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Adakan

“My Lord Adakan,” Tavis said as he entered the large, opulent room, dropping to one knee just inside the door with his head bowed in the ceremonial offering of his life.

This was my office, my work room, and the room where affairs of state were conducted, not the Grand Hall that was used for formal occasions. I smiled and gave a shake of my head to my oldest friend. Tavis knew he wasn’t expected to kneel, but that was how Tavis operated.

“Rise, my friend.” Tavis rose, but I noted he did it without his usual smile. I felt my heart sink and a weight settle into my stomach. “What wrong?”

Tavis strode across the room, paying no attention to the polished stone walls covered in the pelts of tanned mammoth or the gleaming ceremonial battle armor that decorated the room. Tavis was twice my age, but he still carried himself with military precision, his hair cut close to his scalp, just as he’d worn it when he’d commanded me in his battle group.

“Berda miscarried,” Tavis whispered, his lips thinned in grief, his eyes haunted.

I stared at my second in command, my lips turned down in a frown at the news. “When?”

“Last last night. I’ve just received the news. The doctors delivered the infant, but the baby girl was too young and fragile. She lived for only hours.”

I scrubbed at my face. I wanted to lash out, to draw my long knife and plunge it into Tavis’s chest and feel his hot blood run over my hands. I wanted to rip and kill, to destroy all those around me that had brought us to this terrible moment in time. I was the leader of Ormstein, the mightiest warrior of the most fearsome race in the known world, but even I couldn’t defeat fate. While Tavis would willingly give his life for nothing more than my request, killing him would do nothing to change our situation, and I would lose my most trusted advisor and friend.

“Do they know what happened?” I asked as I shoved the rage down deep.

Tavis shook his head, his lips twisted with repressed anger. “The same as always.”

I leaped from my chair with fury, my fist a battering ram against the wall. A lesser man than Tavis would have flinched.

“She was the first woman to carry a child this near to term in twelve years!” I roared. “The doctors assured us they’d discovered the cause and could control it!”

Tavis nodded, stoic in the face of my anger. “They have, my lord. But knowing the cause and being able to correct it are not the same thing.”

“We are going to go into the Dark Sleep!” I noted as I stomped around the room.

I knew it wasn’t Tavis’s fault that Ormstein’s birth rate had been at near zero for a hundred years. It wasn’t my fault that youngest person in our world was now 13 years old. It wasn’t my fault that every Ormstein woman that conceived soon miscarried within weeks. It wasn’t my fault that a genetic flaw had crept into his people and was killing them from the inside. None of it was my fault, just as it wasn’t Tavis’s, but I was still left boiling over with rage. My people were dying, and I couldn’t prevent it. I was helpless and helpless I hated.

“What of the Aquarians?”

Tavis shook his head bitterly, his face twisted again. “Nothing. Genetically the water dragons are the same, we are compatible, but they just can’t conceive. The artificial hormone our doctors created was ineffective.”

I placed my hand on the desk and leaned on it heavily, staring at the surface as I breathed raggedly in an attempt to tamp down on my fury. Battles were lost when bloodlust took over. Tavis had taught me that. When you stopped thinking and simply struck out blindly, your enemies could use your rage against you. I couldn’t allow my wrath to consume me because this wasn’t a battle I could afford to lose.

“Help me, my friend,” I finally said as I looked up at Tavis with the helplessness I hid from everyone else. “I don’t know what to do.”

Tavis shook his head slowly, his hands out to show his own helplessness. “I don’t know, my lord.”

“Are we, as a people, damned?”

“Perhaps it’s time we joined the Lost Ones.” He spoke of the beings that had created all of our worlds, the entirety of the parallel universes but also the ones we had lost, those of our world that had passed on, into the Dark Sleep.

I shook my head. “Perhaps, but I’m not willing to go into the Dark Sleep just yet.”

“Yes, my lord, but we are hearing rumors that other peoples are starting to see a decline in their birth rates as well. Perhaps we are simply the first of what is to be the end. Perhaps our time has come.”

I smiled, but there was no humor in it. “The Ormstein have long led this world as its protectors. But for the first time in my life, I wish someone else was the leader, someone that knew how to fix this.”

Tavis snorted. “I wouldn’t want to be in your boots either, my lord, but what other options are there?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know, but I refuse to go into the Dark Sleep without a fight.” I rose to my full height and shoved away my doubts. My line had ruled Ormstein for over a hundred thousand years. There was no way I was going to be the last Dreki to rule.

“Perhaps it’s time to consider other options,” I said.

“What other options are there, my lord?” Tavis asked, treading lightly.

I shook my head, confounded beyond measure.

“I don’t know,” I said softly.
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Anastasia

I stared out at the buildings ahead of me as I stepped off the bus and began my walk home. It was the end of another bad day, a day that had been one of the hardest yet for me this year. That matched my life lately, one bad day after another, that never quite seemed to end. Sometimes I wondered if I’d even been to sleep at all or if I’d just been awake, reliving the same day over and over for the last year.

It was, in a word, shit.

At thirty-two years old, I worked as a personal assistant to an elderly defense attorney, and I hated my job. And him. The money was decent, sure, but the doddering old man I worked for was verbally abusive. He seemed to think I should be qualified to catch his legal errors and he thoroughly enjoyed railing at me when I didn’t. And when I did? Oh, that seemed to piss him off even more and he’d just act like the snide bastard that he was. Then there were the times he’d belittle me when I brought something to his attention that I thought might be an error but wasn’t.

He’d hired me five years ago for data entry: typing, filing and keeping his schedule. I wasn’t a paralegal and didn’t pretend to be one. When I’d first started working for the great Jonas Long, he hadn’t been so bad, but I now suspected his mind was developing dementia. Perhaps he knew it and was taking his fear out on me, I wondered as I passed a taco stand, the smell almost enough to distract me.

I carried on though, too lost in my own thoughts to give my stomach its way. I don’t know why he’d changed from just a grouchy, but bearable old man, into the absolute devil he was now, but I’d quit twice in the last three months. Both times he’d apologized profusely to me, promised to change, to never make my brown eyes cry again, begged me to stay and offered more money while telling me he couldn’t get by without me.

Stupidly, I’d fallen for it and agreed both times. He would be better for a week, maybe two, but then he would slowly get back to his old ways. I was thinking of leaving again, and this time no amount of money would be able to entice me back.

I wanted to go back to my old job, which I’d loved and really did well at. I’d worked for a dating service, matching up couples based on their profiles and provided personalized coaching and relationship advice. Helping others was my biggest strength, and that’s what LoveBeats offered. A computer could match up people based on boxes, but coaching a man or woman to finding their way to love? Now, that required a human touch. My greatest achievement was that 12 of the couples I’d coached through their relationship had gone on to be married. I’d even been invited to their weddings.

I loved playing Cupid, but it hadn’t lasted. As the internet and social apps gained traction, fewer and fewer people turned to LoveBeats, until it had finally folded, unable to keep up with the times. Clients weren’t willing to pay for coaching and relied on quantity and luck over quality. There was also the much newer drive to just hookup and go on your way. It seemed to me that people just weren’t looking for love anymore, only a fleeting moment of pleasure. As if they wanted to scratch an itch before they got back to life.

Now I was just another clerk, toiling for a wage. I felt like there should be more to life than simply typing dull and dry legal terms into a document, but that’s what I did. At least it kept food on the table and a roof over my head.

Not only was my professional life shit, so was my personal life. Thirty-two, never married, and worse yet, no prospects. I didn’t feel like I needed a man to complete my life, but I got so very tired of coming home to an empty two-room apartment. I’d had boyfriends, but for some reason, most of them never really clicked with me. We were always closer to friends with benefits than lovers.

It was ironic that I had worked for LoveBeats but couldn’t get my own love life in order. There’d been one guy, Colin, and I thought he’d hung the moon and stars. I’d met him through LoveBeats, setting him up on several dates, but none of them seemed to work out. We’d talked online for a long time about what he was looking for, and the more we talked, the closer we grew. When his contract with LoveBeats expired, we met in person for the first time, and the spark was instantaneous for both of us. We’d had dinner, and then we’d gone back to his place where we’d spent the entire weekend in his bed, telling me how much he loved my coppery red hair.

We’d moved in together about a year after, and I’d been in heaven... until I’d caught him with his dick in the mouth of some woman at a party. That had nearly broken me.

We were at a New Year’s Eve party with friends and he’d gotten completely trashed. I’d stepped outside for some air to clear my head, and I guess he’d forgotten I was there. When the clock struck midnight, I was still out there, oblivious to the time. When I’d heard the cheering, I’d hurried back in, eager for my kiss, but by the time I’d found him, he’d taken the woman into a bedroom, and she was on her knees. I knew he’d been really drunk, but that was still no excuse. I could have lived maybe a kiss, but not that.

I’d stormed out, and he’d followed me out. He’d begged for forgiveness, while trying to tell me that he thought the woman was me, but that had been the beginning of the end for us. I couldn’t get past his betrayal, and three days later, I’d moved out. That was twenty-two months ago. I’d dated a few times since, but most of the men were interested in only one thing or already had a family from a previous relationship. I wanted kids, but not someone else’s kids.

I hurried along the crowded streets of Charlotte, North Carolina, and kept my head down. It looked like it might rain, and I wanted to get to the store before it started. There was a small grocery store between the bus stop and my apartment where I purchased most of my food. If the rain would hold off for another twenty minutes, I’d get home without getting wet.

I’d just stepped into the store when the first fat drops began to fall, dotting the concrete sidewalk with dark dots that spelled doom for my hair and clothes. I pulled my reusable canvas bag out of my backpack and let it fall open. Maybe if I was quick, I could still get home before it began to rain too hard.

I swiftly moved through the aisles, in a hurry to get this over with. I added a few tangerines, a dinner from the deli, a large bottle of wine that was on sale, and a bottle of shampoo to my basket. I was on my way to pay when I walked past some particularly delicious looking wine.

I paused for a moment, staring at the bottle of pink liquid, and decided to add it to the basket. Tomorrow I’d buy food to make my own meals, but tonight, I just wanted to eat and go to bed.

Normally, when I shopped, I bought only enough for a couple of days. My apartment was so small that I didn’t have a lot of storage space. My cabinets and the fridge were only large enough to hold a small amount of food at a time. It wasn’t like I needed more space, though.

I used my debit card, placed my dinner in my backpack to keep it from spilling and put the rest in the canvas bag. The cashier waved his usual goodbye as I stepped out of the shop. The clouds were low, dark, and threatening, but so far, the majority of the rain had held off. If it would only wait long enough for me to make it the three blocks to my apartment, I thought to myself as I hurried down the sidewalk.

Fate hated me, I decided, when after I’d made it a block and a half, the fat drops started again. I ducked my head and picked up the pace, with my backpack over my left shoulder and the canvas bag in my right hand.

I turned the corner just in time to see a scruffy man push an old woman down and rip her purse from her shoulder at the same time. I lived in a relatively safe neighborhood, but muggers and purse snatchers were everywhere. The man turned and ran toward me, tucking the purse under his filthy blue jacket as he did.

I can’t explain what came over me. The smart thing to do would have been to let the man rush past me and not get involved. He would most likely duck into an alley somewhere close by, take the money, and dump the rest. With a little help from the police, the woman could probably get everything back except her cash. But today Jonas had yelled at me in front of a client so loudly that it had left me seething. I wasn’t quite looking for a target for my frustration, but this asshole had just mugged an old lady so he would do just fine.

As he rushed toward me, I grabbed the handles of my canvas bag with both hands and span around in a circle, building up momentum as the man came nearer. I timed it perfectly, and the bag hit him squarely in the face as he passed. I felt the blow reverberate all the way to my shoulders, but it was nothing compared to what he felt. The groceries in my bag packed a lot of momentum, and the force of the impact stopped him cold. Unfortunately for him, the rest of his body didn’t get the message, and as I continued my spin, the bag dragging me around, he tripped over his own feet. He went down hard, flat on his back like an overturned turtle, and wheezed as the impact drove the air from his lungs.

The momentum spun me around in another circle before I could get the bag stopped. As I stumbled to a halt, I saw the man was still down, with blood pouring from his shattered nose and busted lip. He was trying to get up, but he was obviously woozy from the blow to the head and the hard fall he’d taken.

I didn’t feel the list bit of sympathy for him, though. He’d mugged an old woman, and rage still filled me. I had a target for my rage now, and as all of my frustration came boiling out of me, I kicked him in his ribs as hard as I could.

“That’s what you get!” I screamed at him as I kicked him again, my shrillness growing with my rage. “That’s what you get for stealing an old woman’s purse!”

I wound up and kicked him like I was trying to score a goal for US Women’s Soccer team. “You should be ashamed of yourself!”

He tried to protect his ribs by rolling to his side and covering himself with his arms. I didn’t care, and, this time, I kicked him in the back. “Give it back!”

I held my hand out for the article he’d stolen and stared up at me with confusion.

He began to rise and stumbled to his feet, but then fell back down to his hands and knees. I pulled my foot back to kick him again, but he held up his hands in surrender. When he did that the purse fell from inside his jacket.

With a rather unmanly whimper he scrambled a short distance away, to try to gain some distance from the wild woman that had just attacked him, if the look of fear on his face meant anything. Out of range of my feet now, he got off the ground and started to run. He was bent over; his right arm held tight against his ribs, his face bloody and starting to bruise already.

I laughed when he bounced off the corner of the building he was trying to run behind like a pool ball before he finally made his getaway.

I started to shake as the adrenaline began to flush out of my system. It had only taken a few seconds to deal with the man, but the adrenaline rush would last a while. I picked up the woman’s purse as several people stared at me in shocked amazement, their eyes wide. Somebody even applauded. I hurried to the woman’s side as the other pedestrians began to recover and moved in to help. Several people were converging on the woman, but I was closest and arrived first.

I knelt beside her as she pushed herself to a sitting position and looked at her hands. She didn’t appear to be hurt other than a few scrapes.

“Are you okay?” I asked softly, tender now as I saw her bloody hands. Somebody handed me a napkin and I gave it to her.

“Yes. Yes, I’m fine, just a few scrapes. Can you help me up?”

I rose and held out my hand. She took it, and I helped pull her to her feet as a man took her elbow and helped her as well. I held her purse out to her, and she took it, with a pleased smile on her face.

“I can’t thank you enough,” she said, looking down in obvious embarrassment. “You were very brave, but you really shouldn’t have put yourself in danger for what little money I have in here.”

I smiled and shook my head. I hadn’t been brave at all, just really angry. Now that it was all over, I was feeling self-conscious for what I’d done. She was right. I’d gotten lucky and hurt him badly with my bag of groceries, but it could have just as easily gone the other way.

“Do you live near here?” I asked, taking one of her hands. They were still a little bloody, but most of it was just bruise now. “We should get your hands cleaned up. Any place else hurt?”

The woman looked at her hands. “I was on my way to the grocery store. I live just a few blocks from here.”

She looked around as the crowd continued to grow around us. Her pale cheeks flushed pink as she noticed the stares of the crowd. I couldn’t blame her, I didn’t like to be noticed either.

“Do you need to see a doctor?” The man who’d helped the woman to her feet asked.

“No,” the woman said. “For a few scrapes? I’ll wash my hands and knee when I get home.”

She turned her attention back to me. “How can I thank you...?”

She paused, watching my eyes expectantly.

“Anastasia. Anastasia Evans,” I said with a smile.

“Donna Brown,” she said, offering her hand.

I took it and shook it gently so I wouldn’t cause her any more pain.

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. I was afraid her fear and shock after being attacked might mask injuries she’d notice later.

Donna nodded. “Yes, I’m fine, Anastasia, thanks to you. I’m going to be a little sore in the morning, but other than that, yes, I’m fine. Thank you.”

“You’re sure?” I wasn’t certain she would be, she was old and fragile, at least 80 with a halo of curly white hair but her gray eyes were as vibrant as the day she was born.

“Yes, very sure. Again, thank you so much.” She pulled me into a hug and held me for a long moment then released me. “I’ve seen you walking, before. Perhaps you can come to my apartment for coffee sometime?”

I smiled. She’d noticed me on one of my many walks home. The city suddenly felt very small, but I kind of liked that.

“I’d like that. Thank you,” I replied, and meant it.

The crowd was beginning to disperse now that the excitement was over.

“Very good,” she said with a beaming smile. “Give me a few days to recover, then the next time I see you, we’ll set up a time. It’ll be nice to have a visitor, and such a pretty girl too.” Her smile grew even wider. “I bet the boys must fight over you. But listen to me carrying on when it’s about to pour the rain. I’m sure you must be in a rush to get in. Thank you again, Anastasia. And don’t forget the coffee.”

The rain had started to pelt down and I was anxious to wrap this up before it began to lightning or rain even harder. “I won’t forget, Ms. Brown.”

“Do call me Donna,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Ms. brown sounds so stiff and formal. I think you’ve earned the right to call me by my first name, don’t you?”

I giggled a bit. “Okay, Donna it is.”

Donna looked up at the sky. “I don’t want you to get wet.”

She pulled me into another brief hug then released me with a smile. She stood, watching me a moment and I realized she was waiting for me to break contact first. I gave her a nod.

“Hurry, before you get wet,” I said as I began to step backward.

