as she whimpers beneath me. I can’t help but chuckle as I shake my head and settle completely inside her welcoming depths. Pausing, I enjoy being buried inside my mate, stretching her open for the first time. “I’m in, my mate. We are one.” 

She shivers beneath me as my words float over her tiny ear. “You’ve taken all of me, and I’ll stay right here while you adjust—no matter how long it takes.”

Ashlyn groans, and I pull back to stare into her blue eyes. They’re wide with a bit of fear—maybe pain too, but there’s so much need in them as well. Need that she’s directing at me. “Will you move now?” Her whisper is clear and almost a command. 

“As you wish.” I already know I won’t last long, so I’m thankful I took care of her first. It just feels too incredible. Perfect in every way.

I’d had sex with Kaleen, but calling it sex seems wrong. This is so much more. With more feeling and more depth than I ever imagined the act could contain.

Pulling out slowly at first, I press back in gently before picking up the pace. Ashlyn writhes beneath me wantonly, digging her nails into my arms, then up to my neck, before grabbing my hair at the roots as she rocks with me. The pleasure is acute and intense as I begin to hit the top of her, and she yells, “Yes, Atticus!”

I was worried about performing, but I realize she’ll show me what she likes. Wrapping her legs higher around my waist allows me to shift my hips slightly, directing my shaft in at a new angle that has her letting out a high note in a continual scream. She bucks under me frantically as her excitement pours down my shaft and my hair follicles go wild against her.

I have to be careful not to crush her as she thrashes aggressively beneath me, rubbing herself against me wantonly. With every drive inward, she screams from ecstasy. With every withdrawal, she tightens around me and furrows her brow as if I’d leave her body completely and the pleasure it brings us both.

“Ashlyn,” My raspy apology comes almost too late. “Oh… I’m sorry.” 

Groaning loudly, I drive deep into her one last time as she squirms and bucks on where we’re joined, crying out in pleasure. I slam into her faster and harder, giving her what she wants as I begin to come. She’s still gripping my hair as she thrashes and bucks, arching her back and crying out in bliss.

 My cock pulses deep inside her as she clamps around me like a vise. Twitching inside her, I feel her squeeze and pull as she melts beneath me. There’s a strong sensation of warmth and pleasure as I flood deep inside her body and our combined fluids join.

Ashlyn’s breathing hard as I still over her. Peering down, I see her eyes are closed, but as the time passes, they flutter open to look at me. Shifting my weight, I brace myself on one arm while we both groan from the shift in angle where we’re connected. When her eyes meet mine, for the first time, I see tenderness.

Propping my head in my hand, I reach out with my fingers to brush her hair out of her face. My own hair’s already settling everywhere on her skin, stroking and patting in an effort to get closer to her. “Did you enjoy that?”

The smile that spread across her face is shy, a direct contradiction to her aggressive demeanor during sex. “Yes.” Color creeps up her neck, and the skin that’s already flushed on her colors deeper. “You know I did.” I’m at a loss for words as I lean into kiss her, plunging my tongue inside her mouth. 

Throwing her arms around my neck, she lifts herself closer as she begins to rock beneath me. My cock responds instantly, hardening more inside her depths and I wonder if we need to stop?

I don’t want to stop… I could stay inside her warm welcoming body for the rest of my natural life.

A loud rumble interrupts the moment, and I pull from her lips, looking at her curiously. Shrugging her shoulders, she smiles sheepishly. “I guess I’m getting hungry now.”

Pressing inside her, I shift my weight onto my knees and withdraw my cock, wondering how long before we can do that again. “Let me get us some food, and then we can wash up if you’d like?”

Ashlyn looks at my still rigid cock bobbing between us with a curious expression before she opens her mouth to ask, “Do you think we could do that again after?”

I can feel the smile stretch my lips as I lean forward to peck her lips slowly before resting my forehead against hers. “Of course. Whenever you’d like… anytime… any place…”

“Anytime?” Ashlyn’s smile is huge as I pull away to see how serious she is. She talks like this is a surprise to her.

Dropping to my butt next to her, I grab her elbow to help her to a sitting position. I’m glad to see I’m not the only one that’s still recovering. “Yes. Anytime. Unless we’re in the middle of an emergency out there…” I wave toward the medical clinic’s direction, “…then anytime. I live to serve you.”

Ashlyn’s lips turn up, and I can see the thoughts racing through her head. Maybe it’s because she was a virgin and new to the experience, but she appears to be as excited about the sexual future as a newly mated male Quasarian. “Okay!”

Nodding her head, I think the idea is finally settling in, and as I move to the edge of the bed, she does too. “I’ll get the food.” Waving her back, I reach for a robe, fastening it quickly. “You can stay and recover. I need you to have the energy for later.” 

Winking, I watch her nod slightly before crawling back up to lean against the back of the bed. The excitement is clear on her face as she watches me leave out the door. I don’t know how I was so fortunate, but it appears I’ve been mated to a female with a very high sex drive. It’s a good thing I’m such a giving male.



CHAPTER TWENTY





- Ashlyn

“Hello.” Brittney’s surprised voice interrupts my quiet review of the lesson on the computer system Atticus taught me yesterday. Thankfully, after the run-in with Vekel, he showed me how to schedule the appointment requests. 

Unfortunately, only about half the men around here thought to make an appointment. The other half have just been showing up, and all the small exam rooms are full and have been for the last however many hours. It’s crazy.

The good thing is, I really, really like Brittney. She’s kind and patient with me as I hesitantly explain everything, going through what Atticus originally structured for the appointments. We try to fit in new arrivals if we can. There’s no “waiting area” around here, so everyone has been placed in one of the conference rooms across the hall while they wait for a private room to be available.

“Hello. I’m Kalu Benzen with my mate, Carley. We had an appointment set for a scan that we’ve come in to have performed?” The woman next to him is dark haired and tan. Her Asian ethnicity clear in her dark brown eyes and beautiful skin. 

“Yes, certainly.” Brittney’s no nonsense voice answers perfectly. I can only hope that I will be half as articulate and professional sounding when I become normal. I can’t help wondering how long it will take?

Everything got crazy so fast this morning that Atticus and I didn’t even get a chance to run a scan on me. We talked about doing it in the shower, but then we got side-tracked and were late coming into the clinic. Atticus insisted on taking care of Vekel himself without my help, and by the time he finished, I was already working on loading up the rooms with patients.

“…Ashlyn will take you over to the waiting area and come back for you as soon as a doctor and room is available.” Her bright smile dazzles them with perfect straight teeth as they nod automatically. Waving them toward me, I round the desk and lead them out of the medical bay and over to the conference room that’s already filled with five other couples. 

Looking around, I realize if anyone else shows before I come to take some to another exam room, I’m going to need to get another chair. Nodding politely at the couples already there, I can’t make eye contact. Swinging around, I practically run back to the medical center. 

As the doors slide open, I glance around the large space, noticing that Vekel has changed positions for the first time since Atticus finished with him this morning. He and Brock discussed using the bed in the larger room out here for exams but there are only two of them to work as examiners. It wouldn’t have made it go any quicker. 

Plus, Brittney pointed out that some women won’t want to have their private business discussed out in the open like that, and I had to agree. We haven’t talked about what our own personal diseases are yet—because there just hasn’t been time. 

Brittney can’t walk very well, so I’ve been trying to get her up to speed on the computer program. I can shuffle the women in and out and go get the next one from across the hall as needed. The first fifteen minutes was about the only time that was quiet before the first “walk-in” arrived. 

Some of the ladies have been successful with talking their mates into waiting for another day, but a lot of them want to get the scan as early in the healing process as possible to track changes. And honestly, that’s what Atticus and Brock want too. No one’s been impatient or thrown a temper tantrum like I’ve seen my mother do multiple times when we’ve been made to wait and shuffled around. They understand the limitations of what they have on board the Discovery and seem to be taking it in stride.

I’m almost to Brittney at the computer when movement out of the corner of my eye has me swinging around in shock. Vekel is up! At least, his body is. He’s standing next to his bed with both hands flat on the surface of the mattress he was just resting on. What’s he doing?

“I didn’t think he could get up.” Brittney’s voice is behind me as I nod in agreement. Based on how he took me down yesterday, falling into me and tipping over the bed, I didn’t think he could get up either. What should I do?

He isn’t moving. Keeping an eye on the door that I know Atticus is right behind, I wonder how much longer he’ll be. I can’t approach Vekel. Atticus was very clear that I shouldn’t go near him after yesterday, and honestly, I’ve no desire to.

Under normal circumstances, a nurse would calm a patient who tried to crawl out of bed too soon. I know this. But I’m not a nurse. And Vekel isn’t really a normal patient.

Vekel’s hands begin to hover over the mattress he was laying on earlier, palms flat as he stands on his own without support. Slowly, his arms lift up so his hands sit on his temples. He still hasn’t moved as he freezes in that position.

Backing up slowly, I glance over my shoulder at the exam rooms. Still closed.

“Is this bad? What aren’t you telling me?” Brittney’s hissing whisper behind me has me just shaking my head, too afraid to take my eyes off him. 

What should I do? I wasn’t given instructions on what to do if Vekel got out of bed! Who’d have thought that was possible? Yesterday, he was stumbling and falling all over himself.

Keeping my eyes glued to him where he’s frozen next to his bed located on the furthest wall away, I whisper back to Brittney, “They just aren’t sure if he’s a spy or something.” That’s really all I know.

“Or something?” Her response volume is almost normal, but really it doesn’t matter. 

Vekel hasn’t moved, and I chance looking away again to glance at the exam room and then lock eyes with her. “Yeah. He was mumbling something yesterday about reporting in? He’s kind of an anomaly on the ship and was just sent up here the last time they went back to the planet. They just don’t know—”

“He’s moving!” Brittney doesn’t even try to keep her voice down as she cuts me off, almost yelling now. 

Sure enough, he’s slowly walking toward the end of the bed, one hand still on his head and the other hovering out, palm down about waist height. “Where’s he going?” Brittney has the right idea to be concerned… where is he going?

At first, I think out loud, “He’s sleep walking. He’s not going to be able to open the door.” I personally have a bit of history with sleep walking after they switched my antidepressant medication when I hit puberty. After a few strange nights of waking up in other rooms, my doctor told my mother a simple lock usually does the trick. But this is an automatic door.

When it slides open soundlessly, and he’s able to navigate the door opening, not slowing down at all, I realize my time’s up. I have to tell Atticus. Now! 

Tapping lightly on the exam room door, my voice is much more urgent as I call out, “Atticus! Atticus, I’m so sorry!”

If there’s one thing that’s been drilled into my head, it’s that a closed door means privacy. My mother made sure of that. I’m shaking as I cringe back from the door as it slides open.

Atticus takes one look at me and pulls me into his arms. “That uneasy feeling was you! What’s wrong?”

Brittney’s the one that answers, pointing toward the door. “The guy in the bed left. Vekel?” 

Atticus pulls away, and I see Brock sprint to the exit, pushing the auto release button to make it slide open faster. Stepping into the hall, he looks right, then left before he freezes. “Where’s he going?” Arms out, he turns to look at us like Vekel gave us his itinerary on the way out!

His shocked face looks back at us all, and I shrug. “He didn’t say anything that we could hear. He just got up and stood by his bed for a few minutes.”

Atticus runs his hands up and down my arms lightly before tilting my chin up to bring my eyes to him. “You should have come and got me then. I could tell you were uncomfortable about something, but not like the panic I feel now. Why are you so worried now? It’s not your fault.”

Blinking, I realize it doesn’t make sense. Atticus isn’t my mother. He’s never raised his voice, let alone a hand to me. “I guess… I thought he might just stand by the bed until you came out.” 