“You too, dear,” Donna said.

I took another a few steps as she continued to watch me. I was feeling a bit uncomfortable with the way she was looking at me. She was looking at me as if I were some savior, but I was just a woman that had lost her temper and acted like an idiot. It was great that it happened to have worked out well, but I was no savior. I nodded and smiled, then not knowing what else to do, I turned my back to her and walked quickly away. After a couple of dozen steps, I stopped to take a look behind me, and was relieved that Donna had gone on her way and was no longer watching me.

I walked the rest of the way to my apartment, just making it before the shakes and tears started. I leaned my back against the door and sobbed. I put my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound, but it carried on, past my fingers.

It took a few minutes, but I finally started to calm down. It was times like these when I missed having someone to come home to, someone to take me into his arms and hold me until the tears dried up. Wiping my eyes, I peeled myself off the door and moved to my tiny kitchen. I emptied my shopping out of the bag as raindrops began to splatter against the glass of my window, coming in from the other direction now.

It appeared my wine bottle had barely even noticed the impact. I giggled foolishly to myself and wiped my eyes again. I hoped the mugger had learned his lesson. The next woman might have something more than a bottle of wine to bash over his head.

I spent the next thirty minutes settling down and reheating my meal. I hadn’t intended to open the wine tonight, but I thought it might calm me down, so poured a glass.

I changed out of my work suit, a pair of navy-blue slacks, a white top, and a navy-blue blazer cut to suit my frame and into something warm and comfortable as my meatloaf and mashed potatoes began to cook. For reasons I couldn’t really explain, I was feeling better than I had in weeks. Kicking the shit out of a hooligan that needed it had a cathartic effect. I had been feeling sorry for myself, but now that the danger was past and I had emerged unscathed, I was feeling bold and empowered.

I sat down at the table with my meal, heated up nicely, and opened my laptop. As I ate, I searched Netflix until I found something to suit my mood. I finally settled on 28 Days Later. I loved horror films, even if I’d never admit to it.

By the time the movie was over I had moved to the sofa, and I was smiling. Seeing a young and exceptionally hot Cillian Murphy save the day had gotten me all worked up. Why couldn’t someone like that come into my life?

Grinning, I sat the laptop aside and carried my empty wineglass to the kitchen. I washed up the few dishes I used and put them away. Flipping off the lights as I went, I walked back to my bedroom. What I wouldn’t give to have that man here right now. It was still early, and I’d let him pin me against the wall as he fucked me for as long as he wanted. I couldn’t get the images out of my mind as I cleaned my face and brushed my teeth and hair.

He was married though, and all the way over in England or somewhere. Some place like that, anyway. Still, he was hot, and maybe if I pretended he was one of the characters he played, I wouldn’t feel guilty about my little fantasies.

It was going to be another one of those nights.

Smiling to myself, I flipped over and opened YouTube on my phone. I had a sureOrmian way to get to sleep. Dr. Creepen’s melodic, soothing voice relaxed me and, even though it was a horror channel, I loved to listen to him read stories out loud to his audience. I hadn’t found anyone else, in any genre, that could match that man’s voice.

I slid the phone under my pillow, with the speaker just loud enough to hear his voice and closed my eyes. Maybe it hadn’t been such a bad day after all.
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Adakan

“My Lord,” Tavis said as he dropped to his knee.

“Please stop doing that,” I ordered, my jaw tense and my face tight in a frown.

I hadn’t slept well last night and was in an ill temper. Even the attentions of the lovely and eager to please Serenity hadn’t been able to silence the voices in my head, and I’d sent her away.

Tavis paused before my desk. “We have news.”

There was something in his tone that interested me. I narrowed my eyes as I looked for a clue. “What news?”

“We have discovered another race. A race of the Lost Ones, my lord, one of ours, but not as old as ours.”

My eyes opened wide. A new race hadn’t been discovered in nearly a half-million years. “Where?”

Tavis smiled as he placed a viewing device on my desk and waved his hand over it. A map appeared with a blinking red and a lighter pink dot. By default, red was Ormstein, so the pink dot had to be the newly discovered civilization. The pink also meant it was a parallel universe of the Lost Ones.

“Here, my lord. There are four empty worlds beyond the last one we know of, and then this one.” The view zoomed with dizzying speed. “They are a young race, perhaps only 200,000 years old.”

“Two hundred thousand years? Are you sure?” That was far younger than the next youngest known civilization, the Nazgarians.

“They are still using fossil fuels and are confined to their own world, their own dimension, and don’t even know other parallel universes exist yet. Though, there are some theories floating around their world.”

“They have no knowledge of the rest of the peoples in the parallel universes?”

“No, my lord.”

“And they can breed?”

Tavis smiled with utter delight. “Like a dozen she-wolves in heat, my lord.”

I smiled, but my heart sank. By ancient law, the more advanced peoples were prohibited from interacting with cultures that had no knowledge of their existence. It was the oldest of laws, handed down from the Lost Ones. This new race was what we needed. Young, vigorous, with their genetic code untainted by millions of years of evolution. We could breed with them, incorporate their genetic material into our own and begin to thrive again. But it was forbidden.

There had to be a way. The news throughout our world was grim. Of the three thousand different peoples that made up the known races of the parallel universes, from the Aquarians to the Elixians, all were seeing a dramatic drop in their birth rates. The other universes were dying and attempts to interbreed weren’t working.

All the Peoples were genetically compatible, and a few successful pairings were producing offspring in other parallel worlds, but it wasn’t enough, fast enough. If something didn’t change, in perhaps ten thousand years, the only people left might be these young ones in their newly discovered world.

“Show me,” I ordered as I rose.

I followed Tavis to the palace receiving room, where the large fixed transportation portal could be found. Tavis opened a viewing portal on a separate wall with this new world’s coordinates, and I saw this new place for the first time.

“Do these people have a name?”

“We haven’t deciphered their languages yet, but we believe they call themselves humans.”

I tried the word, and it came easily off the tongue. “Human. Perhaps from the Humations?”

Tavis shook his head. “Unlikely. According to ancient records, the Humations spread through the 20th world, and human is only one of the names they seem to use for themselves. They haven’t developed a single language yet; each land has its own tongue. We also believe they call themselves Earthlings. They call the planet Earth instead of Ormstein, as we call it. We’ve only just discovered the humans and the scholars haven’t had time to build a comprehensive understanding of them. I knew you’d want to know of the discovery as soon as possible.”

I gripped Tavis on the shoulder. “Where would Ormstein, all of the universes, be without you?”

Tavis smiled, gripping my shoulder in return. “The same could be said for you, Adakan.”

We broke our bond and Tavis zoomed the portal in. The portal was set to transmit light and sound, but nothing else. It hovered on the street as ground-based conveyances passed. The humans were obviously from the Lost Ones, but they displayed a vast array of shapes and coloring, from very pale skin like the Hularians found in 10th universe to very dark like the Gharians of the 12th. Some were tall, as we were, others petite. They were heavy and light, old and young, with a vibrancy and variety that came with youth. They hadn’t yet bred themselves into a set of single general traits that came to define a people.

“This is exactly what we need,” I said as the humans went about their lives. “The entire world is like this?”

“We, obviously, haven’t had the time to observe the entire world, but the major population centers are all like this, yes.”

“Such variety,” I said, my voice soft with awe. “These humans seem to possess different traits from all the known worlds.”

“Yes, my lord. But they are so young, and it is forbidden to contact them.”

I nodded slowly. It was the most ancient and sacred of our laws. A law that the Ormstein had enforced for millions of years. But if these humans truly contained the raw Lost Ones DNA, then perhaps we should... I paused as I thought. We couldn’t interact with them, but perhaps one of them could interact with us.

As I watched, a lovely creature with hair the color of an Ormstein sunset appeared. She was walking quickly, her purse thrown over her left shoulder, a heavy bag in her right hand. Most of the females carried some variety of bags, while few of the males did. Almost out of view to the left, a male ripped a satchel from an old woman’s hand and began to run, knocking her to the ground in the process. The elderly woman cried out as she fell, and I thinned my lips in disapproval. All cultures went through the stage of preying on each other, and the humans were no different. It was reasons such as these that we were forbidden to interact with younger races, giving them time to mature before being included in the larger universal community.

As the male rushed past, the female that had caught my eye spun quickly, using her heavy bag as a weapon, striking the male in the head. His face exploded in a spray of blood, and he went hard to the ground. The female began kicking him viciously, screaming at him in a language I couldn’t understand, but she was obviously enraged. The man struggled to his feet and ran. The female picked up the satchel to keep for herself, the stronger taking from the weaker, but then she approached the woman that had been knocked down.

The stronger female helped the weaker to her feet, then returned the satchel as others, male and female alike, crowded around. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but it was obvious from their actions they were concerned for the older woman’s wellbeing. I watched, fascinated. The aggressive woman was a puzzle. She had the fierceness of a warrior, but the gentleness of a healer. She’d taken on an opponent much larger than herself without fear, but in a moment, she was as gentle as the Aquarians.

“Track her,” I ordered, pointing to the woman as she began to move away.

The portal followed her as she moved along the street and into her rooms. Tavis controlled the portal, and I watched as she prepared a meal then watched some form of displayed image with sound on a device as she consumed her food.

“Did you see how aggressive she was?” I asked as the female ate.

I was fascinated as I watched the people on the video. Some were quite…ferocious. I couldn’t understand the words, but this was obviously some form of entertainment in this world.

I couldn’t understand. The female didn’t seem at all shocked as the ferocious looking humans started to…consume the other humans. As I continued to watch, I realized this was probably not real and was being staged for amusement.

Tavis and I continued to watch the female, fascinated as she watched intently while the male and female, along with a younger female, fanned out sheets on the ground in front of her on the device. We continued to watch until she closed the device and moved to another room and groomed herself.

She returned to her sleeping chamber and as she moaned in her sleep, a sweet smile of desire on her face, I wondered what she was dreaming about. I grinned at Tavis.

“I think they’ll do nicely.”

Tavis snickered. “They seemed obsessed with breeding from other things we’ve seen.”

“That’s what we need, Tavis.”

“I know, my lord, but there is nothing we can do.”

“Perhaps there is one thing.”

“What?” Tavis asked, his tone cautious.

“An experiment. As we a not allowed to interact with them, perhaps it would be possible to have one of them interact with us.”

Tavis squinted. “I’m not sure I understand.”

I smiled. He understood perfectly well, he just didn’t want to believe I was suggesting it.

“We should bring this one here. Perhaps there is much we can learn from her.”

“We can’t, Adakan, it is forbidden,” Tavis cringed with distress, his face turned away, but what else could we do?

I nodded. Tavis only called me by my name when under great stress. I knew what I was proposing was forbidden, but I was desperate. I couldn’t allow the Ormstein, the entire universe, to wither and die. Not when there was even a glimmer of hope.

“Do you have a better solution?”

“No, but what about our laws?”

I shook my head slowly. “You’ve seen what they’re like. Even in the time I’ve watched this one, I saw a male preying on a weaker female. This one didn’t even flinch at the killing of another male or the attack of a male on a female on her entertainment device. They are ruthless and barbaric. We could take any one of them, and they would soon be forgotten.”

“Yes, I understand,” Tavis said quietly. “But it is still forbidden.”

“Great battles are only won with great risk,” I said softly, a reminder to him of something he’d said to me.

Tavis swallowed hard. “Understood, my lord. But who? Which of them should we take?”

“Why not this one? She doesn’t appear to have children or a mate. She exhibits both strength and tenderness.” I smiled. “She’s certainly lusty enough.”

Tavis drew himself up to his full height as he came to rigid attention. “My lord,” he said formally. “I must protest this proposed action.”

“Noted,” I said with a nod. His protest was expected.

“You can’t be seen violating our most sacred law. Therefore, I offer myself. I will go, take this female, and then offer my life for the transgression.”

I smiled. This was going exactly as I expected. “No. Not you, Tavis. I will go.”

“No, Adakan. You can’t!”

“I must. I cannot, will not, order another man to violate the non-interference law.”

“You’re not ordering me—”

“Order!” I barked, rendering Tavis mute. “Allowing you to go with my knowledge is the same as commanding you. I will not dishonor you or myself by ordering you to do what I will not. I will go.” I made Tavis stand at attention a moment longer to reinforce my order.

“Stand down, Tavis,” I said softly. “This is how it must be. You know that as well as I do.”

Tavis relaxed. “Yes, my lord.”

He wasn’t happy, but he was a good soldier and would follow orders. I trusted him like no other man in our world. I gripped his shoulder. “You’re a good friend and trusted ally. Help me save our world, the other worlds too, perhaps.”

He nodded then smiled. “Yes, my lord. The trip will be dangerous. We are dragon shifters, no such thing exists in their world. They do have powerful weapons though. You may be in danger. It may also be too far away.”

I nodded. Getting to the humans wouldn’t be a problem. The Ormstein-based portal could reach far further, but the portal control that I would carry with me wasn’t nearly as powerful. It would be, by far, the longest tunnel ever created by one of the Lost Ones races if I had to return with only one tunnel.

“I know. Find me a world so that I can make the trip back with two tunnels.”

Tavis nodded, pivoted, and left. If we knew of a life-sustaining world between Ormstein and Earth, then I could tunnel to the first world, allow the portal to recharge, then complete the journey home. The problem was, the humans were far beyond the range of space that we had previously explored.

After the miscarriage of Berda, I had asked all races to begin exploring unknown space, looking for something, anything, which could help us stave off extinction. The Lost Ones’ reach had extended across many worlds, but there were still vast amounts of the universes we knew nothing about. The humans were in that unknown space.

The Ormstein were the leaders of all of the peoples, settling disputes, through force if necessary, and keeping the peace. We were one of the oldest of the old ones, and most worlds had followed our lead and joined in the search. Now, a year later, we’d found something. This was an opportunity that I wasn’t going to allow to slip through my fingers; ancient law be damned.








  
  
  Chapter Three

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




Anastasia

I got up from my green linen couch with a groan. Another Friday night and here I was, alone in my apartment. I’d called around, but all my friends already had plans. Maybe I should get a cat. At least then I’d have someone to talk to.

I had two days off from the ogre Jonas Long, Esquire. That would be a relief, but not as much of a relief as not having to put up with him at all. With that in mind, I’d spent the last two hours looking for another position, something where I could work with people again. Friendly people. People who weren’t snapping and snarling at me all the time.

The problem was the money. I made good money for my skills, and while I was willing to take less, I didn’t want to lower my standard of living substantially. I was rather attached to having my apartment to myself and having food to eat. While I might enjoy working with the public selling women’s clothes or something similar, it wouldn’t pay nearly as well and rent in Charlotte wasn’t cheap.

A local male soccer team was looking for help in their public relations department. I thought I’d be good at that and I wouldn’t mind being around the men, that’s for sure. Most of them were good-looking enough that I wanted to eat them with a spoon.

I smiled as I wandered into my small bath and began to brush my teeth. I heard a faint pop in my bedroom, and I turned to see what caused the noise. Standing in my room was an enormous man dressed in some kind of shiny red fabric. He was clothed from his waist to his knees in the stuff and had a sash that went across his left shoulder. The right side of his massive chest was bare, his left arm covered to his elbow. The fabric clung to him like a second skin, leaving nothing to the imagination. He was heavily muscled, like a weight lifter, with strong facial features, dark hair, and penetrating red eyes.

My toothbrush fell from my mouth as I stood in complete shock. How had he gotten into my apartment without me hearing him? When he took a step toward me, my confusion broke, and I dashed for my bathroom door, intending to lock myself in. I tried to slam the door, but he blocked it with a meaty hand.

“Get away from me!” I screamed, throwing the first thing I could get my hand on, my toothpaste tube, at him.

He swatted it aside like an annoying insect. He made a sound between a sneeze, a cough and the clearing of his throat as he took me by the arm. I tried to wrench my arm away, but his grip, while gentle, was like steel.

I screamed as loud as I could. Considering I could hear my neighbors banging their brains out practically every night, there was no way they wouldn’t hear my scream.

“Help!” I screamed. “Somebody call…”

That was all I got out before his hand clamped over my mouth. I pulled away from his arm and tried to bite his hand, but he was incredibly strong. He pulled something like a pen from a hidden pocket and clicked the end. I heard the pop again and felt the heat as...

I froze. What was happening? The wall to my bathroom had disappeared, and I was looking into another room, a room that didn’t exist in my small apartment. There were a group of men and women, each as well built as the man in my room. The man picked me up as if I was made of feathers and stepped toward the... hole was the only way I could describe it.

Suddenly my bathroom was back. He paused, and I felt his grip loosen. I squirmed, desperately trying to get free. He tightened his grip before he pulled the pen-like device and clicked it again. A moment later I felt the wash of heat and the opening appeared again. He shoved me hard, and we stumbled through.

Suddenly I was standing... somewhere. Somewhere other than my apartment. The man released me, and I stumbled again. I didn’t know what had happened and I looked around, completely lost. I felt disoriented and light-headed. It was so hot, and the light was all wrong. Everything had a slight red tint. I staggered away from the man, my head spinning. Several of the men and women closed in around me, their faces were hard but not threatening.