“Hey!” Brock calls from the hall where he’s still watching Vekel, and we all turn to walk closer to the door. “We’d better follow him. He’s almost to the end of the hall, and I’m curious what he’s planning to do. We should keep back and find out…” Taking off at a quick walk, Brock’s gone before we know it.

Atticus turns, squeezing my upper arms. “We’re done with the couple in that room. They just had questions, so schedule them for the weekly—or bi-weekly if they’ll go that long—visit. I’ll be back.” 

With a quick peck to my lips, he’s out the door and running after Brock and Vekel.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE





- Atticus

As I run out of the medical center, I can easily see Brock ahead of me. Vekel’s about the same distance away on the other side of him. This male has become more trouble than I ever imagined he would.

When he was first brought into the medical center, his own sickness from withdrawal had progressed to the point where he was already so ill, he wasn’t much help. His roommate Prantus seemed as mystified by what he’d done as we were and didn’t admit to knowing him well. If I had to guess, it appeared that he planned to kill himself by discontinuing the drugs he carried to stave off withdrawal.

It makes sense. Someone gave them to him when he left the Sanctuary of the Mother where he was living with Callim Devesi and many other homeless males without families. When we went back to Quasar the last time to receive the vaccine Beth and Shelly required for Tirus X, he was a transfer to the Discovery. 

I notice Brock break into a sprint, so I do the same, intent on keeping up. Trying to see around him, I’m shocked as Vekel disappears into one of the lifts. I don’t know why Brock’s so upset, he wouldn’t have fit in the lift with him, and certainly he won’t be able to make it go anywhere?

Vekel does know a lot about the Sanctuary of the Mother where Callim arrived from. Callim feared him when he saw him originally. In the Sanctuary where Callim was raised, he explained Vekel headed up groups of young men and was known for his callous manner. 

All the young males were training to be sent off-planet as ambassadors, but to our knowledge, Vekel had never been off the planet. Instead, he’d stayed in the Sanctuary as a leader  of new groups. From what we did find out before he’d slipped into a coma, the drugs Hannah named Gro-On, were in all the food and water at the Sanctuary. It was some kind of hormone stimulant that Hannah’s still studying.

The males at the Sanctuary of the Mother grew faster and larger than normal, but she’s also found some anomalies in what it does to the brain. Turning on and off receptors. Whoever created the drug—and it could have been the Marel who’d benefit from the males arriving quicker as “ambassadors”—the substance is more advanced than Hannah’s knowledge from Earth or what we’ve studied on Quasar.

Reaching Brock’s side, I wait for him to look up, knowing he’s checking on his ship link with his neural implant. When the lift door doesn’t open like I expect, I begin to study the edges of the closed frame. How hard could it be to force it open?

Brock slaps a hand next to me on the surface of the door, startling me into looking up. “He’s going to the engineering floor.”

“How the fuck did he get codes to that floor? He’s a first rotation technician!” My mind’s spinning with the implications of what Brock’s saying. We assumed he was essentially sleep walking. Coming out of a coma, it’s not unheard of. Instead, he’s remembering and thinking, making cognitive choices, recalling codes and access passwords. 

“I have no clue, but Mavick will be waiting for him when he disembarks. We’ll take this one.” The door slides open on the lift next to us and Brock shuffles in sideways, pressing back against the wall. These are made for one male, so by the time I’m inside, our chests are touching, and I drop my head back on the hard surface behind me, looking at the ceiling while Brock runs the controls.

“What’s going on?” I muse still looking at the ceiling. “We have a middle man from a Sanctuary orphanage show up on the ship, feeding Callim some of his own drugs to keep him from going through withdrawal so bad it’d kill him, but then doing the exact same thing to himself. He wanted to die… but now…”

I lower my head down to look at Brock as he picks up on my thoughts. “…Yes, now he hasn’t died, hasn’t come out of the coma-like state that’s he’s been in for six rotations or so. Instead, he’s getting up, mumbling about reporting in, and now is wandering around the Discovery. If he was just randomly wandering around, It’d be one thing…”

The door slides open to the engineering level, and I see Mavick waiting. “Yes, but he knows access codes to this level. We need to see what he plans to do.”

Nodding, Brock follows where Mavick is pointing. Just down the hall to the right, we see Vekel, still shuffling along, practically naked in his medical center issued wrap robe. As we all follow I ask, “Has he spoken anything that you all heard?”

Another young male whose name I don’t know joins Mavick. They both shake their heads, but it’s Mavick who answers. “No, we’ve stayed back as you directed and situated monitoring at each point where he could have gone.”

Glancing around, I see what he means. The lift opens up into a large room, but there’s a hall going off both ways. To the left, I see a young male waiting at the end. We begin walking toward the right where Vekel is still slowly shuffling down toward the end. “Where does this hall go?”

“Service access to the thrusters, generators, ion propulsion. Basically the guts. What makes the spacecraft fly. But he won’t be able to… Hey!” Mavick takes off at a run toward the end of the hall, and now I see why. Vekel’s already walking through the door. By the time we reach it, it’s slid closed behind him.

“Fucking hell!” Standing in front of the full body scan, we wait until the door slides open to follow Mavick inside. “How did he get access to come inside here? That’s all set up by Quasar control… never mind. Find him—now!”

We branch off to look down the long rows of wires and tubing that weave through the room in long, narrow rows. Metal grid catwalks create layer after layer of electrical that leads up to the propulsion tubing that hangs from the ceiling high above our head. As I’m sprinting down one side, I hear Brock yell. “Here he is!”

Mavick cuts through just ahead of me as I round the corner on the transition area between the electrical tubing where a set of metal stairs starts up to the next level. A manual control bank is located in the nook under the stairs, and it’s there we find Vekel, tapping away on the manual keyboard. 

Before I can stop him, Brock tackles him away taking them both to the floor while Mavick begins looking at the screen. I race past Mavick to Vekel to see how much damage there is from Brock’s rough treatment. “Did you have to do that?” 

Vekel’s crumpled body is slumped to the left of the console, and Brock hasn’t bothered to climb to his feet. Instead, he’s on his knees lifting Vekel’s lids and patting him down. “I don’t know what’s going on, but if he was able to get down here and into this room, something is very wrong.”

Crouching down, I pull down the medical robe that’s ridden up, exposing Vekel’s backside indecently. Maybe, but since when does that mean we should be using violence to settle the situation? Brock’s move was aggressive and premature—

“He’s right!” Mavick’s ominous tone has us both turning and climbing to our feet. “Not even you all are technically authorized to be in these rooms. And this male has called up the main Kalotic screens and that’s very bad.” 

I have no idea what he’s talking about and turn to Brock, raising my eyebrows questioningly. He shrugs back and turns to Mavick, throwing his hands on his hips. “All I know about Kalotic is it’s used as part of the renewable energy source for the engines.”

Mavick glances over his shoulder quickly at us before looking back at the screen he’s slowly reviewing. “Kalotic is, as you know, necessary for the engines to generate the energy we need throughout the ship. It’s a wonderful thing, but it’s also unstable. We house it as necessary, mixed with water for cooling. What… Vekel?”

At Mavick’s questioning look, I nod yes to the name and he continues, “What Vekel pulled up here is the flushing system used to clean out propulsion tubes during service.” He sounds distracted as he looks over the screen. Mumbling, he continues, “I didn’t even think it was possible to access this while the Discovery is running…”

Brock bends down to slap Vekel lightly on the cheeks. The sound blends with the hum of all the energy and systems around us. “Vekel! You fucking idiot.” 

He doesn’t respond, of course. That would be way too easy. But it isn’t doing us any good to be here. “Can we take him back to the medical bay?” Just looking at a patient crumpled on the floor the way he is… it bothers me. The doctor in me just wants to see everyone under my care as comfortable as possible.

Brock snorts derisively but it’s Mavick’s words that really sink in. “He should be in lock up. Maybe taken down to the planet Dactyles before we leave?” Mavick turns away to stare at the readouts he’s reviewing.

My gaze flicks around the large space, taking in the chaos of wires and tubes and ladders that go up and down. “What is it that you think he was trying to do?” 

His next words send ice through my veins as he turns to face Brock and I with an expression that scares me. “If he’d activated the flushing like it appeared he was trying to do, the ship would have had catastrophic failure. Normally, the water is drained and swapped. The Kalotic would be ionized but kept at a stable temperature during the process. If he’d been able to start the water drain, it’d have dumped into space and the Kalotic, without the balance of water and temperature stabilization, could have climbed to over five thousand degrees in seconds. Especially with everything running. Detonation would have happened almost instantly.”

Now, I recognize the expression on his face. Fear.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO





- Ashlyn

Brittney’s managed to reschedule everyone who’s waiting for Brock and Atticus. Seriously, this woman has the most golden tongue I’ve ever heard. She has a way of complimenting but at the same time persuading that seems to almost leave no other option for them.

After the first fifteen to thirty minutes, we realized that Atticus and Brock may not be back right away. A guy named Pulsar came in to let us know that he’d be just outside the door in case we needed anything, but that Atticus and Brock were discussing what had happened with Bren, who’s the Captain of the Discovery.

Other than that, he didn’t give us any additional information. So, as Brittney and I finished rescheduling everyone, it was a relief to watch the last couple leave. With all the drama, I know my stomach is growling. After a particularly loud rumble, Brittney turns to me with a giggle. “Should we go find something to eat?”

I think back to the quick breakfast that Atticus made us this morning. Shrugging, I turn toward the hall leading into the back. “I think I could make us up what we had for breakfast. Should I just go get it?”

Flapping her hand at me, she leans back and points to a cane I didn’t realize was under the desk. “I honestly should get up and stretch. Even though it’s hard for me sometimes to get around, I’m still supposed to do it. And I’m really curious about how long it’ll take before things start to physically feel better. Aren’t you?”

Realizing what she’s alluding to, I nod in agreement. Of course, I want to get better right away. Neither one of us has volunteered personal information to each other yet, but I don’t really feel ready to share. Not that I ever will—but that’s not true. For sure, soon.

“Can you just give me a hand maybe to—”

The doors sliding open with loud voices have us turning to watch Atticus, Brock and three other men wheeling in Vekel in a new bed. They’re excited as they talk over him, discussing what they plan to do.

“Bren said don’t sedate him. We need to get him as coherent as possible. Preferably quickly.” Vekel’s thrashing on the small cot, throwing his weight from one side to another, and it’s easy to see he’s caged into the bed by straps.

Atticus’s voice argues. “I don’t like him here at all. It’s not secure enough, and it’s a risk to our mates. If he means us harm—”

“Shh.” The curt exhale to shush him up comes from Brock.

Atticus turns and points at us, where we’re still frozen at the console where I moved around to help Brittney. Now, instead of just gripping her elbow to steady her as she stands, we’re clasping hands tightly. “I won’t keep this from them. I won’t keep anything from Ashlyn.”

The other men look at each other, but Brock strides toward us quickly with Atticus following right behind him. Stepping away, I watch Brock sink to his knees next to Brittney. Even kneeling, he’s almost as tall as her. “It looks like Vekel doesn’t have the best intentions.”

Brittney snorts as I feel Atticus wrap his arms around me from behind, leaning into my neck. I hear him as much as feel him as he takes a long inhale. “You don’t need to worry though—”

Brock looks up at us, nodding his head at Atticus. “Yes. He can’t be sedated. We actually want him to become as coherent as possible, so we can quiz him. He has to know what he’s doing…”

Atticus shrugs, his hands roaming over my hips as he pulls me in closer. “Maybe. We don’t know.”

Brock turns back to Brittney, ignoring us and the questions still unanswered. “We have to deal with him, but the fact remains that you’ll be safe here with us. Do you trust me?”

Brittney doesn’t hesitate at all as a big smile spreads over her face. “Of course, I do. I’m not worried about that scrawny man in the bed over there.” 