“Get away from me!” I yelled, panting hard. The room was beginning to spin. One of the women approached me with something in her hand that looked like a bandage or pad. She moved to stick it to my neck, but I swatted her hands away. One of the men grabbed me and held my arms as the woman slapped the bandage to my neck. The man that abducted me roared and the man released me. I grabbed at the dressing on the side of my neck, intending to rip it off, but I couldn’t feel it. My fingers felt slow and uncoordinated, and I scratched at my neck, but I couldn’t find what they’d stuck to me.

I staggered again and fell. The men and women moved in, surrounding me and I kicked at them.

“Stay away from me!” I screamed as I tried to get to my feet.

I made it three steps before I fell again, my chest heaving. The men and women closed in around me again, reaching for me as I swung at them feebly... then the room went dark.
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I woke and stretched. I’d had the strangest dream. I thought about it as I stretched, my eyes tightly closed as relief flooded into my muscles and bones. What a nightmare. I’d been kidnapped, taken through some kind of portal and a woman had slapped something on my neck as…

What was that smell? And why wasn’t the sunlight streaming into my face? That’s when I realized I wasn’t in my apartment, and I wasn’t in my bed. I sat bolt upright and looked around. I was lying in the largest bed I’d ever seen. It was easily as large as my entire bedroom.

I looked around, but nothing was familiar. More importantly, I was alone.

The room was huge, larger than my entire apartment. The entire room seemed to be made of polished stone with some hides hanging on the walls. The linens on the bed were also made some kind of animal skin, the fur short and as soft as a rabbit. I glanced around my eyes wide. Where the fuck was I?

I looked down at myself, afraid of…something. A sigh of relief came when I saw I was still dressed in the same clothes that I’d been wearing when I was kidnapped.

Kidnapped. Holy shit, it was true.

Swallowing hard, I eased out of the strange bed, my head swiveling back and forth as I crept toward one of the doors. There was no handle on the door, and I paused, wondering how to open it.

I pressed my hand against it and pushed, but nothing happened. I then pulled it to the side, and it slid open, disappearing into the wall with the lightest of touches. The next room was a bathroom, though the fixtures were like nothing I’d seen before. I stepped back and slid the door shut. I appeared to be alone, but I still crept along the wall like the frightened mouse I was. I had no idea what was going on, but I knew I had to get out of there.

I approached the other door and slid it open. I squeaked when I saw another large man, dressed much like my captor had been, though this man’s colors were gold with black splashes on the sleeve. Unlike my captor, this man’s left arm was exposed. He snapped to attention and jerked the wicked looking spear he held over his chest at an angle. He didn’t point it at me, but I didn’t tempt him. I licked my lips and stepped back, sliding the door shut behind me.

I moved quickly to the window and looked out, thinking perhaps I could escape that way. My breath froze in my chest, and I felt my heart thud painfully. This was very, very wrong. I was looking over a gleaming city, a city unlike any on earth. The buildings were beautiful and reminded me of Greek architecture I’d seen in books, but with much more grace. Beyond that, there were plants that were like nothing I’d seen before, and their colors were wrong. But most disturbing was the sky. It was red! Red, with a huge sun that was also red, far redder than the sun could be, even when it was low in the sky.

“No, no, no, no...” I murmured as I backed away from the window and began to shake. “I’m dreaming! I have to be dreaming!”

I could feel myself getting light-headed, then instantly the woozy feeling was gone.

I sensed movement to my left, and I glanced toward the door where the guard had been standing. The man who had taken me stood there. He wore the same style of clothing as before, but now it was a rich gold with black markings on the sleeve and legs.

“How are you feeling?” He asked, standing just inside the room. He made no move to come near me, but I retreated to the farthest corner of the room and crouched down anyway. He smiled. “You’re in no danger here.”

“Where am I?” I asked, my eyes wide with false bravado. I’d never seen a man that big in real life.

“You’re my guest, on” the sound that followed hurt my ears with the way he pronounced it, a sound that would have wrecked my vocal cords if I’d tried to repeat it.

“Who are you?”

Again, he made a noise, but I heard a part of what I assumed was his name that made some sense to me. It sounded like Adakan.

“I can’t say that,” I murmured, my voice quivering with fear.

He smiled. “What would you like to call me?”

“Adakan?”

He nodded. “Fine. I’m Adakan. What is your name?”

“Anastasia.”

He made a face as he struggled with the word. He said it three or four times, each time closer to getting it correct. “Anastasia? Is that correct?” I nodded. “Anastasia, I know you’re confused. But understand this, you’re safe here. No one here will hurt you. You are my guest.”

He smiled, but neither his smile or his words made me feel any less in danger. “You may be the most important person in the universe at the moment. Do you understand? You’re completely safe. My palace guards will give their lives to protect yours. If you need anything, you need only ask, and it will be provided.”

“Palace guards?”

He smiled again. “That’s right. You’re in one of the guest rooms of the palace of,” he made that noise again, the one that I think that meant his home, and I cringed.

Was it Ormstein? I wasn’t sure because he said it really oddly.

“I’m not on Earth anymore, am I?” I asked. Once again, I felt my vision dimming around the edges, but only for a moment then it cleared.

He smiled. “Earth? Ah yes, that’s what you call your world. No, you’re on,” again he made the noise, and now I was sure he was talking about his... world? The idea seemed ludicrous, but the evidence was mounting.

“Orm something?” I asked, picking out the one sound from the name of his world that made some sense. Kind of.

“Orm?” he asked, then shrugged. “If you want to call it that.”

“We’re not on Earth anymore?” I squeaked.

He smiled. “No, you’re not. I know it’s hard for you to understand, and you’re frightened and confused, but I will answer any questions you may have.”

“Who are you?”

“I’m Adakan.”

“Not your name. Who are you? What are you? Why do you want me?”

“May I approach you, or would you like to continue talking across the room?”

I nodded, afraid to tell him no. He nodded and walked smartly to the bed and sat on the edge.

“Would you like to sit here? The bed will be much more comfortable than the floor. You have my word I won’t hurt you.”

“You kidnapped me!”

“True,” he said then smiled. “But I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

He gave the bed a pat.

“Please, come sit with me and let me tell you why I brought you here.”

I twisted my lips, afraid to move.

He shrugged. “Very well. Sit there if you like.”

I stared at him, but truth be told, the floor was hard as hell. I slowly rose and crept to the bed and sat as far from him as I could.

“See? That wasn’t so hard,” he said with a smile.

“How can I understand you?” I noticed when his words were grating against my ear drums his noises seemed to match his lip movements, but when I heard him speaking English, they didn’t. It was like a badly dubbed Japanese movie.

He smiled. “That’s the nanobots.”

“Nanobots?”

He nodded. “That’s right. They are microscopic machines that perform a whole host of functions. They allow the peoples of all the known parallel universes to understand each other and allow us to move from world to world and adjust to the various environments.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The technology is far beyond your understanding. Just know they are keeping you safe and allowing you to speak with me. You’re speaking your language, but I hear Ormian when you speak. I’m speaking Ormian, but you’re hearing English. The nanobots are seamlessly translating the words from your thoughts, transmitting them to my nanobots, and I hear them in my thought as if you’d spoken them.”

“They’re inside of me?” I cried. I’d heard about nanotechnology but had no idea it had progressed so much. Then I remembered what he’d said…this wasn’t my world.

“Calm yourself!” He barked. “You have nothing to fear. You passed out when you arrived here. Do you remember that?”

I nodded.

“We injected you with nanobots then, that was what Geala placed on your neck, and that is what is allowing you to breathe our atmosphere. It is much richer in oxygen and higher in pressure than your own, and without the nanobots, you would die from oxygen poisoning. I’m sure there are viruses and bacteria here on Ormstein that you have no natural immunity to, but the nanobots will protect you from those as well. In short, if you want to live, you need the nanobots.”

“Do you have them in you?”

“Of course. While I could live here on Ormstein without them, as it’s my home, I would be in as much danger as you are here if I were to travel to another world.”

“Another world? How many worlds are there?”

“I don’t know the exact number off the top of my head. More than three thousand.”

“Three thousand,” I breathed. It was too much to take in. “And all of them look like us?”

He nodded. “Yes. Very similar. Humans are part of the Lost Ones, just as we all are. We are all part of the parallel universes that coexist, each beside the other. The same place, but…different”

“Right. Who are the Lost Ones?”

“A very long story. Do humans have a god?”

I nodded slowly. “Many gods, depending on the culture.”

Adakan nodded. “As we did. But now we know that what we knew as God was part of the racial memory, they were our ancestors. The Lost Ones spread through the universes billions of years ago. They had obtained the ability to move from world to world using portals before your race even came to be. You are descended from them, just as the Ormian people are.”

“Where are the Lost Ones now?”

He chuckled. “A question that has kept scholars debating for millions of years. Hence the term Lost Ones”

“Millions?”

He nodded. “Millions. Humans are the youngest race yet discovered. Your world was much more distant than anyone thought possible, almost beyond the range we can reach with our current portal system. The discovery of your world has thrown everything we thought we knew about the Lost Ones into doubt.”

“That’s how you brought me here?”

“That’s right. The portal system is a gift from the Lost Ones. We know how to construct them, but the underlying science of how they work has defeated the greatest minds in the universe. All we know is the portal somehow creates a tunnel through the universes. Much like it is faster to go through a mountain instead of around or over it. A portal can link two points together. Traveling from one place to another, be it another place on one world or another world entirely, is as simple as stepping into another room.”

I would have laughed out loud, except I’d stepped into another room, out of my tiny bathroom on Earth and ended up here, on a world that definitely sounded like Ormstein now that the nanobots were working.

The door opened, and a stunningly beautiful woman walked in and knelt on one knee with her head bowed.

“Rise and approach,” Adakan ordered.

I remembered his comment about the palace guard, and seeing how the woman acted, I wondered if Adakan was a king or emperor, or whatever they called him here.

“You must be tired and hungry. You slept for twelve hours after you arrived, a side effect as the nanobots worked through your system.” He motioned to the woman. “This is Hedda. She will be your handmaiden and will help you prepare for dinner. Your wish is her command.”

He turned his attention to Hedda. “She is not to be harmed in any way. Your life is forfeit for hers. That is my order. She is to be granted any wish except for her freedom.”

Hedda lowered her head. “Yes, my lord.”

He nodded then turned his attention back to me. “Remember, you are my guest. Every member of the palace is charged with your safety. If you act foolishly, you will not be harmed, but those charged with keeping you safe will be dealt with most harshly.”

He stared at me, and I knew then that despite his courtesy, this was not a man to be trifled with and I got his meaning loud and clear.

I bowed my head as I saw Hedda do. “Yes, my lord.”

He smiled. “Good. I see we have an understanding.” He looked at Hedda as he waved at me dismissively. “See that she is properly dressed in something other than these rags.”

“Yes, my lord.”

<><>
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Hedda spent the next hour showing me how to work the plumbing and preparing me for dinner with the ruler of the entire world... and the de facto leader of the universe. Ormstein used little water. The shower consisted of mist that drifted down from the ceiling that made my skin tingle in a most pleasant way. Hedda explained that billions of nanobots formed the fog, and as they settled over me, they stripped away oil, dirt and dead skin. I could have stood in the stall for hours, but it was over in less than thirty seconds, and my hair and skin glowed as I stepped out. The sink was the same way. I placed my hands in the basin, and a mist appeared around them as dirt and stains disappeared before my eyes.

Even my nails seemed to have been polished. I pulled a tube from the sink and placed it in my mouth and drew in as if I were sucking on a straw. I could feel something in my mouth, a tingling like on my skin, then a moment later my teeth were whiter than I’d ever seen them.

More amazing still was me! I noticed myself in the mirror, and I looked twenty again! My breasts were just as full as they had been, but now they were firm and pert like they had never been before. The faint lines and blemishes on my skin were gone, and even the scar I had on my right arm from a childhood accident was missing. But more than that, I glowed with a radiance I’d never seen in myself.

Not only did I look better, I felt better than I’d felt in years. Hedda explained it was the nanobots. They had restored me to peak health, repairing damage and flaws as they made their way throughout and over my body.

Hedda might look twenty, but I found out that she was thirty-four. I thought that was pretty amazing until I found out that an Ormstein year was almost twice as long as an Earth year, and she was the equivalent of sixty-seven. I stood in stunned amazement as I learned most of the people of the universe lived to be almost two hundred Earth years old before the nanobots could no longer maintain the increasing problems of the aging body. Even better, you were beautiful and healthy until the very end. Then there were a few days of lethargy as the body shut down while the nanobots were flushed from your system, and then you died peacefully, without pain.

Hedda explained so many things to me as she combed out my hair and pinned it up in an intricate design, then dressed me in a dress that felt softer than the finest silk. It seemed tradition that the dominant arm was left uncovered. When I asked Hedda about it, she said it was to free the sword arm from encumbrances.

At first, I thought she was kidding and then decided she wasn’t. She was wearing a dagger on her right hip after all. In any case, my right arm was kept free as the fabric shrunk to a perfect fit before the closure disappeared. I plucked at where I knew the closure was and when it appeared, the dress expanded around me to make it easy to remove. I closed the seam and giggled as the fabric shrank to fit again and the closure disappeared. If I ever got out of this, I could make a fortune from this stuff!

I looked at myself in the mirror and smiled. I looked like a model, better than I’d ever thought I could look. All it had taken was being kidnapped by an alien that looked like a massive Viking on steroids to discover the fountain of youth. Undergarments were unknown on the Ormian world, and I had worried that without my bra my heavy chest would look silly, but between the new-found firmness and the way the dress fit, I didn’t need it.

I ran my hands over my body, delighting in the firmness which gave the impression that I’d been hitting the gym hard for years. I looked at myself again, and my smile widened. Amazing. Just...amazing.
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Adakan

“My lord,” Anastasia said as she entered the room, dropping to one knee with her head bowed.

It was a fair imitation of the proper etiquette, and I smiled at her attempt. Hedda had obviously coached her.

“Rise and approach,” I commanded.

Now that Anastasia was appropriately dressed, I could see how lovely she was. She didn’t move with the grace of an Ormian woman, but she hadn’t had the years of combat training to make her movements fluid and graceful. Combat wasn’t why she was here.

We were in my private quarters. Very few were invited here, and no one, not even Tavis, entered without invitation. I motioned to the place sitting to my left, my weak side, the side of honor. She probably wouldn’t understand that by placing her to my vulnerable side I was granting her the honor of showing trust, but the staff would see it. While they were sworn to secrecy over what happened in the palace, and especially in my private quarters, I knew they gossiped among themselves.

“Please, sit.”

She lowered herself into the chair. While she didn’t move with the grace and power of the Ormian, she still had a feminine grace of her own that reminded me of the Aquarian woman. A servant appeared as if by magic and placed a sampling of food on her plate.

“Is it safe?” She asked, looking at the food with suspicion.

“Perfectly. Anything your body would normally reject or would poison you will be handled by the nanobots. I told you, Anastasia, you are perfectly safe here.” I smiled as she struggled with her fork, obviously not knowing how to use it.

“Like this,” I said, showing her the proper way to hold the utensil.

“I’m sorry. I can’t use chopsticks either.” She blushed, and that warmed me up to her even more. “My mother always said I was all thumbs and no fingers.”

I didn’t get the reference but nodded in understanding. “It’s a lot to take in, I know.” I watched as she nibbled at a mammoth steak, her eyes opening wide as she smiled and took another, larger bite.

“See? Try the sauce with the mammoth,” I suggested as I pointed with my fork.

She did, her eyes opening even wider. “This is amazing. But did you say mammoth?”

“I did. It’s a large animal with a very long snout, covered in fur.”

“They still exist here?” She was surprised but didn’t stop eating I noted.

“They do.” I smiled with pleasure as she continued to eat. “I want you to be comfortable during your visit.”

“Visit? That implies I can go home.”

“That’s right.”

“I’m not your prisoner?”

“No. You’re my guest.”

“So, if I said I wanted to go back to Charlotte, to Earth, you’d send me?”

I tilted my head. I didn’t want to lie but... “After a fashion.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you’re my guest, but I can’t return you to your home. Not right away.”

“Why?”

“I need you.”

“Need me? Why?”

“Try the wine while I explain,” I said, holding my glass. Another servant appeared and filled my glass before they retreated.

“Just tell me what you want. I think I deserve that much.”

Her eyes hardened as she made her demand. If she had been anyone else, I would have had her whipped for her impertinence, but she didn’t know our ways.

“I brought you here because we are dying. All of us. The entire universe.”

I saw her face turn white and her pupils dilate, a sure sign that her fight or flight response had engaged.

“Why? And what does that have to do with me?”

“The why is easy. We are breeding ourselves into extinction. The youngest person on our world is 13 years old. That’s 26 of your years.” I watched as her face went white again. “That’s right. There hasn’t been a child born on Ormstein in 26 of your years. That’s where you come in. The peoples of the universe are dying because we have bred within our people for so long that genetic mutations are creeping in, mutations that are making us sterile.”

“What about these nanite things? Shouldn’t they fix all that stuff.”

“This isn’t a flaw, not like a disease. It’s part of our genetic makeup. But... the peoples of the universe can interbreed. We are all of the same basic stock. Our weakness is another’s strength. Our strength is another’s weakness. We know interbreeding is possible as there are successful pairings that are producing a precious few offspring, but it’s not enough.”