When they begin to kiss, I turn in Atticus’s arms to look at him. Wrapping my hands around his neck, I pull him down to my level. “I’m not worried.”

His smile is slower and more serious, but he rests his forehead against mine. “Brock and I really need to relieve these guys who escorted him over, although we’ll be putting a full-time, around-the-clock guard on him from now on.”

Whispering, I lick my lips, wondering if I’m being too nosy. “What did he do?”

“I promise to tell you everything here shortly.” Pulling away, he looks over my shoulder, and I turn slightly to see Brock moving away.

When Atticus joins him, everyone’s conversation is lower as they discuss the bed placement and monitoring devices that need to be on him. “Still hungry?” Brittney’s voice next to me is low as we both strain to make sure we don’t miss anything we can overhear.

Shaking my head no, I see her do the same next to me. “Me, neither. They seem pretty shook up, though. Can you feel it?”

It takes a moment before I realize what she’s saying. She means inside me. With her hand on her upper gut, just below her chest, she takes a deep breath.

Mimicking her, I see what she means. It’s like it’s tight on the inhale. You can’t quite get all the air in that you think you should. “Nerves?” 

She nods again. “Yeah. I knew that they were pretty worked up, and that Brock has had a few moments when he was upset. Could you tell?”

I try to think back through the chaos of rescheduling all the women and their mates earlier. Finally, I shake my head in defeat. “No. I don’t remember anything during that time that made me think that they were super upset. If anything, now he seems upset.”

Leaning toward me conspiratorially, Brittney’s face is grim. “I’ve a theory about that, because I feel the same. I think whatever happened, they didn’t think too much about it. I think only after the fact they realized how bad it was. I’m basing that on how Brock’s feelings have come through to me over the last hour or so.”

A scary thought crosses my mind as I realize she’s been essentially tracking her mates feelings this whole time. “Why do you think I haven’t noticed Atticus’s feelings like you have? The mating worked, right?”

Brittney’s laughter is soft, and she rubs my arm with her hand gently. “Yes. Have you seen your back? The mating worked.”

I’m glad she thinks so, because I haven’t really had time to admire the marks since this morning, and that was so brief. They’re definitely darker and vibrant against my skin. “No,” she continues. “I think Brock is just more intense. I’ve been able to feel him since before I met him.”

My mouth opens in shock, impressed. “Wow.”

“Yeah, wow is right. It’s all been a real roller coaster, but I wouldn’t trade it for the world.” We watch two of the men leave while she speaks, and the other settles into a chair next to the bed containing Vekel. They’ve rearranged the room so the remaining beds are closer together and still kept Vekel in the corner.

Before I can agree that I’m definitely feeling the same way, I see they’re both walking back over to us. “We should discuss staying away from him.” Atticus softens his words by putting his arm around me and turning toward where the new guard is quietly sitting next to the bed. Vekel continues to thrash periodically, but not like he was when they first arrived.

Brock picks up Brittney and sits, settling her into his lap while she throws her arms around him and giggles softly. “Yes. Just don’t go over there. He’ll have a guard on him so they should be fine.”

“Yes,” Atticus’s eyes are serious as he locks in them on mine. “Even if he talks to you or calls to you, don’t respond. We don’t know exactly what’s going on with him, but we can’t take any chances. As soon as all his levels are stable, he’ll be gone.”

“Gone where?” I can’t help but ask. Even though Vekel did scare me yesterday, I don’t wish him harm. In fact, he reminds me of… me. How many times have I felt trapped in my own body, watching like an outsider as I repeat the same action over and over and over? The way he acted earlier… it was so similar.

Brock shrugs and Atticus hesitates before answering. “We don’t really know. We can only speculate on what he planned to do, not be sure. And we’ve no idea if he’s in total control of himself or what? It’s all very odd, especially since none of what he’s said makes sense.”

Nodding, I look at him yanking continually on his right arm. The movement causes a slapping sound as the restraint pulls on the bar next to his mattress. I hope the men who end up guarding him don’t have an issue with those kinds of repetitive noises. It’s one of the most important things for a special needs teacher…

There are some things that help. “Have you considered hypnotizing him?”

Atticus and Brock look at each other, startled, but it’s Brock who questions me further. “I know from learning your language that humans induce this state to bring back repressed memories or work on behavior modification, but I’ve never heard of this discussed or used on Quasar. How do you believe this would help?”

I feel odd being put on the spot for my opinion, but I’ve seen it work personally. “It might help him settle down. Remember things? I’ve had it done to me, and it helps you with anxiety and awkwardness in social settings. Believe it or not, I used to fight my mother to leave the house at all. But you may be able to relax him enough to find out where he was planning on going and why… and who the people are he was saying yesterday he needed to report to.”

For the first time in my life, I’m faced with people who’re looking at me with respect. Like I’ve said something that really matters. Atticus squeezes my shoulder as he looks at Brock. “Hannah will be on board later today. Maybe she knows more about hypnosis? And between Ashlyn’s experiences and Hannah’s knowledge, we could try this?”

Brock nods. “I’d be very curious to see what Vekel has to say. It’d be nice to get the truth for once.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE





- Ashyln

“We have to test everyone on board!” Brock’s booming voice can be heard from the medical center where he’s been working with Hannah to hypnotize Vekel. I didn’t really want to stay and watch. I think Atticus didn’t want us to watch, because he was worried about what I’d hear. Despite his declaration to not hide anything from me, I can’t help feeling like hiding and avoiding are two very separate things.

Hannah’s calmer response is not as clear, but as they walk down the hall toward our living room, their voices get louder. “…that way, we don’t tip our hand. Understand?”

Brock’s face is red as he enters the living area, zooming in on Brittney immediately. He’s by her side in a couple steps. “It’s too slow. So, I understand, but I don’t necessarily agree.”

As Brock finishes, another big man I’ve never seen before comes into the room. It isn’t hard to figure out that this is Bren by the way he sweeps Hannah into his arms and lays a big kiss on her. I turn away and concentrate on the food prep that Atticus has been teaching me with one of their vegetables. 

I can’t really pronounce it correctly, but what I do say ends up sounding like taw-nee. It’s long, like a carrot, but purple and a bit softer. I haven’t tried it yet, because Atticus said to wait for the dressing he’s been putting together, but that it’s a super source of nutrients I need.

A strong arm and kiss to the top of my head lets me know that Atticus is done with his part. “Bren, this is Ashlyn, my mate, and Brittney over there with Brock…” 

Glancing over my shoulder, I see that Bren is just finishing kissing Hannah, and their faces are still close together as he murmurs to her before turning to me with a smile. 

“Ashlyn!” His smile is wide and friendly as he calls my name before spinning around to throw an arm out towards Brittney. “Brittney, welcome! I’m sorry about these unprecedented circumstances, but I’m sure we’ll have it in hand here shortly.”

“We need to set up to test everyone.” Brock repeats what he said earlier, but luckily Bren asks for an explanation.

“Wait. I want to hear what you found out first. Then maybe your solution of testing everyone will make more sense.” Bren sinks down into a chair across from Brock, pulling Hannah onto the chair with him. 

“Wait—let me.” Hannah holds her hand up in the universal stop signal to Brock and turns to the big man holding her. “To sum it up, Vekel, along with an unclear total of other people, somewhere in the range of ten to twenty, were all programmed together. They were dispersed onto different Quasar ships as a sort of failsafe. If for some reason, they did manage to get off the drugs, their bodies go into a dissociative state where they carry out the orders they’re programmed with. Clearly, that appears to be the destruction of the entire spaceship they’re traveling on. Of course, we can only speculate that this was something masterminded by the Council.”

Bren doesn’t say anything as Hannah finishes, and the horror of the suicide mission they’re programmed for settles over us all. I look up from my chopping to see that he’s stroking her hair as she leans into his arms. After a long minute, Bren’s thoughtful voice asks, “But it was the Marel that were taking the bulk of the males from the Sanctuary of the Order where Callim and Vekel arrived from, correct?”

Atticus takes the bowl I’ve filled with tawnee and begins pouring his dressing over the chopped purple tubes as Brock answers. “Yes. If they supply these drugs, it’s possible they have their own spies in the Council or the Sanctuary.”

Hannah’s voice is ominous and final as she adds, “Yes. But at this point, that doesn’t matter. We need to do what we can to protect ourselves from further attempts on our lives. For all we know, they could be remotely controlling Vekel? Maybe he isn’t just hypnotized, but a Manchurian Candidate? Someone they’re using and monitoring us through?”

I’m dying to know, so I turn to Atticus, tugging him down so I can whisper in his ear. “Was the hypnotism successful then?”

Atticus smiles as he stands. “Food’s prepped. Come to the table. I want to hear how successful Ashlyn’s idea to hypnotize our patient Vekel was.”

I blush bright red as I stand frozen in place, watching the others get to their feet and move to the table. They’re arguing about how “they” could be using Vekel as a monitoring device when Hannah bounces up, coming over to stand next to me smiling. “Excellent idea, Ashlyn. I’d like to think I’d have thought of it, but you definitely know how to think outside the box.”

When I don’t respond, she moves off to the table casually while I’m frozen in place. It isn’t until Atticus pulls out a chair, standing behind it and motioning me over that my feet unglue from the floor. There are echoes of agreement to Hannah’s statement around the table as everyone sits down to eat. 

At first, the chatter of their discussion is just a haze around me, but after a while I realize how serious what they’re talking about is. Brock’s idea of testing all the men on the ship for foreign drugs in their system is met with support, but the semantics are what everyone’s arguing about.

This all sounds so serious and as the conversation goes on, I realize just exactly how bad it is. They’re afraid someone will… blow up the ship?

It isn’t until I’m halfway through my meal that the conversation turns to where Vekel was and what he was doing when he left the medical center. How can they be so nonchalant? And why would the other aliens abduct me as a mate when the Quasars have this kind of a civil war going on? 

Looking at Atticus, I try to relax and see what I can “sense” about how he feels, but there’s nothing except my own racing heart thundering in my ears. I don’t want to die. For the first time in my life, I have hope. Hope for life with a wonderful man and the real possibility of a family in the future.

It’s so unfair! Why does this has to be happening now? Could we really explode in space and die any moment?



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR





- Atticus

I listen to the ideas discussed around me, trying to enjoy the food and company of my mate. Unfortunately, I can feel her nerves. Shaken originally by my complement earlier, she’s beginning to withdraw more and more into herself.

As much as I want to be totally honest with her about everything, I can’t help but feel that decision wasn’t the best thing for her at this time. Her condition is still an unknown to me, but I believe there’s a reason for everything. Would we have thought of trying hypnosis on Vekel if my mate hadn’t had that form of therapy used on her in the past? Probably not. She’s no idea what a blessing she is to us all. Like a guardian angel, she saved us—definitely me.

“The males could refuse.” Bren’s playing the devil’s advocate for Brock’s biggest suggestion. “Medical exams are only required twice a rotation, and if they’ve had theirs already, they could stall or refuse altogether?”

Brock leans forward, planting his elbows on the table to peer over his mate. “We could appeal to their sense of loss. Say we’d like to test them to see why they’ve not mated with the available females the Ashen have under their care?”

“Oh, evil…” Hannah laughs while she pats Bren’s knee. “…but I like it. That might work.”

I have to agree. “Especially if they don’t realize they’re plants. Do you really think that’s possible?” The idea itself makes me nauseous. From what Hannah’s said, she seems to think that her government may have perfected something like that in their own spy strategy. Programming people’s brains without them even realizing it. If that’s the case, our plants on the Discovery could be anyone—and they wouldn’t even know it.

Hannah throws her hair over her shoulders, leaning back to rub the tiny belly that’s just beginning to show the evidence of her pregnancy. “Anything’s possible. We have to plan for the worst and expect the best.”

I nod, seeing the wisdom of this advice. “And you’re sure that Vekel saw multiple people in this same place he was in? Being programmed?”