“I don’t understand. What has any of this got to do with me?”

“Humans are young and vigorous breeders. We need that.” I watched as her eyes opened wide. I smiled. “No. I can see what you’re thinking. I didn’t kidnap you to breed with you. Even if there was no law preventing it, there aren’t enough humans to satisfy the demands of three thousand, four hundred and twenty-six worlds. You won’t be used as breeding stock. But, perhaps you can educate us on how to breed among ourselves.”

She sat back in her chair her eyes wide as she stared at me.

“Why me?” She asked softly.

“We only recently discovered Earth. We were investigating it when I saw you attack a much larger male that had preyed on one of your elderly. Many of the peoples went through a period when the strong preyed on the weak, and I assumed Earth was the same.” I shrugged. “It is the same. I thought you were preying on the male as the male preyed on the elderly woman. But then you returned her purse to her, and I saw a kindness in you. Humans have what we need, what the universe needs. Strength and ferocity, but at the same time, you have the capability to be gentle.”

“But why me? Why didn’t you just come to Earth and ask for our help? Do you know how many people would jump at a chance to fuck an alien, especially if they look like you or Hedda?”

She looked aghast at what she’d said.

“I’m sorry. I should have said that more politely...uh...my lord.”

I chuckled. She was charming in her own bumbling way. “No offense taken. The reason is... we can’t.”

“Why? You could do so much good on our world! The nanobots alone would be a revolution. I’m sure there would be millions lining up to help you.”

“We can’t, Anastasia. Not that we won’t, we can’t. It would violate one of our most sacred laws.”

“What law?”

“We are forbidden from interfering with the younger races. Until they become aware of the peoples of the universes on their own, we are unable to make contact with them.”

“So, you, or other people of the universes, haven’t been visiting Earth in spaceships?”

I smiled and shook my head as she took another sip of her wine. “No. First, we don’t use spaceships because they’re too slow and come from different worlds. We use the portal because we are all…parallel, as I said. The same planet, just different in each new permutation. Secondly, we didn’t even know Earth existed until a few months ago.”

“But now?”

“No, not even now. They can’t know of our existence until they discover us on their own. Perhaps that will happen in a few thousand years.”

“Thousand?” She asked, her voice in awe.

I nodded. “That shows how unready you are. Your race is so young you think in hundreds of years, where the rest of us think of thousands or even millions of years.”

“But if we can’t know about the other worlds...”

“If I were to return you, do you think anyone would believe you if you told them what had happened?”

She slumped. “No. Probably not. But the nanobots?”

“They are as simple to remove as they were to inject. We would deactivate them and put you back in your room.” I smiled and offered her a bit of bread. “Before you decide, don’t you want to hear my proposal?”

I kept my smile on my face. I could return her, and perhaps someday I would, but right now I needed her. I’d told her the truth, she was my guest and not my prisoner, but I had to have her help, and I wouldn’t return her willingly. If I couldn’t get her help voluntarily, I would make it a condition of her return. She watched me her large brown eyes even wider than normal.

For a moment, I noted how the red in her hair matched the Ormian of our sun, especially when the light hit it. I was distracted by the color of it. Red hair wasn’t common in any of our known worlds.

“Okay. What are you proposing?” She asked softly.

I motioned, and another one of the servants approached, dropping a small bag in my hand. I opened the bag and dumped the contents on the table.

“Humans seem to put great value in these stones. If you help me, I will send you home with as many of them as you can carry.”

It was amazing how large her eyes could get as she stared at the stones on the table. Her hand was shaking as she reached for one and carefully picked it up.

“Are these diamonds?”

“Is that what you call them? Yes. We use them in certain industrial applications, but apparently, humans value them highly.”

I smiled as she returned the stone to the table. She was flushed, her skin becoming almost as red as the Ormian in the hearth. Humans were the chameleons of the universe, turning various colors depending on their emotions. So far, I’d seen Anastasia in her healthy pink, a bright red, and a pale white. The color changes appeared to be completely involuntary, and I wondered what other colors she could turn.

“What do I have to do?”

“You have to teach us. You mentioned that humans would jump at the chance to fuck an alien. We need that adventurous spirit.” I paused, trying to figure out how to word what I wanted to say. “There are another people, the Aquarian, whose men have become sterile. The Ormians and the Aquarians, we are in most dire need. The last child born on Aquarian is not twenty years old yet. They are a weak people,” I said, working hard to keep the disgust out of my voice. “They are willing to go quietly into the Dark Sleep, but we can save them, and at the same time, they can save us.” I sighed. “Ormian women have become too warlike. There is no longer any tenderness, any urge to nurture the young. Their bodies are beginning to reject the bearing of children.”

“And the Aquarian women?”

“They are loving and nurturing. We need that back in our genetic mix.”

“And the Aquarian men? They won’t mind you breeding with their women?”

I smiled, their weakness disgusting me.

“I don’t care what they want.” I tamped down my revulsion and sighed. “No. That’s what they need from us. The entire Aquarian race has no drive, no willingness to fight for what’s theirs. They have become weak, and the Aquarian males are losing the ability and desire to reproduce.”

She stared at me. “Sounds like a match made in heaven.”

“No. The Aquarian women, those that have volunteered, haven’t been able to conceive. They are missing a vital hormone needed to make their eggs fertile. We have tried to create the hormone artificially, but it isn’t working.”

She shook her head. “I still don’t see what you want me to do. I’m not a doctor.”

“Anastasia, this isn’t a medical problem. If it were, we would have solved it long ago. The Aquarian women can conceive with an Ormian male, but for some reason, it is extremely rare that it happens, and we don’t know why. This is true throughout the universe. There have been pairings of various peoples, but they are few, and fewer still produce offspring.”

“I still don’t understand,” she said.

“We need you, Anastasia, to teach us how to interbreed. Humans are a young breed, healthy and full adventure. That is what we lack. We need you to teach us how to step outside our people and begin to mate with others.”

She stared at me for a long time, then took a gulp of her wine. “You want me to create an intergalactic dating agency?”

I frowned. “I don’t know this word... dating. How does a fruit...?”

She twittered. “That’s a date. Dating is when you spend time with another person because you enjoy their company.”

“A mate?”

“No, not exactly. It’s not a mate. It’s what people do before when you are looking for a mate. You date people to find a mate.”

“A companion?”

“Yes! That’s a good word. A companion.”

I smiled, pleased that I was making my point.

“That’s exactly what we need. A dating agency. I need you to teach Ormian males to date Aquarian females and vice versa. Then later, other peoples. Perhaps the Gathlow males should date the Ormian females.” I paused as the idea began to form. “Yes, this is exactly what we need. We can begin to interbreed, allowing the Lost Ones genetic material to once again spread through the universe.”

I paused again. For the first time in twenty years, I felt hope that the worlds weren’t headed into the Dark Sleep. I looked at Anastasia. “Will you do it? Will you help us?”

“I want to. I would. But what about my life back on Earth? People will be looking for me.”

She wasn’t going to like what I was about to say, but she had to hear it.

“Nobody will look for you, Anastasia. Not for long. Humans prey on each other all the time. The police will look for you for a few days, perhaps a week. But they will find nothing because there is nothing to find. You have simply disappeared without a trace. Soon you will be forgotten.” I looked at her and placed my hand over hers. “I’m sorry, but you know it’s true.”

She turned white again, and tears began to leak from her eyes. “My family...”

“Will mourn your loss, then they too will accept it.”

She stared at me with her big brown eyes. She knew the truth, I could see it on her face, but she wasn’t willing to accept it. I admired the strength in her. She wouldn’t give up easily, fighting the inevitable to her last breath. That was a trait that the Ormians and the humans shared.

“I want to go home,” she demanded.

“No,” I said softly. “Not now. Think about it for a week. Allow me to show you what life here can be like. Then, if you still wish to return, I will send you home.” I hardened my resolve. “But make no mistake, Anastasia, I will not allow the peoples to die. I have seen greatness in you, a greatness that may be our only chance to survive. If you don’t do this, I will find another that will.”

“So, I am your prisoner,” she said softly.

“If you chose to think of it that way, then yes, for the next week you are my prisoner,” I said, my voice hard. “After that, I will release you.”

I should have her whipped for her refusal, but I needed her, and she wasn’t of my world, and her customs were different. The Ormian were a strong, proud, people who were willing to defend others to the death, but we weren’t brutes.

“You may go,” I said in dismissal. “You will be treated as my honored guest. You will stay here, in the palace but you are free to travel. I will assign you a companion, someone to guide you. You will be issued two guards who will willingly give their life for yours.”

“Jailers, you mean,” she snapped, her voice cold and hard.

“Guards,” I corrected. “Not everyone is happy that I refuse to let the peoples go quietly into the Dark Sleep. They are for your protection. Now leave me. We will speak again in one week. If you wish to return to Earth then, I will grant you your freedom.”

Anastasia rose and strode away without offering the bow. I could have her killed for that, but I tamped down the anger. I wasn’t angry with her, not for her slights anyway. The more I spoke with her, the surer I became that she was the person I needed. She was fierce and strong, but she had a softness and caring about her. She was worried about her family above herself and the wealth I offered her. I wondered if all humans were like her, but I knew they weren’t. I’d seen the male predator attack the elderly woman.

Perhaps I could send her home and select another. Maybe I would get lucky a second time, but I wasn’t willing to bet the fate of the universe that luck would strike twice.

I initiated a portal, limiting the transmission to sound only. “Tavis.” I waited until the portal located Tavis and opened.

“Yes, my lord?”

“Tavis. Have Hedda assigned as a companion to Anastasia.”

“The Aquarian woman, my lord?”

“Yes. Also have two guards, female only, assigned to her at all times.”

“Yes, my lord. It will be done.”

“Thank you, Tavis.” I closed the portal then drummed my fingers on the table. Perhaps the Aquarian could succeed where I’d failed.
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Anastasia

I was escorted back to my room. Despite the luxury and the politeness, I was little more than a prisoner. I contemplated escape, but where would I go? It wasn’t like I could slip away and return to my apartment. What was that old saying, ‘You can’t get there from here?’ I sniffed and wiped my eyes. Nothing had ever been truer.

I heard a chime that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere. I had no idea what it meant. I heard the chime again. Then a third time. Then the door opened. It was the doorbell.

A lovely woman, tall and full-figured with snow white hair entered then fell to her knees just inside the door. Beyond the door, I saw two more women, Ormian women, standing at relaxed attention.

“What do you want?” I demanded.

The woman on the floor didn’t look up. “I’ve been assigned to you as a companion.”

“I don’t want a companion. Now leave.”

“Very well. If I don’t please you, I’m sure Lord Adakan will find another more to your liking.”

The woman rose and turned toward the door. I remembered what Adakan had said, and I wondered if this gentle-sounding woman would be dealt with harshly if I sent her away.

“Wait!” I called as the door began to close. “Come back inside.”

The woman did and immediately fell to her knees again. I winced. That had to hurt on these hard, stone floors. “What will happen if I send you away?”

“I don’t know, my lady,” the woman said, never looking up.

“Will I be assigned another companion?”

“I don’t know, my lady. I was told that I was to be your companion for the next week and I was to grant your every wish. I offer you my life if I have offended or don’t please you.”

I felt my heart sink. This woman clearly wasn’t Ormian. Perhaps she was a prisoner as well.

“Get up, and close the door.” The woman did as instructed. “What’s your name?”

“What do you wish to call me?”

I sighed. “I wish to call you by your name.”

“My name is Hedda.”

“Okay, Hedda. Can people hear us if we talk?”

Hedda touched beside the door, and I heard a tone. “Portals are blocked from this room. It can be overridden, but a chime will sound if it happens. Nobody can hear us.”

“Look at me,” I said. I was tired of talking to the top of her head. She raised her head. In addition to her white hair, she had enormous purple eyes of such beauty they took my breath. “You’re not an Ormian woman, are you?”

“No. I’m Aquarian.”

The correct name was too hard to pronounce, but it sounded vaguely like Aquarian so I went with it.

“Would you mind if I called your world Aquarius? I’m still having problems pronouncing the correct names.” The woman nodded but said nothing. “Are you a prisoner here too?”

“No, my lady!”

“Okay, let’s get a few rules straight,” I said, and I saw her cringe. I softened my tone. “I’m Anastasia, or Ana if you prefer. I’m not ‘my lady’ or anything else like that. And I want you to look at me when you speak to me, okay? And stop falling to your knees all the time. That has to hurt. Okay?”

“Yes, my... Anastasia.”

I smiled. “Okay, that’s better.” I smiled. “I have a few questions I hope you can answer.”

<><>

Over the next several days, Hedda was constantly at my side. We even slept in the same bed. The first night sharing my bed with another woman felt strange, but the bed was so large she might as well have been sleeping in another room.

I spent the entire first day talking to her, finding out everything I could about the place I was in. She was lovely and soft-spoken, trying to wait on me like a servant, but I put a stop to that. She was almost like that clingy friend that needed constant reassurance, but she was somehow different. The second night I woke up and she was curled in close with me. There was nothing remotely sexual about her closeness, and I sighed deeply, imagining this was how it felt when your child was curled up to you, close and warm.

The days on Ormstein were twenty-eight hours long. The longer days were kicking my ass, but I assumed it would be much worse if I weren’t being helped along by the bugs that were running around inside of me.

She took me on a tour of Ormstein and her world, too. The portal technology was simply amazing. She would simply tell the pen-like device, called a Biro, a device that controlled and generated the portal, where she wanted to go, and then we took two or three steps, and we were there. I’d finally stopped trying to understand how things worked and simply chalked it up to magic.

Then, there were the dragons. It was something else I learned from Hedda. The Ormians and the Auquarians could change shapes, become dragons at will, and I often saw them flying around, instead of using cars or other modes of transportation. There were big and small, depending on what the Ormian chose to be, but every single one of them could shift into a dragon. I wondered what that meant about our DNA. Did humans have the same ability, but hadn’t learned to use it yet? It would cut down on our use of fossil fuels drastically if we could.

As the days passed, I could see the problem with the Aquarians. They were so damned passive it made me want to smack Hedda. I think if I told her to step off a cliff, her only response would be, ‘Which one?’

I had a good chance to observe the Ormians as my two guards followed us around. They were always respectful, if occasionally abrupt, but I could tell there was only a thin covering of polish covering their aggressive nature. I suppose that made sense.

If you were aggressive and disrespectful, they would be killing each other right and left. It was like the Ormians and Aquarians were the exact opposites of each other, and I wondered how two people that were supposedly descended from the same stock could be so different. The answer was obvious, if hard to believe. It was millions of years of selective breeding.

The Ormians prized strength and aggressiveness, so those that were strong and aggressive mated more than those that weren’t, and eventually, the trait became dominant. The Aquarians were the same, though they prized kindness and gentleness, and eventually, the same thing had happened. But now, they were trapped.

The Ormian women had become so fierce that something had happened, and they were no longer able to bear children. The Aquarian males had become so passive they were no longer interested in mating. The Aquarian women were just as bad, and when neither sex wanted to fuck, it didn’t happen. The Aquarian men were mostly sterile because they weren’t using it, and now they were losing it.

According to Hedda, the drop in the birthrate had started out so slowly that nobody noticed. When someone did finally notice, it was assumed it was just a statistical fluke, and by the time people realized the birthrate was plummeting too quickly to be sustainable, it was too late to save themselves because the traits were too firmly embedded to overcome.

Now Adakan was trying to rally the universe. They knew the problem, and they knew the solution, but it wasn’t working. And that was where I came in.

“Don’t you find the Ormian men attractive?” I asked as Hedda and I sat on a mountain peak, overlooking the water forest below.

I’d seen so many things over the past five days since Adakan and I had dinner. The water forest was simply the latest in a long line of amazing sights. We were on Aquarius, and even at high noon, as it was now, it was cool and misty, the sun dim and far away. It explained Hedda’s large eyes. The brightest it got on Aquarius was like twilight back on Earth. I continued to look at the lake, a lake so vast I could only see the nearest edge, covered with trees floating on what I could only describe as lily pads the size of a city block.

She shrugged. She’d relaxed around me considerably, but she was still too passive by half. “Not really. They’re brutes, hugely muscled and aggressive. They don’t make love, they rape.”

We had been over this topic many times, but I couldn’t understand what she was saying. She called it rape, but when I pressed her, I found the men weren’t truly forcing themselves on the woman.

“Then why are you here?”

“Because, dear Anastasia, I’m trying to save my people.”

“Even by being raped?”

Hedda lowered her head. “I am but one, trying to do good for the many.”

“And the Ormian men are forcing themselves on you?”

She sighed. She was probably as tired of this conversation as I was. “Not in the way you mean. If we deny them our bodies, they do not take them. If we ask them to stop, they do. But we don’t deny them our bodies, and we don’t ask them to stop. But it isn’t pleasurable. They are too aggressive, and we don’t conceive.”

“But Hedda, that’s the problem!” I cried. “You need to be more aggressive! It’s the lack of aggression that has led you to this point! Don’t you see that?”

“I know,” she said softly. “That’s why I give them my body even though I don’t find it pleasurable.”