Brock sits back and throws his arm around the back of Brittney’s chair, tugging her closer. “Yes,” he responds simply.

“Definitely.” Hannah’s echo is grim, and we all look at each other with distaste and fear. Although, I don’t believe I’m afraid—although I should be. That must be Ashlyn.

She’s staring straight ahead, no longer eating any more of her meal. I’m sure this is all more than she’s ready or capable of handling. Hannah and Brittney are more of the take charge personality, but my mate still seems to be figuring herself out. Maybe it’s because she was sheltered? But with her head down and alarm and panic in our bond, I’m a little worried that she isn’t taking this very well.

“Why would they do this? That’s what I don’t understand?” Scooting my chair back, I tug Ashlyn’s chair in between my legs and pick up her fork. 

Rolling some of the softened meal onto the utensil, I hold it under her nose, waiting for her to open. “Because we were working on getting the information about why he went to the engineering floor, we had to work back from there. Asking him how he got the codes? Who gave him that information? When was he given that information?” 

Hannah pauses in her explanation to take a drink before continuing. “Hence, we can only find out the information from him that he knows. Vekel’s just a tool.”

Bren rubs Hannah’s shoulders, and I notice that Ashlyn has finished swallowing the last bite I fed her. As I gingerly coax her into opening her mouth again, I nod. I understand what Hannah’s saying, but it’s disappointing.

My mate needs security, and what I’m feeling now from her is worrying me. Hannah must be able to tell I’m worried, because she gives Bren a pointed look before he leans forward to address us all. “Let’s consider what we do know right now. Vekel was sent onto our ship purposefully. He was programmed—with others—to sabotage the ship. We don’t know why or what exactly set it off, but we do know how.”

He pauses, looking at Brock and then me. “So, if we believe everything that Hannah and Brock heard from Vekel, he’s not the only one. We have to decide who we should report this information to. Obviously, we’ll have to report it in all our logs—”

“Really?” Brock snorts out half the drink he’s yet to swallow as he cuts off Bren. Brittney begins to giggle, trying to stifle it, but when Hannah picks up on it and joins her, there’s no stopping the nervous laughter from either of them. 

Rolling his eyes, Brock ignores them. “What if it was the Council behind this? Aren’t we just letting them know they failed, consequently alerting them that they should try again?”

Blinking, I watch Brock’s mating marks flare with color as he passionately argues with our Captain. Bren’s a good friend, but this is the closest I’ve seen to Brock skirting insubordination. I don’t disagree with him, but what else can we do? What we’re asking Bren to do is wrong on so many levels…

Bren must feel the same, because his next question is directed back at Brock. “Well, who do we trust?”

The question hangs in the air ominously before Brock blinks a few times, thinking about that carefully. Brittney and Hannah have begun to settle, and I can see Brittney rubbing Brock’s back. Calming him, no doubt. 

“If I may…” Hannah leans forward, cutting in. “…we have to remember we now have new allies…” Everyone turns to look at her, even Ashlyn. “… the Ashen.”

Gasping sharply, I scoot my chair back. I know it’s ridiculous to worry about what their intentions are. After all, they’ve provided me with my mate. But old habits die hard.

Continuing quickly, Hannah’s voice rises. “I know that you’ve been told your entire life not to trust them, but who told you that? Where did that information come from? At this point, they appear to be the most honest of the bunch. I vote we tell them what happened, even if it’s just through Sol, our Ashen ambassador. We’re scheduled to head back to Quasar in the morning—and sure, put it in your logs about the funky trip down the lift Vekel took, but no speculation. Just—”

“Wait!” Bren softens his almost shout by leaning forward to squeeze Hannah’s forearm gently. “We’ve had a distress call from the Explorer… I have to go.”

Without another word, Bren stands and sprints from the room without any clear explanation, leaving us all in shock. The Explorer is another class one spacecraft practically identical to the Discovery. The zone it covers is opposite ours on the other side of Quasar 

Could this have anything to do with what we discovered earlier?



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE





- Atticus

Entering the view room, I see it’s standing room only and slide along the perimeter of the space following Brock. We’re one of the last to arrive, despite knowing about the distress signal before the rest of the ship’s general population. Bren had only left dinner for a short while before calling together a meeting with as many of the ship’s crew as possible.

It’s an unprecedented idea, and not everyone can attend due to duties. But the premise is to show all the males, no matter their ranking in the crew, that we’re in this together. Rather than have them in the dark or hearing about it and wondering why they weren’t told, Bren’s decided to share the information and make sure they all realize what’s at stake.

After all, so many of us have mates now. Before, where there might be many differing and self-centered ideas, now we’re all united in one purpose. Keeping our mates safe. Whether it’s finding them safe homes and environments, or making sure that we’re not totally alienating our home planet, and the parents and siblings we may have still living there. 

I’m sure everyone’s goals are similar to my own. It’s important to me to be able to go back to Quasar and not be considered a traitor to my people because I’ve mated to an alien species. Not only will they consider me a traitor, they may consider me a throwback to a time they claim we should just forget. We were always taught that losing the mating drive was a good thing. 

Mating ties you to one person for life, both sexually and mentally. Personally, I’d rather be tied to one person than ever endure the sexual experiences with Kaleen again. The pressure, both mentally and physically to perform was taxing…

“Thank you for coming to be briefed on what I’m beginning to feel is a very real and impending threat.” A brief murmur runs through the room, and since I’m standing behind so many of them, I see questioning glances thrown between the males in front of me. 

Cutting them off, Bren ignores the few questions thrown out towards him and continues. “Earlier today, Vekel, who most of you know has been in the infirmary unconscious, woke up and was able to gain access to the lift and the engineering floor.” He pauses, swiping a hand over his forehead before continuing. “I don’t understand completely how this was possible, but suffice it to say that he was on a console in a part of the ship that’s restricted. I’ve been told that the programming he was accessing shouldn’t have been accessible to him, and when they tried to duplicate the process without codes he wouldn’t—or shouldn’t have had, it couldn’t be done. Even the logs of his access occurring no longer exist.”

The previous murmur is now full volume talking as everyone wonders what exactly this means. “According to Mavick, if he’d been able to continue, he’d have started a process that most likely would’ve blown up the Discovery instantly.”

Now voices begin to call out instead of waiting patiently. Senseless questions of anger—not just why did he do this, but more along the lines of the punishment they’d like to see served to him.

“None of that matters!” Bren’s voice booms out across the view room, effectively shutting everyone up. “We were lucky, and he was stopped. Atticus and Brock followed him and notified everyone to watch him. We had Brock and Hannah spend time with him this afternoon to see if they could get him to recall anything about why he did this or who instructed him to or just plain how!” 

“What was the verdict? Is it a Sanctuary sect concerned with your mating?”  What makes Treen’s question stand out is his calm and accepting demeanor as he asks. And he has a point. There are many devout females who look down upon mixing or “polluting” bloodlines—even with lower standing family agreements. 

“We don’t know.” Everyone quiets at Bren’s loud statement. “We’re unlikely to know anytime soon, but it’s important we remain vigilant. Based on Vekel’s behavior, he doesn’t remember who programmed him to perform this heinous act. We’ve been able to help him retrieve the memories of it happening and others there when he was programmed to do it but that’s it. Nothing that lets us know who’s behind it.”

Dropping his gaze to the console in front of him, Bren waits until the murmurs begin to die down again after his statement. When he looks up, I’m surprised to see anguish twisting his features. The few remaining voices flitting around us stop as everyone realizes that he has more to say. “Unfortunately… we received a distress call from the Explorer. It alluded to their temperatures rising on the Kalotic and instability in their system before the communication was cut off. I’ve conferred with Mavick.” 

Bren’s hand clasps Mavick’s shoulder, and he lifts his eyes to meet Bren’s gaze next to him. “We discussed this and according to his analysis, what happened earlier would have created the effect the Explorer claimed they were dealing with. Unfortunately, since that earlier communication, we’ve heard nothing… they can’t be reached.”

Now, you can hear everyone’s heartbeat around us in the room. Silence reigns as our shocked expressions meet. Brock throws his arms around me, knowing I have extended family on the craft. Planco wasn’t extremely close, but knowing that we were so close to losing our own lives, is maddening. 

“Are we sure the Explorer is gone?” The question comes from a voice on the other side of the room, and I pull away from Brock to look over at Teal, his mating marks flaring deep colors as his hair undulates around his face. 

Bren shakes his head before answering quickly, “No, of course not. But never in our recorded history has a spacecraft had all communications go down without it having been death for all on board. The communications are usually broadcasting long after all life has expired on a craft, which as you know is often how pirates find unmanned vessels.”

Teal swallows hard before dropping his eyes to his feet. I don’t know who he lost, but obviously he knew someone on board. The Explorer had almost eighty males, just like the Discovery. To think that they all are now dead is a tragedy no one wants to consider. 

“I’ve sent the instructions to investigate their last known coordinates to a hopper craft in their zone.” The smaller hopper vessels circle, monitor, and study specific planets in the zones, and they vary in sizes with the average crew around twenty males. “They were closer and have reported nothing yet.” Bren lets out a heavy sigh. “Honestly, it’s not looking good.”

A heavy silence descends on us as we grieve the loss of our brothers on a spacecraft identical to our own. I’m sure their thoughts are similar to mine, “It could have been us.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX





- Ashlyn

I was an idiot to let Brittney talk me into this. As we walk toward the equivalent of a cafeteria, we’re passed by women quietly making their way to the same spot. I’ve never been there, since Atticus and I have eaten all our meals in our kitchen. As we walk in, it immediately reminds me of all the dreaded cafeterias in the group facilities I’ve attended.

But Brittney is just so convincing! The thing that got me was the way she phrased it. I can’t remember her exact words, but she made it sound like she wouldn’t go without me—almost couldn’t go without me. Like she needed my help to get down here.

Using her cane, she leans on me lightly with one hand while shuffling along. Our invitation to this meeting was verbally delivered by Shelly Suite. When I saw her walk in, all my fears and insecurities came crashing over me again—until her huge husband walked in the door behind her.

Well… technically not her husband. Her mate, Callim.

After her quick introduction, she explained that she wanted to have a “meet and greet” with the other ladies while the men “talk strategy”. Brittney and I just looked at each other after she left before she exclaimed, “Wow! If I didn’t know that Brock was totally committed and all in with me, I’d be really insecure.”

Brittney’s words hit so close to home, I only nod briefly before asking. “Well? Are we going?” 

Of course, Brittney went on to explain why we should go, but the reasons don’t really matter at that point. She’s my new best friend, and the mate of my mate’s best friend and now a co-worker too. I have to go and be supportive. It’s not like I’ll have to talk.

Clutching my arm tightly, Brittney pulls me closer as we hesitate in the doorway to the cafeteria. “There are so many women! I didn’t realize…” Her tall, thin frame towers over me, but she’s bent over to whisper as we try to figure out where to sit. Most of the seats are taken and based on how many one-of spots there are, not many of the other women know each other.

Pointing to the right, I motion to two seats side by side at a table near the back. Nodding, Brittney lurches forward, her cane clicking ahead as she navigates through bodies carefully. As we sink into the chairs, I notice that in addition to Shelly, there are five other women at the head of the room, standing next to her. “Hello, everyone! Let me welcome you formally to the Discovery and your new life as a mate to a Quasar male.”

A few ladies around the room clap, but the noise escalates and dies out quickly. Tapping my hands together politely, I try to figure out what we’re really meeting for. Sure, eventually we’d all get together. Maybe they want to set up a social event like a dance or something? If so, I won’t be participating in setting it up or coming to it.

“Listen. I don’t want to waste a lot of time on anything that I don’t feel is productive. Suffice it to say that I didn’t want to become a Quasar mate. It’s hard to feel like you have no control over you body and life, which I’m sure you can all relate to. But it’s done, now. The decisions have been made.”

“Real eloquent, Shelly.” One of the other women crosses her arms and smirks, not bothering to keep her voice down.

Shelly doesn’t even look over at her. Instead, she waves her hand lightly toward the mouthy woman while continuing to stare at us all one by one in the audience. “Let me introduce you to the other women that were stolen from Earth with me. We were attending a study group, and except for a couple of us that have mates on Dactyles, the prison planet below us, we’re now all here. This is Karen, Jo-Anne, Beth, Lisa, Susan, and the only one of us not in the study group… Hannah Becker.” 

A collective gasp sounds all around us as my eyes are drawn to the famous woman that I assumed was dead along with the rest of the world. Hannah Becker. The first SkyLab to Mars astronaut. Presumed dead when the SkyLab exploded in a freak malfunction rotating around Mars. It was big news around the world.

“Right now our men are meeting to discuss what happened with the Explorer. If you haven’t heard, that spacecraft is a Quasar ship out performing the same duties as the Discovery we’re on now—only in a different zone of space. The Explorer issued a distress call earlier, explaining their malfunction briefly and then went silent.”

I hadn’t heard that. Is that why Brock and Atticus acted so strange before they left after dinner? Looking over at Brittney, I try to see if she acts surprised. Unless she’s an excellent actress, she definitely didn’t know either.

“I can see that most of you didn't know.” Shelly’s loud statement draw my attention to her again. “And that’s what I have a problem with. For a female-dominated society, they sure don’t share much with us!” Placing her hands on her hips, she flips her blonde hair as she turns to her friends next to her in exasperation.

Hannah steps forward, grabbing her arm as Shelly turns away. “Maybe I should take this?”

Questions have begun to spring up as the women around me begin to lose patience. The more Shelly says, the more I realize I don’t know. What does she mean by a female-dominated society?

I’m not the only one that wants to know either. A tall, dark-skinned woman sitting at the closest table to them has stood. With her hands on her hips, it’s clear she wants answers. “Are you saying that we should be worried about this happening to us? What exactly is going on?”

Shelly takes a step to the side as Hannah begins to take over. “The important thing is not to panic. I’m not going to lie—yes, we had an incident earlier where one of the Quasar men on the ship ended up down in engineering accessing a restricted panel, but  he had no idea he was doing it or what it did. Some kind of brainwashing and programming was performed by enemies that we aren’t even positive of yet.”

The entire room is silent as this sinks in. Exactly! They feel the way I did earlier. It’s just so shocking that it takes a moment to process what’s really going on. 

“I’m not going to lie to you. I’ve been to the planet Quasar, and the ruling council is all women who’ve no desire to give up the power they wield over the men in their society. From the studies we’ve done to date and what we’ve learned now from the Ashen, when the matings were suppressed for the men, they lost a lot of secondary traits in addition to their sex drive. Even though it’s sometimes tempting to embrace the path that the Quasar Councilors have laid out, we need to rise above that.”

Shelly blows out an exaggerated breath as she steps up by Hannah again. “There’s a difference between rising above it and rolling over and just letting them run our lives now.” She still has her hands on her hips as she cuts in as Hannah takes a breather.

Hannah doesn’t look at Shelly as she begins to talk again. “We need to consider this an opportunity for a partnership. These men are used to women running the show. We can show them how a true partnership works.”

Shelly turns from facing Hannah while she talks to facing the crowd. “Yeah, with honesty—”

“Yes, and I do agree with Shelly that no one in this room should be in the dark about what’s going on and what our future plans are. There are a lot more of you here now than I ever imagined, and you’re all dealing with your own personal issues health-wise too.”

Shelly nods, pointing toward herself. “The idea that because we’re smaller, we’re somehow frailer—that’s what I’m intent on making sure doesn’t perpetuate. I have some good ideas about how to handle this latest threat, and I want to force their hand to deal with us like a democracy. It’s our life, too!”

A couple of the other women step closer to Shelly from behind her, tossing their arms around her shoulders as her voice begins to break with anger and frustration. Hannah steps in front of her, grasping one of her hands, and her own voice quakes as she assures her. “It’s our life and the lives of our unborn children.” 

Turning back to the women in the room, Hannah’s voice becomes stronger. “You were invited here to make sure everyone is told the truth. We’re going to crash the men’s meeting next and force them to treat us like equals. I honestly can’t say it won’t be hard. But right now, they’re just being typical idiots and not thinking about the long term consequences of keeping this a secret. But just to be clear, is there anyone here that wouldn’t have wanted to know the truth?”

You could hear a pin drop for a few seconds as everyone looks around at each other. Even I can admit that as frightened as I might be about the future, of course I want to know the truth. How many things did my mother hide from me that I found out after the fact? I was often so angry, but could never express it properly, acting out in ways that she just wrote off as temper tantrums due to my FXS.

Now, I have a chance at being a part of something life-altering. Not only for me from the healing and subsequent normal life, but also in these men’s lives. I still don’t understand all the intricacies of their society, but I want to learn. I want to understand everything.

Throwing up her hands, Shelly practically shouts, “Exactly!”

There’s a murmur through the room as another blond woman steps forward. “I’m Beth.” She presses her palm to her chest and I can tell it’s hard for her to talk to all of us. Where as Shelly seems to thrive on everyone looking at her and Hannah was reserved but clear, Beth’s voice quakes as she continues. “I’ll be organizing some classes in the next day or so to review what Hannah, Susan, Shelly and I know from our experiences. Shelly’s done a lot of research and study on the Quasar laws, and it’s important everyone gets prepared over the next couple weeks for our arrival to the planet.”

“How will we find out when they are?” The dark-skinned woman in the front calls out as she raises herself halfway up from her seat in the chair before sinking back down slowly.

“There’s definitely an on-site communication system on the Discovery—similar to email.” Hannah moves until she’s standing directly in front of the woman, addressing her personally before looking up at us all and raising her voice. “I’ll make sure that everyone has their own direct line that they’ll have access to, either on their own display or that of their mates. And please…” Her voice softens, “…don’t look at this as a setback here today. Our mates are scared. They aren’t trained for this and a lot has happened just over what we’d consider two months.”

Clapping her hands to break the moment, Shelly pulls everyone’s attention back to her. “Anyone who’s interested in going to the meeting the guys are at… follow me to what they call ‘The View Room’.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN





- Atticus

We’re still discussing whether we should log everything, subsequently letting the Quasar Council know what happened with Vekel on our own ship when the door slides open and a stream of females enter the room. Led by Shelly and Hannah, they fan out around the room to stand by their mates as Bren gives Hannah a questioning look.

“What’s the meaning of this, Hannah? I thought we decided that now wasn’t a good time to worry all the new females?” He’s still standing at the front of the room with the view of space behind him, its darkness as endless as my own questions. 

Ashlyn and Brittney are one of the last through the door, although I could tell she was there long before she comes into view. I can sense her apprehension and… fear? I’m tired of sensing that from my mate. She needs to understand that no matter what her opinions are, even if I don’t agree with them, she doesn’t need to fear me.

“You decided.” Hannah announces in response as Shelly drags Callim from his chair and up to the front by Hannah and Bren. His chagrin is obvious, but my attention is diverted to Ashlyn as she comes into my arm’s reach. She only stops when Brittney is close enough to Brock that he pulls her into his lap, his whispered words in her ear too low for me to hear.

“I’m sorry.” Ashlyn’s apology is low as I pull her towards me gratefully. If there’s one thing that helps this uncomfortable and difficult conversation, it’s having my mate in my arms. The familiar comforting warmth of our connection instantly soothes my nerves. 

Placing my lips against her ear, I murmur quietly, “Quit apologizing. I’m glad you’re here.” I not only feel her exhale of relief, but sense her relax, a comforting flow of what can only be called contentment washing over me.

“I have an idea to propose.” Shelly’s declaration at the front of the room, draws everyone’s attention to her. I’m not surprised. Shelly Suite was the second Earth female I met and every interaction has been interesting. She’s confident, imaginative, and very snide, but also extremely smart and brave. 

When Brock and I diagnosed her with Tirus X from exposure to the virus on Dactyles, I never once saw her give up. There was no crying or feeling sorry for herself. Even when she made it extremely clear to everyone on board the Discovery that she didn’t want a mate, she didn’t give up on life. I’m not surprised that she’s pushed Hannah to include them in our plans moving forward.

I’ve known Bren a long time now, and even though he doesn’t appear happy with Hannah and the other females’ arrival, he does look resigned. The obstacles we’re facing are beyond what we’ve ever dealt with. Reporting to the Quasar Council is second nature and always the first thing that gets done by logging every movement of our day. 

Technically, if we have the approval and agreement of the female mates, we’re still following Quasar law by deferring to our Mate Lead. Currently, we defer to our Family Unit Lead or Ermada, but now we’re deferring to a mate. It’s a win-win for us all.

Bren looks at Shelly, who’s leaning against Callim. His large arms circle around her waist with his palms settling on her belly, drawing attention to the slight swell of his offspring. What will that be like? To know that you’ve created life, and the proof’s growing every day inside your mate. “We’re definitely interested in any ideas. Our natural reaction is to report what happened today with Vekel to the Council, but at the risk of sounding paranoid, we have to consider they may have been behind it too.”

“Exactly!” Shelly’s arms move animatedly as she looks away from Bren and explains. “Instead of trying to warn the other ships like the Discovery through the Council—who if they’re behind it may either suppress the information or realize that we’re on to them, we should let the other ships know through the Ashen.”

I’m not the only one that doesn’t understand what she might have in mind. Here and there around the room, males and females exchange questioning looks, but Brock stares at me with a slight smile. “Leave it to Shelly to think of that.” His whisper is loud enough for Ashlyn and I to hear.

When no one says anything, Shelly continues, her voice rising. “We should let them know that we’re going dark since we had the attack by Vekel here on our ship. Let the Quasar Council think we’re dead! And recommend to the others that if they have anything similar happen, they should do the same. Let’s get back to Quasar and over the next two weeks, we can come up with a plan—or plans to find out who’s behind this. You never know, maybe even Vekel will remember more with additional hypnosis sessions?”

Brock starts clapping and Brittney quickly joins in. As I join, I think about how this is definitely the best idea I’ve heard so far, although I’m not positive that I totally understand. The clapping in the room swells as others join in. 

Bren raises his arms, pressing his palms down in the universal signal to quiet down. “Alright, alright. I was going to say we should take a vote—”

“I think we still should.” Hannah cuts him off. Shelly’s nodding aggressively as Hannah continues. “We have to start now with making sure that everyone here feels heard. The important thing is to make sure that everyone understands it’s okay to disagree. Especially in regards to something that isn’t covered by the Quasar laws, and what we’re about to do is definitely not something ever considered. But we can’t just blindly assume that the Quasar Council is an ally with mated males any longer. Especially now with Vekel’s testimony and the fact that Callim was going to be part of the Mating Re-emergence Study.”

Ashlyn squeezes my arms that are wrapped around her middle, and as I bend forward to peer at her, her questioning look lets me know I have a lot to explain. There’s so much she doesn’t know about our society and what has occurred recently with the matings.

“So, a show of hands? Everyone in favor of contacting the Ashen and utilizing their communication devices to notify the other Quasar spacecrafts about our recent exposure of traitors?” Brittney’s voice is loud and leads the crowd as she yells “Aye” as her hand goes up in the air. 

So, this is it. Even though I knew this day would come, I honestly didn’t expect to have a mate when it happened. Now there’s someone besides myself I have to worry about and must keep safe. I can’t stop the ball of dread that settles into my stomach as I put my own hand into the air in agreement.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT





- Ashlyn

I’m extremely thankful we don’t stay at the meeting much longer. It’s interesting and everything, but all I want to do is be alone with Atticus. We haven’t had any time to relax since early this morning.