“Is the mating painful?”

“No. But neither is it pleasurable.”

“Don’t you ever just want to have sex? To get in there and ride your mate until you’re sweaty and exhausted? To simply take and give pleasure? To feel him inside you?” I was trying to understand her, but I guess a lack of a sex drive would make you uninterested in sex, even while you were having it.

Hedda looked at me with her huge purple eyes, and I could see the sadness there. “No.”

I took her hand and held it. “It’s okay. I’m not saying you’re wrong; I’m just trying to understand you. The Ormians, I get them, but the Aquarians, you’re a puzzle.”

“Perhaps it is our time to go into the Dark Sleep.”

That wasn’t the first time she said that, and it pissed me off. I sat and stared at the water forest, thinking. I realized then that I’d decided to stay once I became friends with Hedda. I wanted to help her and her people, but I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself. I also had to admit I hadn’t fully understood the problem Adakan was up against.

Hedda and I did a tour of fifty worlds, and without exception, all the peoples of the universe preferred to mate with their kind. I didn’t think it was a racial thing, only that after millions of years, each of the races had bred into themselves the traits they prized. It was no different than me preferring strong men that knew what they wanted and the fact I wasn’t attracted to a man I could wrap around my little finger. It had nothing to do with skin color or anything else; I just had certain things I wanted in a mate and certain things I didn’t.

I sniffed. Did I want to work with the public again? Did I want to return to LoveBeats? I thought I was good at my job there, wasn’t I? Well here was a chance to do what I loved and make a difference. If I could get the Ormians and the Aquarians to mate and breed, two people who were as opposite as they could be, I could do anything. If I could crack this nut, then I could solve any problem Adakan could throw at me.

I smiled to myself. Besides, how often does a woman like me have a chance to save the universe? Ormstein World Dating, at your service. Step right up and choose your mate! No waiting! Satisfaction guaranteed!

My lips twisted into a private smile. This would be a lot easier if they would just go to Earth. All the peoples I’d seen on my travels were, without exception, stunningly gorgeous. Even the Aquarian males. If you were into lithe men with gentle features, they were your cup of tea.

If there was one thing I’d learned working at LoveBeats, there was a certain someone for everyone. You just had to find them. If Adakan turned us humans lose on the universes, we would single handedly fuck them back from the edge.

God knows I’d seen more men I’d fuck stupid in the last week than throughout the entirety of my life. I’d always had a healthy sex drive, but since I’d arrived here? I was horny all the time. I didn’t know if it was because of all the beautiful people around me, if the nanobots had juiced me up, or both. I smiled. Seven whatever billion people on Earth fucking the six trillion or so in the universe? The way I felt these days, I’d take those odds.

“We should go,” I said as I rose to my feet. I turned to Trinta and Grinta. “I need to see Lord Adakan at his earliest opportunity.”

Trinta nodded. “I’ll let him know you wish an audience with him. What reason should I tell him?”

“Tell him I’ve made my decision.”

Trinta smiled. The Ormian women may look like premium athletes and had only the thinnest veils of femininity surrounding them, but I liked them. I’d liked all the people I’d met, each unique and interesting in their way.

Hedda opened the portal, and I could see my room beyond. They wouldn’t let me handle the PCD, short for Portal Control Device, the nickname I’d given the pen-like instrument that controlled the portals. Perhaps they were afraid I’d dump us in an ocean, or in the middle of space somewhere. Not an unreasonable concern considering I hadn’t the faintest idea how they controlled the damn thing. It was just more magic.

We stepped through, and I was standing in my room again. I shook my head. We’d just traveled, by my understanding, across dozens of universes as easily as I crossed from the front room to the bedroom in my apartment.

My two guards for the day, Trinta and Grinta, left us and I stripped out of my clothes as I moved to the shower. Modesty wasn’t the same thing here as back on Earth, and why should it be when everyone looked like a god or goddess? People didn’t walk down the streets nude, but undressing in front of trusted friends rated about the same amount of thought as removing shoes back on Earth.

If Adakan saw me today, I wanted to look my best. It was funny how I was thinking of Earth as my home less and less. Sure, it’d only been a week, and I hadn’t had time for the homesickness to set in, but there was so much to see and do, my brand new two-hundred-year lifespan wasn’t nearly enough to accomplish it all.

I stepped out of the shower. I loved how I felt, tingly and clean, and the fact I didn’t have to dry myself off in a hot and damp bathroom. Step out of the shower, dress, and done. I admired myself in the mirror. I’d dropped at least ten pounds in the past five days, and I looked even better now than I had after I first arrived. Anastasia Evans’s patented weight loss program. All it took was being kidnapped, transported instantly across thousands of parallel universes and having your body shot full of microscopic machines. Simple! Anyone could do it!

“Anastasia? Lord Adakan will see you in two hours. He invites you to his table,” Grinta’s voice said out of thin air.

“I’ll be ready.”

I smiled again. It was amazing what a person could get used to.

<><>

“My Lord,” I said as I knelt, my head held low. I wasn’t necessarily happy about doing that, offering Adakan my life, but it was protocol and I’d already stared to become accustomed to their ways. He’d been patient with me so far, but I didn’t want to push my luck.

“Better,” Adakan said, but I held my position as Serenity, one of my guards, had instructed me. I was to hold this position until I was told to rise. “Very good. Rise and approach.”

I stood and walked to his table where I stopped. He smiled a smile that would make me want to punch a human, but on him? Well, it wasn’t punching I’d started to think about.

“You’ve learned a great deal in the past week. Very good. Please, sit and enjoy,” he said, motioning to the chair to his left, his weak side, a sign of trust and respect. I smiled and slid into my seat. “Speak freely. What have you decided?”

“My Lord, I’ve decided to stay, with some conditions.”

Making demands on perhaps the most powerful man in the universe was incredibly bold of me, but he needed me, and I wanted to get the ground rules understood right at the front.

“Conditions?” He said with a smile. “What conditions?”

He was humoring me, but I pressed on. “When I want to return to Earth, you’ll let me go.”

“Agreed. But if you return home, you can’t change your mind and return here. You’ll have no way to contact us.”

I nodded. “I understand. I want a box of those diamonds.”

“How big a box?” he asked, and I made a cube with my hands about two-foot square. “Agreed. Anything else?”

I felt my heart flutter. A box of diamonds that large would be worth... I didn’t know how much, but a lot. “I want my own place and some reasonable income to live on.”

“No. You’ll stay in the palace.”

I shook my head. “No. Those are my conditions. Take them or leave them.”

I saw his face harden and reminded myself to stay firm. The Ormian were used to fighting, used to being in control, even with each other they constantly struggled against each other, except for when it came to Adakan. Their lord.

“Don’t forget who you’re addressing, Anastasia,” he said, his voice low and hard. “I’ll give you your income, but you’ll stay in the palace. It’s for your protection.”

“From who? Everyone I’ve met has been unfailingly polite.”

“You haven’t met everyone. Not everyone agrees that we should fight to avoid going into the Dark Sleep, and you had my palace guards at your side.”

“I don’t want to stay here. I feel like a bug on a plate. Everyone is always watching me. If I sneeze, someone pops out of nowhere with a tissue. I’m not used to living like this.”

His face softened. “Very well. I’ll allow you to live someplace other than the palace, but there will be a contingent of my guards at your side at all times. All times, Anastasia. I think you fail to understand how important you are. The fate of the universe is literally in your hands. I can’t risk having you hurt or killed.”

“That’s worse than living here!”

He shrugged. “Those are your only two options. In the palace, you can be kept safe by guards that control the grounds and the palace’s defenses. That’s not true elsewhere. I’m sorry, Anastasia, but I have to keep you safe.”

I stewed. At least in the palace, I had my room where I could be alone if I wanted to be. “Fine, dammit! I’ll stay in the palace.”

He smiled. “The matter is settled then. Any other demands?”

“Order your staff to stop doting on me.”

He chuckled. “Done. Anything else.”

I smiled. “No.”

“You have asked a great deal,” he said seriously, and I felt my heart flutter. “Not jumping at your every sneeze is going cause the palace staff lots of stress,” he added with a grin. “Some may suffer through many sleepless nights.”

I giggled. He was teasing me now. “I’m sure they’ll get through it. They’re Ormians. Surely they can handle a single unruly guest.”

He chuckled. “We’ve never had to deal with the likes of you, Anastasia Evans. Leave us!” He ordered with a wave of his hand, and six people, three of which I didn’t even know were there, left the room. “Now we’re alone. Better?”

I smiled. “Much. Thank you.”







  
  
  Chapter Six

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  





Adakan

“My lord, you sent for me,” Anastasia asked as she knelt and lowered her head. Every time I saw her proved that she was a fast learner.

“Rise and approach,” I ordered.

She stopped in front of my desk.

“Yes, my lord?” She asked.

Having her speak first was incorrect. She shouldn’t speak unless spoken to or I give her the freedom to speak, but I wasn’t going to call her on it. I’d summoned her and she couldn’t be expected to memorize all the little details in only six days. And, she was my guest.

“Where do you start?” I asked, getting down to business.

We had spent the previous evening enjoying a leisurely dinner, not talking about the agreement we’d come to, but today was a new day. Wasting a few days would make no difference in the outcome, but I was anxious to find out if she could help us.

She scratched her face. “I would like to start with...”

Her voice trailed off and her color changed to red again. Humans were so easy to read. Something was upsetting her.

“What?”

“I’d like to see how Ormian people go about sex. Perhaps a video or something?”

“Why?”

Her face became redder, “I think the problem you’re having with the Aquarians,” she butchered the name, but it was close enough that I recognized what she was saying, “is in the Ormian’s approach to love and sex. Hedda is trying, but I could tell she was very put off by how she has been treated.”

“The Aquarians have been treated as honored guests, just as you have been,” I objected tersely, my face in a frown.

“I know. But she feels like she’s being raped.” I didn’t like to say it out loud, but it was her truth, so I spoke it, since she wouldn’t.

I leaped to my feet, causing Anastasia to stumble back, her hand coming up in front of her face. “I will gut the pigs myself,” I snarled, drawing my blade. “Who?”

She made placating gestures; her eyes wide with fear. “No! That’s not what I meant! She admits no one has forced himself on her!”

She paused, waving her hands frantically in front of her. I slowly put away the blade and took my seat as she sighed in relief.

“She impugns the honor of my people,” I grumbled. “Every man that has lain with an Aquarian woman volunteered to mate with a woman he found repulsive.”

“Repulsive? Hedda is lovely!” I objected, lost as to how any man could find her repulsive.

“Beautiful, yes. But weak. They stand for nothing and will allow anyone to use them. If it weren’t for the protection of my people, the Aquarians would be preyed upon by the dregs of our worlds.”

“I understand, my Lord. But it is that kind and caring nature that the Ormians are lacking, correct?”

I sighed knowing that she has raised a valuable point. “Yes.”

“I’ve seen the honor of the Ormian people, and I know you’re not preying on the Aquarians, but something is happening. I need to see for myself in order to formulate a plan on how to move forward.”

I scrubbed at my face then opened a portal. “Tavis. Report to my office immediately.”

Ten seconds later, Tavis stepped through the door and knelt. “My lord.”

“Rise and approach,” I said. “I have a request. Anastasia wants to see a bonded pair... mate. This is not an order, and if you refuse, no dishonor will follow...”

I hesitated in what I had to say next, “But will you allow her to watch you and Getta mate?”

Tavis extended his hand to Anastasia. “I believe this is the customary greeting on your world?”

She smiled and took his hand. “It is. Anastasia Evans... human.”

Tavis chuckled. “Tavis Stalgardad, Ormian.”

I smiled as Anastasia winced, as she always did when she heard our words. It was as if our words pained her in some way.

“Will this help, I believe you call us the Ormian people, to last through the ages?” Tavis asked.

I smiled. Tavis was as reliable as the rising star.

“I hope, Tavis. Otherwise, I wouldn’t want to see it, believe me,” Anastasia tried to reassure him that this was crucial.

Tavis glanced between Anastasia and me.

“Agreed,” he said, then smiled at her as her words had managed to convince him.

I could tell whatever he said next was going to be for his amusement and mine at the expense of Anastasia. “Will you be joining us?”

I had to work hard not to smile as her eyes opened wide and her face turned a bright red.

“What? Heavens, no! I just wanted to... I don’t know what I wanted. But I didn’t expect to watch you and your wife, your mate, get it on.” She began to shake her head. “Thank you, Tavis, but that’s not necessary.”

Tavis looked at me, then back to Anastasia. “If it will help my people, all our peoples, then I want you to watch. I’m bonded to Getta, and we may never have children, but there are others not so bonded. I won’t selfishly deny them the opportunity to have offspring, nor will I be party to condemning my people to the Dark Sleep.”

I nodded. “We will watch through a portal and I will join Anastasia to answer any questions. Thank you, my friend,” I said as I grabbed his shoulder in ceremonial brotherhood. “We will not speak of this again.”

Anastasia nodded vigorously. “I will never repeat what I see or spread rumors. You have my word.”

Tavis nodded. “I will have to eat an extra helping of Gath tonight, if we’re going to have spectators.”

I chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. Tavis knew I was releasing him with the simple gesture.

“Gath?” Anastasia asked after Tavis left.

I grinned. “It’s said to give a male stamina and prowess, though mating with Getta should be enough to give any male all the stamina and prowess he would need. I believe your people call them oysters.” I looked at her, examined her closely to be sure she was listening. “Tavis is extending you a great honor. Don’t break his trust.”

She looked down, then looked back up and held my gaze with her own. “You can trust me.”

<><>
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“Enter!” I called at the chime echoing through my bedchamber. Tavis had contacted me and said he had made Getta aware of what was happening, and they would begin mating soon.

Anastasia entered and dropped to her knee. “My lord.”

“Rise and approach,” I said softly.

Though she was joining me in my bedchamber, she was fully dressed, as was I. This was business. We’d discussed the best place to observe Tavis and Getta, and decided my bedchamber was appropriate, considering the subject matter, and the fact that I could explain any questions she may have.

“Speak freely.”

She nodded. “I’m having second thoughts about this.”

“Staying to help or watching?”

“Watching this in your bedroom.”

I smiled. She was lovely, but this was still business. “You have nothing to fear.”

She nodded as I opened the portal. Tavis’s bedchamber was empty, but after a moment, Getta entered.

“That’s Tavis’s wife?”

“His mate? Yes.”

“She’s lovely.”

I smiled and nodded in agreement. “Tavis is a good man. She’s lucky to have him... and he her.”

The two lovers smiled at each other as they stood in the middle of their bedchamber and then began to disrobe. I was more interested in Anastasia’s reactions than watching my friend mate. She settled into one of the chairs and I smiled. I’d given her my word but having her lounging on my bed as Tavis and Getta mated would have tested my resolve.

“Oh my God! What are they doing?”

I glanced back at the portal. “Those are mating blades.”

“What...?” she began, then stopped as Tavis and Getta attacked each other with the daggers, slashing and blocking. They were skilled warriors and the blades snicked and sang as they slid against each other.

“You have to stop them!”

I chuckled as Tavis slashed Getta across her breast. Getta moaned as a lurid red line appeared. Tavis paused, smiling as he stepped back and waited for her to recover and resume her guard.

“They’re mating blades,” I repeated. “They’re not hurting each other.”

I rose from my chair beside hers and retrieved my own blade. The blade was a gift, given to me by my father, but I’d never used it. It was a tradition that a father gave his son a blade when he reached manhood, as a mother gave her daughter. I returned to my chair and pulled the blade from its scabbard and drew the blade lightly across my arm. A faint pink line appeared as my flesh prickled with pleasure.

“Long ago, only the strong could survive,” I explained as I watched the pink line disappear. “Blades were used to weed out the weak. Males and females would join in combat with their proposed mate to prove their strength.”

I paused as the lovers attacked again, the blades flashing as they fought.

“Now the combat is part of the mating. Not all engage in the ritual, but many do. The mating blades, they no longer maim, but provide pleasure.”

I moved the blade slowly toward Anastasia’s face. She flinched away at first, then held her ground as I drew the blade softly against skin. She gasped as a pink line appeared, then slowly faded.

“The blade isn’t real. It’s a projection, but it triggers the nanobots in your body to stimulate the nerves and to leave behind the mark.”

Tavis groaned as Getta got through his defense and plunged her blade into his stomach, smiling as she held him by his head and twisted the knife. I smiled as he roared and surged away from her hold to bury his own blade in her back. Her back arched as she cried out before he pulled his blade and plunged it into her chest. Again, she cried out, her body shuddering in pleasure as they grappled, their blades deep in their lover’s bodies as they strained against each other. Tavis roared, pulling her blade from his stomach and tearing it from her grip. He threw it aside before pulling his own blade from Getta’s chest to cast it aside. They lunged at each other and Tavis threw her to the bed before plunging his cock deep inside her as she cried out in pleasure.

I drew the blade hard and fast against across Anastasia’s chest, making her cry out as her eyes closed and her head tipped back. She groaned as her eyes slowly opened and she looked at me.

“The harder the stroke,” I continued softly, drawing the blade gently along her neck, “the more intense the pleasure.”