Brock whisks off with Brittney the minute it becomes clear that they’re ironing out the fine details. Jo-Anne and Lisa have the best rapport with the Ashen—specifically Jo-Anne if you don’t count Sol’s mate, Janette. Sol and Janette are both staying with the Ashen, processing women to be future mates. 

“I’m sorry that we hadn’t talked more about Quasar and our society and customs that you’re going to be exposed to—” 

Cutting off Atticus, I can tell he’s as surprised as I am. “It doesn’t matter.” When he’s left standing with his mouth open in the doorway of our bedroom, I rush to explain. “I mean… it does matter…”

Atticus is shaking his head, smiling as the door slides closed behind him. “I understand.” Releasing the fastener on his suit, he moves toward me as I back up until my knees hit the bed. 

My legs give out underneath me, and I settle onto the plush surface, still staring at Atticus as he begins to peel away the material hiding his body from my view. “Some of the other women are organizing classes we’ll be able to attend to get up to speed on your history and laws and…”

Trailing off, I blink as he’s suddenly naked in front of me before I even realize it. When his hands reach for me, I surrender to the overwhelming desire I feel bubbling at my core. Whether it’s me or him, I’m not sure, but I know that this is what I want. Right now, he obviously feels the same.

Shuddering as he begins to undress me, I stay silent, enjoying the way his fingers send bolts of awareness to every part of my body as they pass along my skin. “I missed you so much. Just the brief periods of time we were separated made me hunger for you, missing your scent.” The words are whispered against my skin as his lips follow his fingers, peeling off my clothing.

“That’s good,” I whisper back. I’m totally aroused already, which really is a good thing since he’s so big, and I don’t want it to take as long as last time for him to get inside me. I can feel the slick moisture between my legs already, and that only makes me more excited.

All I’ve thought about over the last day is how much I couldn’t wait for this exact moment to come. When we could be alone and getting naked. My crotch aches, full of want, and I wish he would hurry.

Atticus gives me a slow, full smile that makes my heart speed up in anticipation. “It’s not really good to miss you so much though. I think we should make time during the day to be alone more often, don’t you?”

Giving him a squeak as he tugs off my pants, I think about sneaking away with him to have sex during the day. The idea is titillating and foreign. There are so many different things we could do when we sneak off…

“Ashlyn?”

“Hm?” I bring my attention back to his face, hovering over mine as his hair floats out next to him.

“I need you now.” Those are words I never thought I’d hear from a man, and as I open my mouth to tell him that, he bends down and his lips cover mine. His kiss is scorching as all the need in my body implodes in a sensation that has wetness seeping down my legs.

Pressing himself between my legs, he lifts me into his arms, and I lock my legs around him, trapping his hard dick between us. Lust overwhelms me, whether it’s his or mine, I don’t know, but suspect it’s a combination of both.

With a bold thrust of his tongue, the textured surface drags against my lips and tongue, making me whimper with excitement as goosebumps break out over my skin. Groaning in return, he cups the back of my head, pinning me to him as he thrusts into my mouth as if he’s been dying to claim me—which he probably has. Licking and nibbling on my lips, I respond eagerly, knowing that this is what I’ve needed all my life. 

Him.

I feel like I’m going to die if he doesn’t get inside me soon. The heat between us ramped up so quickly, it’s like the worries and issues of the Discovery don’t matter. Nothing exists outside of each moan and thrust of his tongue and cock against me. He’s everywhere around me as his hair circles me before I feel a solid surface against my back. 

I don’t even realize I’m rocking my hips against him until I’m pinned against the wall. The additional leverage has me pressing back harder, placing that exciting pleasure point called a clit against him and sliding the wetness against the surface of his hard cock.

My breasts are pressed up against his rock hard chest, and my aching nipples seem to feel the heat flashing through his mating marks. My arms tighten around his neck, and I can feel my nails dig into his upper back as his hand cupping my ass squeezes me while his other roams my body.

His fingers creep toward my pussy as his hand supporting me shifts while we kiss. I gasp in surprise, our lips breaking off momentarily as his fingers run through my folds, spreading my juices I’m leaking around. The sensation is cool and arousing as our foreheads rest together, and we pant, looking deep into each others eyes.

Stroking me gently, he gives me a heated look as I squirm slightly, bucking my clit against his length harder. “Are you aching for me to be inside you a much as I’m dying to feel your tight, wet heat wrapped around me?”

Arching against him, my voice is gone as I open to answer. Of course, I want that, but the only thing that comes out is a high-pitched wail that doesn’t sound like a yes or no. Atticus continues to tease me, watching my face with fascination until my eyes close and roll back into my head from the pleasure.

“Would you like me inside you like this?” Tilting his own hips back, I feel his huge, hard cock drag along my clit until he’s pressing the tip against my opening. Panting, I force open my eyes to look at him as I nod quickly. “Atticus… please. I… I’m ready.”

“Yes.” His hips roll as his cock bounces at my entrance before he presses back against me. Panting, I push down against him, adding some weight and leverage against his dick. “More, now?”

He’s barely pressing against me, and I don’t understand why he’s making me wait! Groaning, I use my legs around his waist to press down more firmly, feeling myself open as he stretches me with the tip of his cock. “Yes… more.”

Now he groans, because it’s more but not enough. “Yes,” he gasps. “Definitely more.” Rocking his hips against me, I feel him slide and inch or so in and out as I hang my mouth open, gasping at the pure pleasure that ricochets through my body.

Digging my nails in deeper, I circle my hips to add to the sensation. He gives me the most intense look as he studies me, pressing inside me gently as he spreads my legs wide. Holding my ass, he keeps me from dropping down on his hard length, torturing me with the pleasure and wait.

When he pulls out, only resting against my entrance again, I let out a moan of protest. Why? My face must show my confusion because he chuckles lightly. He’s so mean.

But then his fingers dig into my thighs, spreading my legs farther while taking my mouth in another hard, demanding kiss as he surges inside me. The thrust takes my breath away, and I gasp at the intrusion even as my muscles clamp around him in ecstasy. It’s perfect.

Biting my lip, my eyes close as my neck gives out, and my head hits the wall behind me. His words are muffled in my neck as he slowly pulls his hips away, dragging his veiny cock along sensitive tissue that’s clamped tight around him. “Relax for me, Ashlyn… let me in.”

I want him in. I’m not even sure how to relax, but as he slows and begins pressing kisses to my neck, I melt, giving myself over to his touch. He’s so strong, I don’t even have to brace myself. Muscles dance in his chest, sides, and ass as he rocks his hips. “That’s right, my mate.”

Anything after that is unintelligible as I whimper at his small intrusions bouncing at my entrance. Over and over he tortures me, ramping up the intensity until he thrusts deep again without warning. His arm snakes around my hips, locking me in place as he drives into me.

Pressing my back against the wall with his weight pinning me, it takes everything I have to stay relaxed as my impending orgasm makes me tighten in anticipation and my legs spasm. I can’t hold back as my back arches and legs spread wide to allow him maximum penetration as I explode in ecstasy. Crying out his name, he continues to pump into me before he buries himself deep, and I feel the already familiar sensation of his own eruption inside me.

The warmth soothes me as his feeling of contentment mixes with my own, making my body sag. Atticus rubs his cheek against mine as he pulls from my neck, his hair loosening from my body as the vibration around us slows. Smiling up at him, I feel absolutely sated with happiness as my body shifts with him. For the first time in my life, I realize that I’m living in the moment.

It doesn’t matter what the next few days will bring. I trust him to do the best thing for both of us, and I’m content just being with him. A lot of women would consider that stupid or old fashioned, but it’s so much more than I ever thought I’d have in this lifetime. Just being with him and loving him for however long we have is enough.

The wall at my back disappears as he pulls me tight to his chest and steps quickly to the bed, while every step bumps him high inside me. Lying us both down on our sides, his fingers skim over my face followed by his lips as he continues to roll his hips against me, still hard and buried deep. By the time he reaches my chest, I’m squirming for more and gripping his head as his hair continues to wrap up my arms, dancing across my skin.

He’s still hard inside me as he makes me senseless with need all over again. Of course, I don’t mind, surrendering myself to him as he begins to thrust all over again. It’s… he’s all I want. I don’t need anything but Atticus.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE





- Atticus

TWO WEEKS LATER

The View Room is packed with bodies as the first glimpse of Quasar becomes available. We’ve all agreed that the rotation we’ll settle into around the planet will be further out than ever before. What we’re attempting is something never done—or even speculated could be done—and we couldn’t have done it without the Ashen.

True to his word, Sol and Janette were able to work as liaisons with the Ashen. Not only did they help us contact the other Quasar ships through their systems so the Council couldn’t trace the communication, but they also gave the engineers detailed instructions on a redesign that has essentially made our ship invisible. Ghost-like. 

Instead of having the waves of all our communication floating around in space, they’ve devised a way to mask them. When the science behind it was discussed with engineering, the easiest way for them to explain it to those of us with very limited knowledge of what was proposed was to say that they changed the vibration of our communication.

So, instead of us having to worry about them being able to track us or realize we’re still alive and headed toward them, we’ve essentially tricked them into thinking we’ve endured the same fate as the Explorer. After everything was in place, an almost duplicate communication to what we all received from the Explorer was broadcast out, and then all the new technology was engaged.

For the last rotations, we’ve been traveling toward Quasar in stealth mode. Exciting, but more than that—dangerous. “Is that it?” 

Ashlyn shifts in front of me, where we’re both of us are facing the screen, waiting for the planet to materialize. Sure enough, where she’s pointing, you can see a small glow coming into focus. We’re still traveling at a high speed, and the small speck enlarges quickly, even while I answer. “Yes, but we won’t get too much closer. Our rotational radius won’t be detected if we stay beyond five hundred milcouples away.”

She nods her understanding without looking up. There are gasps from the other females around the room as they too focus on the planet that their mates have called home. Even I can see the damage to its surface from this distance. Pollution and waste have taken over much of its habitable land, and that’s the primary reason space exploration became such a priority in the recent annual rotations.

“Do you think Brock’s already in orbit here?” It’s sweet of Ashlyn to be thinking of my best friend. I was just thinking about him too. Who knows, maybe she picked up on my own thoughts. Brock’s part of a reconnaissance team heading for the surface, led by Matthias and Selas—or should I say—Karen? She’s been the real leader.

In addition to taking Vekel, who has been working with Brock to recover more details from his memories, the team plans to meet up with Chevepak on Quasar. They’ll do their best to help as many males as possible, while at the same time trying to work undercover to identify who’s behind the repressed memories and spies planted—not to mention—who might be behind it.

Brock’s training has taken a lot of time over the last rotations since every spare minute that he’s not practicing drills, is spent with his mate, Brittney. Her health and mobility continue to improve. The hard part for her is the physiotherapy. Our nanos are easily attaching to all the female’s biology and correcting diseases, but the muscle tone and strengthening Brittney needs still takes hard work.

Squeezing Ashlyn back against me, I lean in to whisper into her tiny shell of an ear. “Probably not. I believe they’re at least a rotation behind us due to their craft’s speed. And we won’t see them when they come by either.” Turning toward Brittney, who’s standing next to us I add, “I’m sure it’ll all go smoothly.”

Brittney’s resting her hand on her chest with a tight smile on her face. “I’ll let you know.” The wink she gives after startles me, but Ashlyn’s tinkling laugh of response is one of the most beautiful things I’ve ever heard. 

Everyone is quiet as we watch the planet get larger until our forward momentum stops, and it becomes clear the planet won’t be getting any closer. Brittney leans over toward Ashlyn and I, keeping her voice down out of respect for the rest of the males around the room working and communicating with their neural implants. “That’s it, huh? It’s only the size of a dime?”

Ashlyn tilts her head back on my chest, arching her back and effectively thrusting her ass hard against my always eager cock. Gritting my teeth, I put a tight smile on my face as I wait for her words. “That’s really as big as it’s getting? How’re you going to see anything from here?”

Squeezing her shoulders, I lean down to answer them both, “Just watch.” Turning my gaze back to the screen, I wait and they follow my example and do the same. Sure enough, it’s only a few breaths later, and once we’ve come to a powered-down state, that the magnified view kicks in on the screen. When it does, a low murmur begins between three males in the corner. 

One of them pulls away from the others to move closer to Bren, putting his head down to discuss something. I could tap in, but haven’t bothered. Most neural implant discussions are open, but it’s my time off and I’m trying to have the same perspective as Ashlyn today. I want to experience things the same as her while we’re together.

It’s only a moment before Bren turns to address the room, holding his hands up for attention. “Everyone, please note that we’re now scanning the recent communications to pick up on any discussions that may help us with our—”

“Bren, as discussed, we need to bring to everyone’s attention to the foreign spacecraft circling Quasar.” Torko’s clear, calm voice carries easily across the view room. 

Bren turns, putting his hands on his hips to watch with us all as an object floats slowly across the surface of the planet. Only the outline can be determined, but just like the differences between physiology, many of the spacecrafts have identifiable details that make them stand out. “I see it. Marel.” 

Bren’s voice is brittle as he turns to look at Hannah. She tosses a pitying look toward Shelly and Callim who’re only a few seats away. It wasn’t that long ago that Callim was scheduled to go to Marel as what he thought would be an ambassador. The only question is… an ambassador for what? 

Not that many males are privy to the hierarchy of the females on Quasar, especially the Council who make the rules for the remaining families on the planet. But you’d think if there was an ambassador program to another species planet, at least the captains in the Quasar space fleets would know about it. Based on that fact, and the drugs found in Callim’s system that he had to detox from, something more than just being an ambassador is going on.

So, the question remains… why do the Marel have one of their very distinctive, round-shaped spacecrafts orbiting around Quasar? 



CHAPTER THIRTY





- Ashlyn

I can tell from the tension in the room, that this isn’t something anyone suspected they’d see. Another alien craft around their planet. Atticus’s arms have tightened across me, and my eyes shift to Brittney where she’s standing next to me.

I can sense Atticus’s anticipation. Confusion and maybe—fear? No one’s saying anything right away. Even Bren seems to be thinking hard as he moves his gaze from the view screen to Hannah. “Is this bad?” Looking up at Atticus’s chin, I keep my voice down so only he can hear.

 Standing, Hannah moves closer to Bren, and their voices drop for a sentence or two that we can’t hear before Atticus turns his attention to me and leans in to whisper in my ear. “No one thought we’d see another species’ spacecraft in our airspace. That’s never been how this works. Even the males that Callim informed us were taken off planet out of the Sanctuary of the Order were transported in Quasar spacecrafts to the zone border.”

When I nod, he straightens to stare at Bren and Hannah again. Atticus told me before that they considered the possibility of spies on the Discovery from the Quasar Council before, but the guys never thought they’d actually be killed by their leaders. I’m not sure if it’s their naivety or what, but Hannah’s admitted she isn’t surprised at all. 

From the sounds of it, neither is Lisa, who says that she can’t believe how she was treated by what she felt was government officials on Earth. How they kept her in a cell. The stories she’s shared at our meetings have been incredible. 

Reptile aliens working with the government at one of the poles on Earth? From what some of the women have said, it’s not totally far-fetched. Even though I’m not familiar with the stories, many of them say they’re common conspiracy theories.

Bren and Hannah seem to come to an agreement as they turn back to face everyone. Putting his arm around her much smaller frame, he addresses the room. “Hannah’s going to contact them. Since we can see the Marel’s spacecraft, they can certainly see us. It’s better to open the line of communication. We certainly don’t need to add any enemies and unknowns to our list right now. So silence.”

You could hear a pin drop as we don’t make a peep, but I’m thankful when Hannah raises her voice as she turns and settles into Bren’s chair that’s pretty much in the center of the View Room. “You’ll see them on the screen in front of us, probably just the liaison they choose. Even though everyone here will see them, they’ll only be locked in on my face.” Flipping her head around, her eyes scan the room. “But I can hear you, and I don’t need the distractions.”

The View Room is kind of like their version of a command room and right now, it’s full. There’s a murmur as a few people agree, but for the most part, everyone just nods. My heart speeds up as the seconds tick by. Hannah’s talking to Bren and a couple other people on work stations around her.

Before I realize it, they look like they’re set, and Hannah’s clear, calm voice begins counting down. “Five… four… three… two… connecting.” The screen flickers briefly but stays dark. Hannah doesn’t say a word for a moment. Turning to the man next to her, she calmly asks, “Are we connected, Torko?”

Her only answer is a nod, and she turns back to the screen, her back to us. It only takes a second for me to realize she’s reverted to Quasarian. We slip back and forth between them at home, but in general, around the ship you hear mostly English. Maybe because the women talk more than the men, and speaking in your native tongue offers all the slang you’re used to?

I’m not sure, but Quasarian just doesn’t seem as commonly heard. Of course, I understand it perfectly—along with the other languages that Atticus knows due to him “sharing” his nanos with me. It’s awesome to not have to study to know what he knows. Language, biology, and all the other studied applications he’s come in contact with during his studies. It’s definitely handy.

“I’m Hannah Becker, Earth-mate to Bren Khar from the Planet Quasar. I represent the Discovery’s males as the Mate Union Lead of the Quasar Council-appointed captain.” Pausing dramatically, it even takes me a minute to digest the carefully construed words she’s spouting. “The Discovery wasn’t apprised of a Marel representative arriving in our zone. Please acknowledge and explain.”

Since there’s nothing on the screen in front of us, I jump as a heavily accented voice responds in the Quasar language. “It might do you well to check in with your Council. We’d been informed that all Quasar ships were destroyed. Imagine our surprise when we saw the Discovery beginning it’s rotation so far out from your planet. What game are you playing with your Council?” 

“No game.” Hannah’s factual and neutral response gives nothing away. “Just caution. But this isn’t something that we can discuss with you. We only wanted to initiate our zone warning before contacting the Quasar’s Council. You’re saying they’re aware you’re here and aware of your intentions?”

A chatter of ticking streams across the communication between us and for a minute, I think we’ve lost our connection. It sounds like a weird kind of interference. “Yes. As per our previous agreement with your people, we’ve arrived to renegotiate.” Bren’s shaking his head no at Hannah, indicating he has no idea what they’re referring to.

Giving nothing away, Hannah nods slightly. “Then we’ll check in with our Councilors and confirm their agreement. Thank you for your time.”

There’s another brief chittering and the line closes with an audible snap before a low chime begins. “That’s a confirmation that the communication has truly ended.” Atticus turns me in his arms to bury his face in my neck, tickling me with his hair, lips, and breath as he kisses me gently.

Tugging back, I look over my shoulder at Hannah, where she’s standing next to Bren. “Is that is, then? All good?”

Atticus’s eyes flick over my shoulder to look at them before his serious gaze settles on me again. “Well, we confirmed that they don’t appear to plan to attack us at this point. We’re in a vulnerable position, since they seem to know we’re supposedly dead to the Council. If they’d planned to attack us, I’m guessing they’d have done it by now.”

I understand the logic, and as he lowers me down, I hear Hannah and Bren’s voices calling everyone to listen up. Atticus and I aren’t the only ones talking, and I’m guessing most of the guys are explaining things to their mates like Atticus has to me. “Everybody, let’s just make sure we’re all on the same page.”

Brittney’s face is serious as she stares at Bren and Hannah too. Bren’s booming voice easily drowns out the last little bit of talking still happening around us. “We’re going to contact the Council now. You’re welcome to stay or go, but we’ll plan on sending out minutes of all the conversations this evening. Plan to reconvene here in the morning. We’ll give an exact time in the minutes. At this point, Hannah and I will plan to set up a meeting to go to the surface of Quasar and meet with the Council.”

This is the part that I can tell Hannah’s worried about. It’s why they have the team with Brock, Matthias, and Selas on their way in a different spacecraft. They should be in position by morning.

At the same time tomorrow, at least one other Quasar spacecraft like the Discovery called the Prospect should have arrived. They’ve been traveling toward Quasar, just as we have since the Explorer went silent. From the sounds of it, their captain doesn’t really believe that they could have any spies on board, but with everyone on the Explorer presumed dead and after Bren sent him video of Vekel leaving the medical bay and gaining access to engineering, he’s not willing to take the gamble with everyone’s life.

I’m broken out of my reverie by Atticus. “Have you all seen enough? Do you want to go back?” His head swivels between Brittney and I.

Nodding already, my head turns to look at Brittney just as she answers no. “I just want to stay a while longer. I’ll be fine.” Her hands are stroking up and down her upper arms nervously. I don’t blame her. With her mate away—and I mean really far away—it has to be strange not to feel the connection I’m so used to now.

Even though I’m not completely healed, my mannerisms and personality have already changed drastically. I’m not depressed at all, and my shyness is a thing of the past. I can look almost anyone in the eye, and it’s super rare that I’ll realize I’ve fallen into a repetitive behavior.

Grabbing Brittney’s hand, I halt it’s movement on her arm as I squeeze it gently. “Let me know if you need anything.”

Pointing over to Susan, she assures me quietly, “No. I’ll be okay. I’m just going to go hang out with the other women who were left… not that we were left!” Giggling, her mood lightens as she takes off weaving through the room. 

I watch her back as she walks away, thinking about how this’ll be the first time we’ve had the medical bay, living area, and bedrooms all to ourselves. As we turn and head toward the exit, I squeeze Atticus’s hand gently so he looks down at me. “Is it possible to lock the door to the medical bay?”



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE





- Atticus

I don’t know what to think at my mate’s shy question. The look on her face is calculating as her eyes drop from mine to the floor in front of us as we walk to the lift. When she slides inside and I follow her in, she doesn’t put any space between us, instead wrapping her hands around my neck to pull me down to her.

Eagerly, my lips meet hers and my tongue plunges into her mouth. Her sweet, minty flavor bursts over my tongue as I encourage her to reciprocate. It’s taken time, but my mate has definitely learned what she likes and has begun to verbally let me know.

Ashlyn’s shy nature has begun to diminish—not only with me—but with life in general. She says she’s becoming more normal, but I disagree. She’s just more focused. Instead of retreating inside and letting her body mask her thoughts with repetitive movements, she can stay present and controlled, taking in her environment and responding to it in a whole new way. It’s been liberating for both of us.

I’m hard as a rock as the door slides open to our floor. Typical. My only consolation is that I’m not the only one. In fact, right outside the door is one of our neighbors. “Kalo. Sue.” My voice is gruff as we step out of the lift, strategically keeping Ashlyn in front of me.

Waving briefly, Ashlyn smiles at Sue before adding, “See you later.”

That’s exactly what I can tell is different. Actively participating without prompting. When Ashlyn first arrived, it was hard to get her to talk even if you asked her a specific question. She was slow to answer and brief, no matter what the topic was. 

Tugging on my hand slightly, she pulls ahead, and I eagerly follow her. She’s excited, and I sense that she has something in mind she wishes to share with me, but when we enter the medical center, she hesitates, stopping in the middle of the room and dropping my hand.

Hesitating next to her, I look down, trying to determine what she’s thinking. “What is it?”

Cupping her cheek gently, I pull her attention back to me, wrapping my other arm around her. She relaxes into my hold like she always does. I know she feels the same soothing vibration flowing through her that I do as we touch. We’ve talked about it, and she let me know she’s talked to other females about it too. It isn’t necessarily something that everyone experiences, but it’s an awareness that we all have to a certain extent.