She said nothing as the blade left the line, no longer watching the mating occurring in front of us. She tore her gaze from mine and watched Tavis and Getta mate, her fingers softly caressing the skin of her chest where I’d slashed her with the mating blade. We watched as the lovers tumbled onto their bed, finally crying out their completion and collapsing in a sweating, panting, heap.

She sat for a moment longer then rose. “I’ve seen enough. By your leave, my Lord,” she said softly, lowering her head.

“You may go.”

She looked at me, her face unreadable, then turned and left my bedchamber.

After the door closed, I returned the blade to its place beside my bed. I smiled as I began to disrobe, shaking my head in wonderment. I’d had the blade for twenty years, and this was the first time it had touched the flesh of a woman. I’d had many mates, but none that I wished to bond with.

Many women had wanted to me to use the blade on them, but I’d refused. I would use the blade when the time was right, with the woman I would spend the rest of my life with. Many used their blades in their games, but I respected the symbolism it represented, and I would use the blade only as it was intended.

I crawled into bed and waved off the lights. Anastasia and I hadn’t mated but watching her close her eyes and cry out softly in pleasure as I slashed her with the blade had stirred something within me. Something I hadn’t felt before. I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I stared at the ceiling waiting for sleep to take me, but it was a long time in arriving.
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Anastasia

I woke stretching and yawning. I hadn’t slept well last night. Between watching Tavis and Getta have sex and the thing with the mating blade, I had been unable to shut off my mind. Even Hedda’s soft breathing hadn’t been able to lull me into sleep.

If that was how the Ormian men were mating with the Aquarian women, no wonder Hedda was upset. What I’d seen last night, even discounting the mating blades thing, would have been called rape back on Earth. The only thing was, I wasn’t sure who was raping whom.

I crawled across the huge bed to touch Hedda gently on the shoulder. She had already been in the bed when I returned last night, and I hadn’t woken her. Now I understood why the Ormian’s had such large beds. They needed the room for their fighting and rolling, tumbling, love making.

“Yes, Anastasia?” She murmured as she looked at me with her enormous eyes, sitting up and yawning herself awake.

Her eyes were at least twenty-five percent larger than mine, and their color and depth still took my breath away every time I gazed into them.

“When you were mating with the Ormian men, did they use their blades on you?”

“Their mating blades?”

“Yes.”

She smiled. “Once I allowed it, though I couldn’t use my blade in return. The thought of using the blade, even one that gave pleasure, disgusted me.”

“The blade, did you enjoy it?”

She looked at me for a moment. “Physically, yes, it was very pleasurable. But the thought of a male using the blade on me was upsetting. So, no, I didn’t enjoy it, and wouldn’t allow it again.”

I pursed my lips as I nodded. “And the mating?”

Hedda looked down. “They are beasts and brutes.”

“Why are you here?”

“I told you once before. We are giving the Ormian men our bodies in the hopes of conceiving.”

I shook my head. “No, I mean why are you here? Here on the Ormian world. Why didn’t the Ormians go to Aquarius?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“Would you like to return home?”

“Very much.”

“Would you feel safer there?”

“Yes, much safer.”

I smiled. “Return to your room and begin to pack your things. Have the other Aquarians do the same. You’re going home.”

“But what of our attempts to conceive? Is there no hope for us?”

I smiled. “Oh, there’s hope, but I’m about to change the rules. Now go.”

<><>
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“My lord,” I said as I stepped into Adakan’s office and knelt down. He’d kept me waiting for hours as he attended to some other state function, but I had twenty minutes where I could pitch my idea.

“Rise and approach. We don’t have much time, so speak quickly.”

“I think I know what the problem is, and how to fix it.”

His eyes widened with the news. “Already?”

“Yes. A start anyway. I want to move the Aquarians back to their world. You said it was a hormonal problem, right? I think these women need to feel safe and protected in order to conceive. The combination of being here, away from their surroundings, and the way the Ormians approach mating, is preventing that. Getting them someplace where they feel safe is the first step in that.”

“They’re safe here! Safer here, in the palace, than anywhere on their world!”

“Maybe so, but they don’t feel that way, and that’s the important part. My lord, I believe Hedda is trying, and I assume the other women are as well. She admitted to me she is getting no pleasure from the mating she’s done, but she is still giving her body in the hopes of making this work. I think it’s time for the Ormians to try to give something back.”

Adakan stared at me for a long moment. “You really think it will make a difference?”

I shrugged. “It can’t hurt. You’re getting nowhere now.”

He growled. “I can’t deal with this now. Go, return to your room. I will send Tavis to you. Tell him what you want, and he will see that it is done. I have other matters to attend to. Leave me.”

I frowned at him deeply, something I still hadn’t learned to control. I knew it was nothing personal, and Adakan was clearly under a lot of stress at the moment, but I didn’t enjoy being dismissed like a child. I gave him a curt nod of respect before I turned and stomped out of the room.

The palace was huge, and I would easily get lost except for my trusty escort, Serenity. She had become almost as much a constant in my life as Hedda. By the time I reached my room, Tavis was waiting. He could travel across the universe faster than I could walk down the damn hall.

“Our lord said you wanted to see me?”

I grinned at the ‘our lord’ thing. It reminded me of church. I jerked my head at my door, and he followed me into the room.

“I want to move the Aquarians back to Aquarius.”

His eyes narrowed. I’d puzzled him it would seem. “Why, might I ask?”

“Because I don’t think you’ll ever have a successful breeding pair here on Ormstein. I want to try something different.”

“What?”

I sighed. “The first rule of bonding is finding a companion and then a mate that you’re comfortable with. Would you agree?”

“Yes,” he said slowly, as if thinking it over carefully.

“These women that volunteered are not comfortable here. They need…”

“Their every desire has been met!” He interrupted me, much the same way Adakan had.

“Not every desire, no. They need to feel safe, and secure and wanted and loved, and I don’t think they feel any of these things. Since Hedda has become my companion, my friend, she’s changed. She’s still kind and gentle, but she no longer seems afraid. I think that’s the key. They can’t conceive unless they... feel safe and secure... for the lack of a better way of putting it.”

“The men that have volunteered have agreed…”

I waved my hand, cutting him off. “I know all about it. Adakan told me. That’s part of the problem. This isn’t a contract or an agreement. There has to be something more. Trust me. I was brought here to help you. Let me help.”

He stared at me. “You’re not safe there.”

“What do you mean?”

“Just what I said. Word is spreading that you’re human, not from any of the known realms. Someone talked and the rumors are spreading. Adakan risked everything for you, up to and including war. If this goes badly, we will be unable to fully protect you on Aquarius.”

“If we don’t get this problem of not having children solved, any war that may start won’t matter.”

He lowered his head in acknowledgment. “Tell me what you need.”

“I want to reset the clock back to zero and start over. I want a fresh batch of men and women, and I want Hedda to help me. She understands her world like none of us ever will. Let’s use her.”

“How?”

“I want her to recruit new women. I will recruit new men.”

“How will that help?” I could tell from his tone he thought I was wasting everyone’s time.

“When you recruited the men, how did you go about it? Did you ask for volunteers to help save the Ormians? Did you make it into a great honor that they would be sleeping with these weak, repulsive women for the good of the people?”

His silence was all the answer I needed, and I nodded.

“On this entire world, you don’t think there are twenty males that might want to mate with an Aquarian? These women are not as weak as you think. They have a strength you haven’t seen; that I didn’t see until I spent time with one of them. Once people see them for who they truly are, not who you think they are, others may realize there is something there. Then we won’t have to recruit or ask for volunteers. Males will come forward, wanting to mate. The same for the women. There is a lot to admire in the Ormians. Let’s show them your good points, show them who you really are, not who they think you are.”

He stared at me for a long time. “Be ready to move in two hours.”

I smiled. “You’re a good man, Tavis. Adakan is lucky to have you as his aide.”

He smiled and lowered his head again. “He and I have fought many battles together, but none more difficult than this one. I would give my life for him.”

I gave him a half grin. “Fortunately, this isn’t about death, it’s about life and living.”

He gave a brief chuckle. “You are wise beyond your years, Anastasia. I was against the idea of bringing a human here, but perhaps Adakan was right after all.”

I gave him a wink and a smile. “This is what I do, Tavis. This will work. You’ll see.”

<><>
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Hedda, Serenity, and I stepped through the portal into Hedda’s home. It was lovely, the walls flowing elegantly into the ceiling and floors. Where the Ormians built in stone, the Aquarians seemed to use some kind of wood. Where the Ormian buildings, while elegant, were massive and imposing, Hedda’s home was cozy, soft and inviting.

I would love to see more of the Aquarian’s world, but I couldn’t stay long. Tavis had ordered five hundred guardsmen to escort me, but I had forbidden it. The Aquarians would think they were being invaded and the game would have been up before it even started.

Neither of us would budge from our position and Adakan had finally resolved the dispute when I’d agreed to one guard at my side, and that I would return in ten minutes. Adakan had approved it over Tavis’s objection, but with the warning that if I was even one second late returning, a thousand guardsmen would pour through the portal to assure my safety.

“You’ll do it?” I asked Hedda, continuing the conversation we’d started earlier.

“Do you think you can really find men such as these?”

I smiled. Time to be confident. “If they exist, I’ll find them.”

Hedda smiled. “Yes, I believe you will. Yes, I will try to find twenty women that would like to meet these men. I know of one already.”

“That’s great! Who?”

“Me,” Hedda said softly.

“No, not you. I need you.”

She smiled and touched my face, like a mother comforting her child. “I want to, Anastasia. I must. I must be the first before others will follow. I will still be able to advise you.”

“But can you forget, or at least forgive, the Ormians for how they treated you?”

She smiled again. “They are not a cruel people. They didn’t intend to hurt us. Yes, if you can find men as you described, I think I can find it in my heart to forgive them.” Her large eyes filled with tears. “I would very much like to have a child before I’m too old to conceive. I’m willing to risk much for that chance.”

I felt my own eyes well with tears. “Then I wouldn’t dare disappoint you.”

Hedda smiled. “You have a kind heart, Anastasia Evans. You would make a fine Aquarian.”

“It’s time, Anastasia,” Serenity said softly.

I nodded, trying not to cry, feeling that I’d been paid the highest compliment. Even Serenity’s eyes seemed brighter than usual as I dabbed at my eyes.

I gave Hedda a hug. “I have to go, but I’ll contact you every day for news. Together, we can make this work. I can feel it.”

Hedda nodded as a single light blue tear rolled down her cheek. “Yes. I can too.”
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Adakan

“What news?” I demanded as I strode into the room where Anastasia was instructing her new recruits. Everyone in the room instantly dropped to their knee.

“Rise and speak freely,” I commanded.

It had been eight weeks since the Aquarians had moved back to their world. During that time, Anastasia had crafted a script and a call had gone out for males and females. There’d been thousands to volunteer, eager to serve their people, but dear Anastasia had rejected all but ninety-one. Now she was shuttling between the Ormian and Aquarian worlds, conducting classes, teaching our people and the Aquarians how to mate successfully.

“Slow, my lord,” Anastasia said.

My eyes narrowed. “Why? Are these men and women not following your instruction?”

If they weren’t, they would regret that choice.

Anastasia smiled. “Yes, my lord. They’re trying. We’re making progress, but I’m fighting millions of years of evolution. I’m trying to teach a Jegger to not bite, and that takes time and patience.”

I grinned. She was picking up more and more of our idioms and manners. The Jegger was a nasty, ill-tempered, vicious beast, suitable only for hunting and eating.

“Show me.”

Anastasia smiled and pulled the ceremonial blade she’d taken to wearing, pointing to Serenity and a male whose name I didn’t know.

“Serenity, Teg, let’s show our lord how Aquarian women want to be touched.”

The two stepped into the center of the room and gazed at each other.

“When are they going to start?” I asked.

“Shhh...” Anastasia hissed softly. “They have.”

As I watched Teg took Serenity’s face in his hands, his gaze never leaving hers, as he softly caressed her face.

“Good,” Anastasia said softly. “Now, Serenity, how would the Aquarian react?”

As I watched, Serenity softened, gazing into Teg’s eyes, then burst into laughter.

“I’m sorry! I’m sorry! Let me try again!”

I went stiff with rage.

Perhaps Anastasia sensed my wrath rising within me because she touched me on the arm and shook her head slowly as Serenity composed herself and once again gazed into Teg’s eyes. She touched his face tenderly, as I had my mother’s as she lay dying of old age. I didn’t understand what she was doing. Teg wasn’t infirm or injured. He wasn’t an infant. I didn’t understand why Anastasia was forcing Serenity to touch him as if he were a child. I realized then that was the problem. We didn’t understand what we needed to give to the Aquarians to mate and bond with them.

Teg touched her lips with a finger, smiling at her, then forcing his features back into the softness of before. Serenity giggled, then composed herself again, and opened her lips slightly.

Suddenly the mood was broken as Teg burst into a deep laugh, causing Serenity to do the same before he pulled her roughly to him, their hands locking as they strained. Serenity, with her guard training, easily overcame his defense, threw him to the ground and fell on him, taking his lips before laughing and bounding to her feet and then offering him a hand.

“I don’t understand what they were doing at the beginning,” I said softly.

“And that’s the problem, my lord,” Anastasia replied, her voice quiet, as Serenity and Teg returned to the group. “The aggressiveness of your mating is very distressing to the Aquarians. They don’t understand the Ormians any more than you understand the Aquarians. I’m working with the Aquarians as well, teaching them that just because a man is aggressive, that doesn’t mean he’ll hurt them. That’s a much harder task because I’ve found its easier to have an Ormian male act tenderly than it is for an Aquarian male to act aggressively.”

The task was daunting. It angered me when Serenity laughed, but I could understand why. Anastasia was forcing her to act silly as if she were damaged and her mind was gone. Teg too. If I were walking in Teg’s steps, I’m not sure I could hold a straight face either.

“Walk with me,” I said to Anastasia as I turned and strode to the door.

“Give us space,” I ordered as we stepped into the palace hall. My guards took ten steps back to create a bubble of privacy around me.

“Yes, my lord?” Anastasia asked.

“Can this be accomplished?” I asked as we strolled down the hall. The halls were designed to allow guards to move in groups when necessary for the defense of the palace, so we had plenty of space.

“I believe so, my lord.”

I smiled at her. She was becoming a better Ormian every day, but I missed the innocence of her when she first arrived. “Call me Adakan.”

She smiled, understanding the significance of what I’d said and was obviously, pleased. She was now one of only a handful of people that could say my name without fear of swift and brutal reprisal.

“Yes, Adakan, I believe there’s hope. Your people are trying, as are the Aquarians. You both want the same thing. If we could have even one successful bonding, others may follow.”

“The way Teg and Serenity were touching...” I shook my head. “I’ve mated with Serenity. She’s Ormian to her core and that’s not who I saw in there just now.”

She smiled and bobbed her head. “I know. She’s doing this to please you. To please you and to save her people. She’s trying, Adakan. They all are. The problem is, I’m asking them to go against everything they’ve learned. Strength! Aggression! Never surrender! Never show your enemy you’re vulnerable! That’s what the Ormians know and understand. But I’m asking the opposite. I’m asking Teg to open himself up. To contain his strength and not display it. To hide his aggression. To surrender himself to another person and allow himself to be vulnerable.” She shook her head. “I’m asking a lot, and I know it, but they are trying, Adakan. They’re trying very hard.”

“But you’ve been working with them for weeks, with no end in sight. The pace is too slow. If we can’t do better than this, then we’re doomed before we start.”

She smiled. “Don’t give up hope. This is possibly the Ormians’ greatest challenge. If you can mate, bond, and produce offspring with the Aquarians, you can adjust more easily to the other people out there. And to humans.”

“Perhaps we should start with the others.”

“No. I want you and your people to lead. All the people know that the Ormians and the Aquarians are as far apart as two people can become. If your two groups begin to bond, that shows that no pairing is impossible.”

I nodded. She made valid arguments, but it if didn’t work... “And if we fail?”

She smiled. “We won’t fail, my lord.”

I grinned down at her. “I have the word of the great Anastasia Evans, savior of the people of the universes?”

Her smile widened. “You do. I’m staking my professional reputation on it.”

We walked in silence for a time as I thought. “Perhaps you’re right. Perhaps I should lead. Perhaps you should train me in the ways of handling an Aquarian woman so that I may better understand what I am asking of my men.”

She lifted an eyebrow in response, her amusement clear.

“Perhaps. I could pair you up with Serenity.” She gave me a mischievous smile. “She’d probably like that.”

I chuckled. “I wouldn’t though. It would be too hard to focus on my lessons. Besides, if I were in your class, I would be a disruption. I can’t have them kneeling and bowing all the time, we’d never get anything done.”

“Private lessons, then?”

I nodded. “That would probably be best.”

“Do you have a woman in mind for your partner?”

I smiled. “You.”

“Me?” She squeaked, her cheeks that most delightful shade of red instantly.

“Can you think of anyone better to show me how to touch an Aquarian woman?”

“But...”

“We don’t have to mate, Anastasia. Just show me how to... please am Aquarian woman.”

I stopped and she stopped with me, staring into my eyes. “If that’s your wish, my lord.”

“Anastasia. It’s a request, not an order. If you refuse, no dishonor will follow you. But I desperately need this to work. My people depend on it working. You saw what happened in there. They may be trying, but it’s still a game.”

I paused as I tried to gather my thoughts so I could express them in some way she could understand.

“You have a bit of Ormian and Aquarian in you. You’re a bridge to connect our peoples. You’re strong yet soft. You bend but don’t break. I need to learn to be more like you, and I don’t think I can do that with Serenity, or any other Ormian woman. The old traditions are still there, and I think they will take over no matter how hard I fight them. I’ll be like Teg. I won’t be able to get past the game of it all, of pretending to be someone I’m not.” I sighed, on the verge of demanding she teach me or face the consequences, but I knew that wouldn’t work with her.

“And if I’m honest with myself, no matter how hard I try, I don’t think I can soften enough for an Aquarian unless you show me how first.” I looked at her, holding her gaze with my own. “I don’t think I can make the leap all at once, no matter how hard I try. But perhaps if I went half-way with one step first...”

“With me?”

I smiled. “With you. We don’t have to mate but show me how to make an Aquarian wish to mate with me.”

“You would mate with an Aquarian?”

“As an example? Yes, if it becomes necessary. I won’t ask my people to do things that I will not.”

She licked her lips slowly. “This is a dangerous game we’re playing.”

“It’s not a game, Anastasia. It’s a fight. A fight against the death of the people of the universes. Great battles are only won with great risk. I’m willing to risk much.”

She nodded slowly. “Very well. I’ll teach you in private.”

I nodded. “Excellent. We won’t speak of this again. Only Tavis will know what we are doing. He alone will fetch and return you to your room during our practice sessions.”

She smiled. “Oh, won’t the tongues wag, me coming to your room so often?”

I grinned. “Then I will cut them out. When should we begin?”

“Not today, and not tomorrow. Tomorrow I travel to Aquarius to meet with Layta and the other women.” She sighed. “I don’t know which is harder. Trying to teach an Ormian male to slow down and be gentle or teach an Aquarian woman to have a little backbone and to stand up for herself.”

I chuckled at the resigned look on her face. The nanobots had completed their work and Anastasia was lovely. She had the trim firmness of the Ormians, and yet some of the curves of the Aquarian with her fuller breasts and rounder hips. She truly was a bridge, both physically and emotionally, between our two people. If anyone could solve this, she could.

“I have faith in you.”

She smiled. “Thank you, Adakan. That means a lot to me.”

I grinned. “I have to. The entire universe is depending on you.”

She slumped and I chuckled.

“No pressure,” she said, refusing to meet my gaze.

“No. There is no shame in defeat if you’ve given your all. I’ve seen enough today to know you have made more progress in eight weeks than we had in a year before. You are winning. But the pace is so slow. That’s my only concern. You can win a war, but if you are too exhausted at the end to claim your spoils, you’ve won nothing.”

She nodded. “I understand. But this the tip of the spear. If we have a successful bonding, then your traditions can begin to change. The Ormians are capable of changing, the mating blades, replacing the regular blade is but one example. The successfully bonded couples will spread the word and others will want to join them. They will have their own kind to help guide, instruct and support them. Every great river starts with a trickle.”

My eyes opened wide. That must be a human idiom, but it made perfect sense. She was right. Once we began to mate and bond with the Aquarians, the Ormians would realize the Aquarians weren’t our enemies, but our allies. Every great river starts with a trickle, indeed.

I smiled down at the woman that was going to save my people, and potentially the entirety of the parallel universes. “You have once again restored my belief that we can avoid going into the Dark Sleep.”

She smiled up at me. “All part of the service, my lord.”







  
  
  Chapter Nine

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  





Anastasia

“Do you want to mate with this woman or not?” I yelled, my frustration bubbling over.

I was tearing my hair out. Eight weeks of work, and I was no closer to making progress with the Aquarians than the day I started. They simply had no drive.

“If she would like to mate with me,” Vator replied, casting his eyes down.

“No!” I yelled again. “That has nothing to do with it! She may reject you, as is her right, but you have to want her. Do you want her?” Vator stared at me, his face completely blank as he all but cringed before me.

The Aquarian males were beautiful. If you liked a dancer’s body, long, lean, and graceful, the Aquarians were just what you were looking for. I preferred a bit more manly man, but I could acknowledge their attractiveness. Like the women, they had large, stunningly beautiful eyes. But they were so goddamn passive they made me want to scream.

I whirled to my two guards. I’d asked that some male guards be assigned to my protection detail so the Aquarians could see them as something other than brutes. I pulled my blade and pointed at the male. Using my blade as a pointer established my dominance. I couldn’t hope to stand up against any of the Ormians in a fight, but they all knew if they so much as touched me, their life was forfeit. The control I held at first was fear and the refusal to dishonor themselves by acting against orders, but now they were beginning to respect me, and I needed that for them to trust me.

“You! Talor, right? Step forward.”

He did as he was told, stopping in front of me. I sheathed my blade and ripped his ceremonial spear that also served as a weapon from his hands and held it out to the Aquarians.

“Take it!” I snarled. “It won’t bite!”

I tried hard not to let the Aquarians’ customs annoy me, but sometimes they were a really annoying bunch. The Aquarians were what we would call Vegan on Earth. That was fine with me. I had a friend that was almost a vegan, but the Aquarians took it to the next level. They had no blades of any kind, even for cutting their food. Instead of cutting something in half, they used their strong and nimble fingers to pick away at it until it came apart, or used their teeth to tear it away. Most would refuse to touch anything that could be even considered a weapon. I respected their commitment to their ways, but sometimes I think they got carried away.

Hedda stepped forward and took the spear. Thank God for her.

Hedda had done her job too well. We’d had more than four hundred thousand Aquarian women volunteer. These women weren’t cold or uninterested in breeding. They were desperate to reproduce, but their males were letting them down. We’d kept twenty for the trials. I wanted to put the women in charge, to have more Ormian men than Aquarian women, so the woman could choose her own mate. But I was getting nowhere. The Ormians were at least trying, but the Aquarian men? They were useless. They simply couldn’t seem to grasp the concept that a woman wanted to be wanted. I should try to pair the Aquarian men with the Ormian woman and let those ultra-aggressive Ormian women try to put some lead in their pencils, but I was afraid they’d kill them in the process.

“Do you want to mate with me?” I demanded, holding Talor’s gaze. He hesitated. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed the Ormians always, always, told the truth, and I could sense he didn’t want to answer. “Speak!” I ordered. “No dishonor will follow your answer.”

“Yes, Anastasia.”

“Do you know if I want to mate with you?”

“No.”

I gave him a smile. “Thank you. Station.”

Hedda handed Talor back his spear and he returned to his post. I looked at the forty Aquarians there. “Was that so hard? He wants to mate with me. Whether I want to mate with him has nothing to do with his desire.” I glared at Vator again. “Now, do you want to mate with Abeta?”

Vator stared at me. “I...”

“Yes or no?” I yelled.

Where I always spoke softly with the Ormians, I yelled a lot when I was with the Aquarians, trying desperately to install some anger, passion, lust, anything in them. At first, they cringed and huddled, but Hedda was slowly winning them over to the idea they had nothing to fear from me.

“No,” he said softly.

“Why? She’s beautiful!”

“I don’t know if she—”

“Abeta!” I snapped, cutting off Vator. “Do you want to mate with Vator?”

“If he will accept me.” I glared at her, letting her know that answer wasn’t going to fly. “I mean, yes.”

“Yes! She wants you, Vator! Do you want her?”

He looked at me, uncertain. “Yes?”

I wanted to laugh and scream at the same time over the meekness of his answer. “Yes! Show her!”

“How?”

I took a deep breath. The Aquarians were going to give me an aneurysm. Let’s see how well my nanobots dealt with my head exploding.

“Vator,” I said softly, “we’ve been over this hundreds of times. Does anyone here understand what he should do?”

“He should pull her to him and kiss her...” Hedda said.

I motioned to Hedda as if it was the most obvious answer in the world, but still, Vator did nothing.

“Well?” I prompted.

“What?”

I thought about pulling my blade and plunging it into my heart just to end my misery. “Kiss her!”

“But what if—”

“She said she wanted to mate with you!” I yelled. “How much more invitation do you need?”

To his credit, Vator tried, but I’d been kissed better during my first kiss when I was thirteen. They simply didn’t get it.

“Is that how I showed you?” I asked quietly.

Vator lowered his head and I sighed. I turned to Talor. “To me.”

I again took his spear and handed it to Hedda. Talor wasn’t one of my students, but I had to get through to the Aquarians somehow.

“You want to mate with me?”

He smiled, wise to the game. “Very much.”

“Show me.” He hesitated. “No dishonor will follow your actions. Show me, show us all, what desire looks like.”

He swallowed hard then stepped in, pulled me to his chest, and kissed the shit out of me. I nearly moaned in desire. I had been on the Ormian world for three months, and I hadn’t taken a lover. It was killing me. The nanobots had given me a twenty-year-old body, and I assumed twenty-year-old hormones, and I was dying. I was taking care of myself at night, but nothing could replace a good-looking man, and all the Ormians were walking wet-dreams.

I melted into him, my desires flaring. He was kissing me too hard by half, but I didn’t care. He left my lips and attacked my neck. I didn’t want him to stop, but this wasn’t the time or the place. It took every bit of my control, but I shoved him away. He smiled, thinking it was part of the game and began to move in again.

“Station!” I barked, using the hardest voice I possessed. The same voice I had perfected over the past five years working with that old goat, Dunbar. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Serenity bringing her pike to attack position.

Talor took another step before he stopped, his face twisting into a mask of horror. He paused and then dropped to his knee. With his head lowered, he slowly pulled his scabbard and offered it to me with both hands. I glanced at Serenity and shook my head. She slowly relaxed and returned to her parade rest position.

I took the scabbard. “Rise.” When he did, I returned his sword to him and then took his spear from Hedda and gave him that as well. “No dishonor was intended... or taken. Return to your station.”

He dipped his head low then retreated. My lips were smarting from the brutally hard kiss, but I’d recover. I turned to the Aquarians while licking and sucking on my lips to ease the discomfort. They were looking at me with horror. I looked them over.

“Who thinks he was too aggressive?”

All the Aquarians placed a hand on the top of their head, their version of raising their hands.

I nodded. “I agree. But look at me. I’m not hurt, and he stopped when I ordered him to.” I looked directly at Talor. His face was a mask of shame and he lowered his head. “The Ormians are a good and honorable people. They just have different ways from the Aquarians. They are not brutes or monsters.” I smiled at Talor. “Yes, he was a little too aggressive, but I knew he wanted me.”

“He frightened me when he attacked you like that,” Quillian said. “Even your other guard felt fear for you.”

I smiled. “Perhaps, but I’m still not hurt, and Talor didn’t understand. His actions were acceptable and reasonable for an Ormian.” I was about to go far out on a limb, and I prayed Talor wouldn’t saw it off behind me. “Talor. To me.” He came forward and Hedda took his pike. “Now that you know, do you think you can do better and not frighten these women?”

His eyes went wide, and he began to shake his head.

“I think you can.” I smiled again. “Let’s show them what gentle passion looks like.”

I saw Serenity stiffen. I held her gaze and gave my head a barely perceptible shake. She stood at the ready but made no other move. “Talor, show me that you desire me... gently...”

His eyes were wide and I could read the concern, but I’d given him an order and he began to move in.

“Gently,” I whispered as his lips covered mine.

It was still a hard, lust filled kiss, the type of kiss I’d given and received in the heat of passion, but it was no longer painful or brutal, and I did moan as I pulled him in. I could feel myself flood with desire, as we devoured each other before he slowly pulled back. I swallowed hard and stepped away while trying to gather myself.

“Thank you, Talor. Station,” I said softly. I took a long hard breath then turned to the Aquarians. I was still reeling from the kiss and the desire flooding my system. If I was like this when I actually was twenty, how did I stand it?

“Anastasia? Are you well? You’re red and you seem dazed,” Hedda asked as she moved to my side.

Her voice broke me out of the spell, and I smiled. “I’m fine, Hedda,” I replied softly, then raised my voice to address the crowd. “Do you see what happened there? Do you see the effect Talor’s kiss had on me? Do you see how the color of my face changed? That’s passion. It’s my body signaling that I’m ready to mate. I don’t control it, it just happens.” I was beginning to recover from the kiss and smiled at the crowd. “Now, who here wants to feel what I just felt?”

I couldn’t help it. I giggled as every woman, and half the men placed both their hands on top of their head, the Aquarian equivalent of jumping up and down while waving their arms and shouting ‘Me! Me!’ Finally! Now we were getting somewhere!
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“Talor, Serenity,” I said as the Aquarians filed out.

I was exhausted. We’d had a long day today, very long. Normally we did three hour-long sessions, with a one-hour break between where I could answer questions and work with someone individually. It also gave the students time to compare notes and decompress. I realized how hard the work was for the Ormians and the Aquarians, and I didn’t want to burn them out. But the Aquarians hadn’t wanted to stop, and we’d gone straight through, and two hours beyond.

For the first time, the Aquarians were trying. Something seemed to have clicked with them today, especially the women. They were still a very submissive and conflict avoidant as a people, but I was sure these forty Aquarians were now the most aggressive Aquarians on the world. Hedda had even asked to change partners with another woman because she found the other woman’s partner more appealing. When she did that you could have heard a pin drop in the room and I couldn’t have been more shocked if she’d stripped herself bare and made love to Talor on the spot.

I’d called a five-minute break, walked outside where I couldn’t be seen, then did the happy dance. My feet were a blur of motion as I slowly turned in a circle, squealing softly in delight with my fists clenched tight at my ears, my eyes crushed shut, and my smile so wide I thought my face would split.

“Talor, you did well today. I think, with your help, we’ve made a major breakthrough. You brought no dishonor to yourself today. I put you in a difficult position, but you did your duty well.” I didn’t apologize. I hadn’t wronged him and to apologize would be a sign of weakness.

“Thank you, Anastasia. I—”

I jerked my hand up, silencing his voice. “We will speak of this no more.”

I looked at Serenity. I was signaling to Serenity the matter was closed as far as I was concerned, and by stopping him before he could apologize, I’d stopped him from admitting he’d made a mistake.

She nodded. “We will speak of this no more,” she agreed, then nudged Talor with a grin.

Officially, I’d given him cover and he was in the clear, but I had no doubt that within hours of our returning home, the entire palace guard would know that Talor had kissed the great Anastasia Evans, as well as how it had affected me. I smiled to myself. I didn’t care. I was only human, so to speak, and I had desires like everyone else.

I nodded. “Let’s go home.” I was looking forward to a shower, something to eat, and maybe a little alone time to take care of certain needs. God, I hated being twenty again.
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Adakan

“Enter!” I called with the chime.

“My lord,” Anastasia said as she entered my suite and knelt before me.

“Rise and approach. Are you ready to begin our lesson?”

“Yes, my lord.”

She seemed subdued. “Is everything okay?”

She smiled at me, but there was something off. “Yes, my lord.”

“Adakan,” I corrected softly.

“Adakan,” she amended, but she wouldn’t meet my eyes.

I could order her to tell me what was bothering her, but I didn’t. I tried a softer approach. “If you are not feeling well, we can reschedule this for another time.”

She smiled again but kept her eyes low. “No, Adakan. This is fine.”

I stepped forward and tipped her face up to mine. “If we are going to work together on this, we have to trust each other. Tell me what’s wrong.”

She sighed. “I’m not comfortable doing this.”

“I’ve given you my word that I won’t attempt to mate with you. Do you doubt my word?” I kept my voice calm, but if that’s what was bothering her, it was a grievous insult.

“No, Adakan. It’s not you that I don’t trust.”

“No one will ever speak of what we do here, Anastasia.”

“It’s not that either. It’s me.”

“You?”

She nodded. “Yes. I’m... becoming lonely.”

“You miss your own kind, your old life? You can return if you wish, but you have accomplished so much! I’m asking you to not go. Not yet.”

“That’s part of it, I guess.” She shook her head and smiled at me. “No, I don’t wish to return home. Not yet. Shall we begin?”

She spent the next hour simply talking to me, explaining the differences between the Ormians and the Aquarians, and about the breakthrough she’d had yesterday. She told me how the Aquarians wanted to mate, wanted to breed, and how we only had to meet them halfway.

We talked at length about how the Aquarians viewed their world and how we viewed ours. She had keen insights into the Ormians. Nothing she said about us surprised me, but I was surprised at how well she’d figured us out in only three months. If her insights into the Aquarians was as accurate, and I had no reason to believe they weren’t, then I understood what had to be done. I only had to learn how.

“Show me,” I said. “Show me how to touch an Aquarian woman.”

She smiled, rose, and pulled me to my feet. “It’s all about trust. Until your mate, your Aquarian mate learns to trust you, make your movements slow and non-threatening. Like this.”

She reached for my face, a small smile on her lips, her movements slow and graceful, her hand loose with her fingers slightly curled. It was neither a fist nor an open palm, both of which could be used to strike. She brushed her fingers with the softest touch across my face, and it was very pleasurable.

“Now you try.”

I repeated her movements and focused on the task. I wanted to grab her and pull her to me, to overpower her and make her mine, but I resisted the urge and touched her as she touched me.