Her eyes flicker over my face, almost searching for something before she opens her mouth, smiling. “Can you lay down in one of the beds?”

Now that I didn’t expect, and a part of me considers questioning her. Instead, I release her to back up toward the door. “Yes, just let me secure this…” It’s uncommon to have the doors to the medical bay locked, but I don’t care. The only person who’d I’d feel bad about is Brittney, and Ashlyn knows about how long she’ll be. Of course, she’ll keep that in mind.

With the release block engaged, I look around the room and head over to the closest bed. Sitting gingerly, I look over at Ashlyn who’s trailed behind me to the narrow exam area. “I’m going to need you to remove your clothing and put this on. Leave the opening in the front.”

She pulls out one of the thin, wrap robes that are given to patients for exams. My cock, which hasn’t gone down since the lift, twitches in anticipation of her watching me undress. It’s almost as if my dick has become a separate entity from me, similar to my hair follicles. With concentration and some work, I can control them normally, but when Ashlyn’s around, it becomes its own separate, living, breathing thing. And that thing can’t always be controlled. She has her own way of managing them both.

To my disappointment, as I release the fastener on my gray flight suit, Ashlyn leaves the room. “Where are you going?” Trying to sound casual, I pull my sleeves out one at a time as she answers. 

“I’ll be back.” Her giggle seems out of place as it echoes down the hall, but I finish undressing and putting on the robe. 

The fabric is thin and short, and I make a mental note that we should have two sizes, one for the males, as well as for the females. We only have one size, and on the females they’re quite large, but I’ve increased in size over the trip to Quasar and this barely meets on my stomach, only offering a slight overlap to cover my cock that’s lifting the fabric indecently.

Shrugging, I settle back on the narrow bed, wondering where Ashlyn has gone. It seems like she’s been taking a good while. My mind wanders to the release block, and I begin to worry about someone needing access. There’s always a possibility of an emergency, and I’ve been busier than ever in the last rotation without Brock. But with the excitement of coming into Quasar’s vicinity, all communication is now quiet.

Movement out of the corner of my eye draws my attention to the hall when Ashlyn comes into view. My breath hitches as I take in the short white coat she’s wearing with only some sheer fabric on her legs. The material is entirely see through and only comes up to the middle of her thighs on her legs, just under where her white coat stops. The top of each leg is ringed with white lace and as she walks, I can see there are straps holding onto the lace, because skin peeks out enticingly with each step she takes toward me.

Her stride is different too, and looking at her feet, I see she’s wearing shoes with a very high, sharp heel. Something deep inside me twists as I rub my aching cock self consciously. She’s dressed this way on purpose to entice me, and her efforts are working perfectly.

Already, I feel precum dripping from the head of my cock lying hard across my stomach, wetting the robe where it drapes across me. As she comes closer, I take in the tablet she’s holding across her chest and how she’s put her hair up, making her look serious but sexy at the same time. “Can you tell me what the problem seems to be today?”

My mouth opens in shock for a moment as I realize what she’s doing. We’ve discussed this, and she called it “role playing.” When you take a real life—or even a totally made up idea and turn it into a sexual fantasy. I can’t wait to see what she does next!



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO





- Ashlyn

A groan comes from Atticus’s mouth before his hand lowers to his bobbing cock, straining against the robe indecently. It really doesn’t cover much. Barely past his dick. His long, muscular legs bend slightly as his hand clutches himself. “I have a really bad ache—right here.”

“Hmm.” Looking at the display, I tap over to the scanning program before reaching next to the bed for the portable hand scanner. “Try to relax, this’ll only take a few moments.” 

I trade the display for the scanner and take a step back to make sure I give him a good view of my outfit. I can tell he’s impressed already, and all he can see is the thigh-high stockings and heels so far. Over the last week or so, Rachel has been teaching the Ashen technology on textiles to everyone. 

It isn’t what you think. Suffice it to say that some of us are way better at it than others. Rachel’s a pro and has started producing items for other women when they ask. One of the biggest requests is lingerie. It’s a big hit with all the men, but this is the first time I’ve had the nerve.

What better to combine than my being a doctor fantasy with lingerie that Atticus is sure to enjoy? Wait until he sees the rest. Running the scanner slowly, I watch with fascination as his body loads into the system. Recognizing him immediately, it starts the comparison from the previous scan that was weeks before when he showed me how to use it.

He’s grown, and not just between his legs. Trying not to get distracted from my role, I tilt my body over him suggestively and know I’ve accomplished my goal of giving him a peek down my white lab coat when his breath audibly hitches. “You appear to be growing.”

His deep chuckle almost makes me lose character. “Oh, Ashlyn. I always grow around you.”

Ignoring his witty pun, I move to the end of the bed, adjusting it to lower as I look between his legs which he only spreads wider. I love eyeing his muscular naked body—well, almost naked. As my mouth waters, I consider how much longer I need to play this game. Right now, all I can think about is climbing on top and shoving him inside me.

Tugging the bed away from the wall, it moves easily on the casters they use. I can barely feel his weight that’s easily three times my own. Flipping the bed until the head’s near my lap, I lower it until it’s around my thigh height. It’s laughable how low it looks, but now I can walk around him and eye him up, bending periodically to give him a good look at the g-string underwear and garter belt.

Atticus leaves no doubt he’s seen it as he grips the base of himself, grappling with his control before sputtering out, “What… what is that you’re wearing?”

Giving him a serious look, I put down the scanner and slowly start unbuttoning the doctor’s coat, exposing the white push-up bra that actually fits me and makes my chest look perky and huge. When I have the guts to look back up, his eyes are glued to the white bra, garter, and panties set I’ve exposed.

When he doesn’t say anything, I walk up the side of the bed toward his head before his hand reaches out to skim along the lace cups tentatively. Throwing my arms back, I thrust my chest into his hand while letting the coat drop to the floor behind me. 

Plucking the robe tie, I continue up to his head, leaning over him and dropping my head for a brief kiss. As I pull back I whisper, “How’re you feeling now?”

Atticus’s mouth gapes, but his hands are busy, sliding along my side and upper thigh, making shivers race through my body. I’m pretty sure I’m as turned on as he is as I feel his hand reach around my bottom to dig his fingers into my ass cheek, pulling me forward to trace my underwear down to where I’m wet with anticipation.

“Ashlyn,” he doesn’t even look down as my palms spread the robe open, fingers drifting over the dips and valleys of his chiseled chest. His cock bobs at me invitingly. “You look beautiful…”

I think he plans to say more, but his words drift off as I settle my first knee next to his head. “I want to try something.”

Both his hands skim up the back of my thighs, lifting my other knee next to his ear as he answers eagerly, “Okay!”  Straddling his head with my ass facing him, I inch forward on my hands until I’m in the sixty-nine position. I had a general idea of this before, but the meetings set up by the ladies on the ship have been extremely educational. I’ve learned so much.

Not just sexual positions, either. I’ve learned how to really talk to another person, asking questions and phrasing things appropriately to make sense. They never laugh at me when I drift off or get quiet, instead asking me questions to help the ideas come together. We talk about everything, but inevitably, sex come up a lot. 

Atticus’s growl behind me is right before he grips the underwear covering my crotch and rips it to the side. His fingers tremble slightly as they part my fold above him. “Oh, Ashlyn. This is the most perfect view of you.”

His talented thumbs rotate around me, spreading my juices before centering in on my clit. Moaning loudly, I admonish him, “Don’t tease. A little harder there, but don’t make me come yet. I want you to tell me how this feels.”

Lifting a hand from by his hip, I grasp the base of his cock that’s bouncing inches from my face. As I tilt it toward me, I watch the drip oozing from the tip and meet it with my tongue before swirling it slowly around the head.

One of his hands grips my upper hip tightly before a guttural moan escapes him as I lower him further into my mouth. Enjoying the hard texture under my lips, I notice how it’s a direct contradiction to the silky skin I feel. His precum is delicious, just like the other ladies told me it would be. They couldn’t agree on a taste, but they all loved it.

Moaning, I suck on him like a lollipop, taking his cock into my mouth a little deeper. I can feel my taste buds rubbing across his skin as I flick my tongue up, over and over, encouraging his body to share more of his flavor. I think he tastes like mocha coffee.

His hand gripping my thigh is almost painful before he gasps loudly behind me. Tensing his body, his thumb freezes on my clit before he presses a finger inside me. Finger-fucking me in rhythm with my sucking, an intense pleasure spreads out from where he’s penetrated me as he rubs against my channel’s walls.

Moaning, I suck harder, which just makes him groan louder as he grows harder in my hand. The hair around his cock was already waving at me and dancing around my hand gripping his base, but now it goes wild. Feeling how hot and swollen he is, I slow my teasing with my mouth. He feels like wood with how hard he is, and now I understand all the Earth euphemisms about having a woody.

Atticus’s body is vibrating under me, and his hair is everywhere around us. With a sound close to a whimper, he jerks his fingers out of me to grip both my thighs with each hand. Burying his face between my legs, he pushes himself deeper into my throat, and all I can do is relax my jaw as his lips latch onto my clit and he sucks hard.

I feel my throat flex around him as my orgasm crashes over me. Swallowing, part choking, and definitely shivering, pleasure tears through my body. Sucking and flicking his tongue over and over, my hips buck back against him as he presses back, shooting his cum down my throat. We’re locked into a cycle where every flick of my clit makes me swallow as he laps over and over.

Atticus stops first, tugging me gently, but I just collapse on top of him, still sucking the tip as the last of his delicious flavor is released. His large hands knead my butt as his rough, breathless voice washes over my senses. “I’m always so hard when I see you. And like this… you’re so wet and pink and smell so good…”

“Always,” I whisper, pulling his softening cock from my mouth before giving it one last lick. My interior muscles twitch as he pulls his fingers completely away from me. I can hear him licking them off as I pull myself up, wondering if I’ll be able to balance on the heels that I can barely walk in.

His strong arms lift me off him to help me turn and drop down onto his chest. “I’ll get up in a minute… maybe.” I’m still breathless as I feel our racing hearts settle into a rhythm together. 

Shrugging, he squeezes me to him, rubbing my skin lightly on my shoulder. “No rush. I wish we could stay like this forever.” Reaching up to the handheld device next to the bed, he looks briefly at the small screen. “Anything I should know about?”

Kissing his chest lightly, I barely open my eyes. “You’re bigger, but we knew that.”

A hum floats through him beneath me as I feel my breathing even out. A jolting sensation shoots through me, and it takes a moment before I realize it wasn’t physical—it was emotional—from Atticus. Lifting my head quickly, I look at him frozen in place as I rest my chin lightly on his chest. “What’s wrong?”

His eyes are staring above me, and I swivel on the bed to glance over my shoulder. We shut the the door and it’s locked, right? What’s going on?

It’s the handheld medical device in his hand behind me that catches my eye. I’m familiar with the colors and highlights over the outline it produces after watching it work multiple times per day. The last week has produced a new and welcome anomaly, and I’m shocked as I realize it’s now showing on the screen—for me.

I’m… ovulating. “H… how?” My stammering shock is cut off as Atticus sits up, swinging me in his arms as he stands and twirls in a circle. I don’t even have the energy to wrap my legs around him. Between the orgasm and shock, I’m limp as my brain begins to realize what this means.

Me. Ashlyn When… is normal. I’m normal.

My body’s healed around the reproductive system. It looks the same as many of the other woman’s I’ve reviewed over the last few weeks. Standard and ready for motherhood.

It’s strange, because I don’t really feel any different. The happiness I feel isn’t just mine either. 

As we clamp our arms around each other, my emotions overwhelm me as tears of joy begin to escape my eyes. Atticus doesn’t do anything but murmur over and over, “I love you so much, Ashlyn. So much. I love you so, so much…”
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