“Good, but lighter. Touch me so lightly that you can barely feel it.”

“But isn’t the touch supposed to be enjoyable?”

“Yes, but my face is more sensitive than your hand. When you can barely feel it, it will feel perfect to me.”

I nodded in understanding and touched her again, dragging the back of my fingers along her cheek as lightly as I could. She smiled as her eyes closed. I continued to stroke her face and she took my hand and brought it to her lips for a gentle kiss. I’d never been kissed on the hand before, and it was surprisingly pleasing.

She looked at me, her eyes bright. “Very good. How did it feel to you?”

I shrugged. “Fine. I could barely feel your skin. I liked the kiss on the fingers, though.”

She nodded. “Here’s what I want you to think about. The act of mating for the Aquarians isn’t about taking pleasure, it’s about giving it. You give pleasure, and it is given to you in return. The Ormian way is to take pleasure from your mate, as they take it from you. Understand?”

“No,” I admitted. “Isn’t it the same thing?”

She giggled. “In some ways, yes, but in other ways, no. You both give and take pleasure, but it is the attitude that’s different.”

She stroked her fingers lightly along my cheek. I was again surprised at how pleasant such a light touch could be.

“Did that give you pleasure?”

“Yes, very much. It is a much different sensation than I’m used to.”

She nodded. “On Earth, some use feathers. You have no animal that corresponds to our birds that I know of. But anyway, a feather is very soft, like the Fath fur you make your linens from, but it is very thin and light with a stiff spine.”

I tried to imagine what she was describing, but couldn’t.

“Some pairs use them during mating. They draw the feather along the skin, very lightly.” She suddenly brightened, as if something occurred to her. “It is much like your mating blade when you drew it lightly across my face or neck, only it doesn’t leave behind any sort of mark.”

“Has that been done to you?”

She smiled. “Not during mating, no, but I know what a feather feels like. The skies of Earth are full of birds, and feathers are common and easy to find.”

I looked at her. “These birds, they fly?” I tried to imagine that as well, and couldn’t. The only things that flew here were us Ormians in our dragon forms. Earth must be a wondrous place.

She nodded. I reached out and touched her again as she showed me, and I liked the way she tipped her head into my hand and the smile of pleasure that appeared on her lips. It was an odd sensation, the enjoyment I found in giving her pleasure. It wasn’t physical pleasure, like I received while mating with Serenity, my current favorite, but it was a pleasure just the same.

“Nice,” she murmured then opened her eyes. “Now, try this.”

She cupped my face in her hands, staring into my eyes as she caressed my face with her thumbs. I repeated the action.

“Lighter. Softer. Slower,” she murmured and I adjusted my touch. “Slower, softer,” she whispered. I adjusted my touch again. “Nice,” she whispered. “I could let you do that all night.”

I released her face. “I think my arms would get tired after a while.”

She giggled; a delightful sound. “I’m sure, but think of these touches like your mating blades. You don’t keep using the same attack, right? You mix it up, trying to penetrate your mate’s defense. This is the same thing. You mix up the touches, trying to get through her emotional defense. You’re drawing her out, creating a desire for her to mate with you. Understand?”

“I think so.”

“Okay, let’s find out. Touch me but make up something new. Don’t touch me in either of the ways I’ve shown you.”

I smiled, then forced it way. I wanted to touch her. I wanted to fling her onto my bed and mate with her until the sun rose in the morning. But that was exactly what she was trying to instruct me against. I sat for a moment, thinking, then slowly reached for her and drew my finger along her ear. She shivered and I jerked my hand away.

“Did I hurt you?”

She giggled. “No, far from it. That felt amazing. Do it again!” She said with a teasing mischievousness in her voice.

I chuckled and reached for her again, but didn’t get the same reaction. I looked at her in confusion.

She smiled. “Too fast and too aggressive. Light touches. Slow movements. Take your time and enjoy the moments.”

I sighed. Now I could see why my people had such difficulty with this. What difference did the speed I reached for her make? I bit back my annoyance and reached for her more slowly and touched her so lightly I almost couldn’t feel it. She still didn’t shiver and my frustration rose.

“That was nice.”

My confusion compounded. “You didn’t shiver,” I pointed out.

“Because I was expecting it that time. It still felt good though. Remember what I said about mixing up your touches? The surprise of the first time made it much more pleasurable than the third time.”

“So, I can’t touch you in the same way but once? How can you possibly keep coming up with new ways of touching? I don’t understand!”

She smiled. “Relax. It’s not that complicated. Remember when you were caressing my cheeks with your thumbs, and I said I could let you do that all night? Not everything has to be a surprise to feel good. And to keep the surprises, don’t do everything every time. For example, assume you have twenty ways of touching your mate that you know she likes. Some, like the caressing my face, you do every time because she enjoys it. Others, like touching my ear, you may only do every third, or fifth time. Maybe you will do it twice in a row, then not do it again for weeks. The point is: each time you mate it is new. Mix things up. Do things sooner, later, or not at all but do other things instead. There’s no formula.” She grinned at me. “You’re a great warrior, leader of all the worlds, and in battle, you have to adjust your tactics as the fight ebbs and flows, right? You have to adjust what you are doing based on what you see and can sense. This is no different.”

“I think I understand, but I am hardly the ruler of the universe. Each world rules themselves.”

She nodded. “I understand, but back on Earth, there is a nation, the United States of America. If you think of your peoples as our Earth, the United State doesn’t rule the Earth, but they lead it. Where they go, many will follow. Not everyone loves or even likes them, but everyone respects them for what they are capable of doing. You, and the Ormians,” she still had trouble with our words but I appreciated her trying,“are like the United States. Where you lead, many will follow.”

“Is the United States your country?”

She shook her head. “Yes. And they sometimes do things that make no sense to me. But I still respect them, and what they do influences what the rest of the world does. The Ormians are like that. You took the lead on this. You reached out and took the risk of bringing me here. You are trying to mate with another people. None of the others did any of those things. They were content to sit and risk going into the Dark Sleep waiting for someone else to solve the problem. That’s you, Adakan, and the Ormians. That’s why it’s so important that we make this work. The Ormians can do this. I know they can. Look at you. In just a few hours, I’ve taken the edge off you as far as the Aquarians are concerned. You need practice, and there is much more to learn, but are you beginning to see where your people need to go? It’s not such a bad place, is it?”

I smiled. Anastasia could make me want to lead an army into the Dark Sleep just because she said it was a good idea. Perhaps we could learn much from the Aquarians. I know I was surprised at how pleasurable simply touching Anastasia’s face was. Getting pleasure from giving it? The idea made about as much sense as saying not eating satisfied your hunger, but it seemed to be true.

“No, not a bad place.”

I reached out and drew my finger lightly along her jaw and was rewarded with another small shiver and a smile. No, not a bad place at all.
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Anastasia

“Thank you, Tavis,” I said as he escorted me to the door of Adakan’s quarters.

I was allowed to roam the palace freely, but I couldn’t travel alone. The only place I was forbidden entry without invitation was Adakan’s quarters and the various rooms where Adakan ruled his world. As Adakan didn’t want to cause rumors, only his most trusted ally, Tavis, was allowed to deliver me to his private rooms and know the reason for my visits.

“You look tired, Anastasia.”

I smiled. “I am a bit. I’m not sleeping well.”

“Is there something I can do to ease your discomfort?”

I smiled, not him, but someone else could. “No. Thank you for asking.”

He nodded. “You have been working hard, and you have taken no mate that anyone has seen. Perhaps you should relax for an evening. This problem has been ten thousand years in the making. Taking a day off to relax and enjoy the company of another won’t make any difference to the outcome.”

I giggled, thrown off guard by his observation.

“Have you been spying on me?” I teased.

He smiled in return. “No, but it is common knowledge you sleep alone and have since Hedda returned home five months ago. You do nothing but work, eat, and sleep.” He took my arm and pulled me to a stop. “While I appreciate your dedication, there is still much work to do. If you destroy yourself before it’s complete, who will pick up your sword to fill the gap?”

“So, you think I need to get laid?” I asked, unable to hide my smile.

“I don’t understand the reference.” His brows furrowed and he looked at me with the red eyes that all Ormians had. I’d grown accustomed to them and now saw they were a shade of brown sometimes, not always the blood red of their lord’s eyes.

“I should mate.”

He smiled and shrugged. “You have no shortage of willing partners. Perhaps that will help you sleep.”

My grin spread. “Perhaps it would, but the Ormians are too aggressive and the Aquarians are too passive.”

Tavis started to walk again. It wouldn’t do to keep the leader of the universe waiting. “Perhaps one of your students, then? I understand you have made great progress.”

I liked the sound of that idea. I liked it a lot and had considered taking a lover from the group many times, but I needed to keep them focused on the Aquarians. I was discussing with Hedda when the time was right to introduce the Ormians and Aquarians to each other and allow nature to take its course. We agreed we were very close now, perhaps within the month. There were about four Ormians for every Aquarian. I might take one of the Ormians that didn’t mate with an Aquarian. I mentally shook my head. No, that was a bad idea. I was going to use them to help train the next batch of Ormians, a much larger group, to introduce to a much larger group of Aquarians.

“Perhaps,” I said, wanting to drop the conversation.

I loved it here, and I loved what I was doing, but I was beginning to miss home, Earth, and I was certainly missing having sex and cuddling afterward. I’d been in a two-month drought when Adakan had taken me. Added to the length of time I’d been here, and the Ormians longer units of time measurement, I’d been without a man for nearly an Earth year. I’d never been in a drought that long before and I was craving the tender touch of a lover.

Worse, Adakan was an apt pupil, and as his touches became ever more pleasant and natural, and the sheer animal magnetism of him, meeting with him once or twice a week wasn’t helping. It was making things worse.

We stopped before Adakan’s door and Tavis touched the wall.

“Enter!” Adakan called.

I’d never been able to figure out how people outside the door could hear someone inside bid them entry when at the same time they couldn’t hear the doorbell or any other sound in the room. More of the magic. Serenity had tried to explain it to me once, but she might as well have been trying to explain calculus to a baboon.

I stepped inside and paused on my knees until Adakan called me forward. I approached and he smiled at me, giving my face a soft caress and a gentle kiss on the lips. It was all part of the lesson, all part of allowing him to perform the actions naturally and without thought. And goddamn, was he good at them.

“Are you ready to begin our lessons?” He purred. Something else I’d taught him, stupidly, because it worked on me every damn time.

“No, my lord. Your lessons are complete. I have nothing else to teach you.”

He looked almost disappointed. “Are you sure? I feel I have so much more to learn.”

I shook my head. I wanted to cry. I simply couldn’t do this anymore. “No, my lord. You simply must practice what you know.”

“But it’s been only two months. The others you have worked with for five months. I don’t understand.”

I nodded. “I... worked with them during mating.”

I saw realization dawn on his face. “Ah. That explains a few things. Serenity has been... different of late.”

“She has?” The news surprised me, and my astonishment was clear in my voice. “In what way?”

The women were just a prop to help the men, but perhaps they were learning a thing or two along the way. During our classes we had discussions, but the mating occurred in private. I had been so focused on the men I hadn’t even realized the women were changing as well.

He smiled and shrugged. “Difficult to describe. She’s just a lusty as she ever was, but her touches are more like yours.” He paused then smiled. “She was giving me pleasure, not just taking it.”

I smiled, but my heart was tearing. It was then that I realized how lonely I was. Not for friends, or companions. I had made many friends in my time here, Serenity and Hedda, Talor, Tavis, and even Adakan, along with many others. But none could fill this empty place in my heart. I was lonely for someone to care for me, to hold me in the night and kiss away my tears when I felt overwhelmed, to smile and laugh and share my successes with me.

I looked to Adakan. “Then the trickle is already turning into the mighty river,” I said, then looked away.

“Anastasia? What’s wrong? You should be celebrating!”

“I can’t do this anymore!” I cried, then broke into sobs and turned away in shame. I felt weak and helpless, but I couldn’t hold it in anymore.

He stepped in front of me and pulled me into his arms. I sniffed. He was such a good student. He tipped my face to his. “Tell me, Anastasia, what’s wrong? Why are you crying so hard? Is it because you wish to return home?”

“Yes. No. I don’t know. I like it here, but I’m lonely, Adakan.”

He nodded and pulled my head to his chest. “I understand. You’ve been without your own people for so long. If you wish to return, I won’t ask you to stay. You have carried us so far. Perhaps we can walk the rest of the way on our own.”

I nodded into his chest, his warm strong embrace comforting me. He stood, holding me for a long moment and I could feel the ache inside me subsiding. I could return to Earth, but I couldn’t let these people down. Not when we were so close to success. I could stand it for a little while longer.

“I’m sorry,” I said with a sniff. “I don’t wish to return home just yet. I just...” I couldn’t finish the sentence as the ache returned along with my tears. I wiped at my eyes, thankful the Ormians didn’t wear makeup. “I’m sorry. I should go.”

“Please stay,” he said. His voice made it a request, not an order.

I hesitated. I wanted him so badly, more than I’d ever wanted a man in my entire life. He was now everything I ever wanted in a man. Big, strong, handsome, and fully in charge of himself and his surroundings. But at the same time, he had a gentle side. Granted, I’d had to teach him his gentle side, but that didn’t matter now. I looked at him, wanting desperately to stay, to have him take me to his bed and make me his, but I knew it was wrong.

He smiled and pulled me to him. He held me again and I could feel the pain receding. I wept into his chest, clinging to him desperately tight, not wanting to let him go but knowing I had to. Finally, after a time, I cried myself out, and still, he held me, his big hand on the back of my head, holding my cheek to his shoulder.

With a sniff, I backed out of his arms, and he allowed me to. Then, he took my lips and I melted into him. We had kissed before, as part of his lessons, but I had always held myself in tight control, calling a stop when I felt my passion, my desire starting to overcome me, but tonight, I didn’t. I couldn’t. I simply didn’t have the strength anymore.

He responded as the kiss became deeper, my arms going around him and holding him into the kiss. He began to lose himself in the kiss and the kiss became harder, more brutal. I broke away from his lips.

“Gently,” I reminded him as I took his lips again.

I was lost, adrift in a sea of desire, desire for Adakan. Ormian men and woman didn’t make noise during mating, but I couldn’t contain my voice and moaned into the kiss as his hands began to roam. I ran my hand down the hardness in his pants and his lips went to my neck. He bit me and I hissed. It felt good, but it had almost been too much.

“Gently!” I reminded him.

He bit me again, but much softer this time, then kissed away the sting. I’d started to pant with desire. I pulled his mouth and tongue from my neck and back to my lips as he gripped at my breast. It was tender, but rough, everything I’d taught him to be. Because I was his teacher.

I pushed him away. I was losing myself and this was wrong.

“We have to stop!” I gasped.

He didn’t answer and moved back in, taking my lips again. I couldn’t help it and returned his kiss before pushing him away once more.

“We can’t!”

He paused his red blood red irises hard as he held my gaze. “Is that what you want? Is that what you really want, Anastasia?”

I didn’t trust my voice, so I nodded.

“I wish to mate with you, Anastasia. Tell me you don’t wish to mate with me, and you are free to go. No dishonor will follow you.”

“But…” I began before he held up his hand, commanding me to silence.

“There is no but. Tell me you don’t wish to mate with me, and you may go. Or stay. The choice is yours.”

I licked my lips. This was so wrong! “I…wish to stay.”

He smiled and moved in again, kissing me hard, but not brutally so, and I moaned into his mouth once more.

“That sound, are you in pain?” He asked as pulled back from the kiss and touched the closures on my gown. It loosened and I shrugged it to the floor. He then touched the closures on his clothing and allowed it to fall away.

“No, my dear Adakan,” I said softly as I took him in. He was simply stunning, the perfect example of a male, cut and ripped to perfection. “That is the sound of a human woman in pleasure.”

He smiled as he lifted me and carried me to his bedchamber where he threw me onto the bed as if I weighed nothing at all. I bounced to a stop in the center. There was no danger of falling off as the bed was easily twenty feet on each side.

“Then I shall have to cause you to make more of those sounds,” he said with a smile.

For what seemed like an eternity, he pleased me, and I made a great many sounds. He was a hard, aggressive lover, and I had to keep reminding him to be gentle, but he always followed my instructions. Ormian mating consisted of kissing on the lips and neck, biting on the neck and shoulder, fighting and fucking. I was up for that, but there was so much more for them to learn. I showed him how to use his mouth to please a woman, and as he licked and suckled at my breasts I swooned in pleasure. I pushed him lower, but I sensed he was reluctant to use his mouth on me there, so I didn’t press.

I smiled as I nudged him to his back and began to return the favor. I kissed his lips and chest, working my way lower. He kept wanting to take control, and I kept reminding him that part of my pleasure was pleasing him.

As I approached his cock with my lips, I felt him stiffen.

“What are you doing?” He asked, as if shocked.

I smiled. “This is one of the ways a human pleases her mate.”

I could see the doubt in his eyes.

“There are many ways to please a mate, Adakan,” I cooed as I held him. His cock was impressively large, and I was looking forward to having him inside of me, but I wasn’t done with tonight’s lesson yet.

“You didn’t know that simply touching a female could be so enjoyable,” I murmured as I kissed the tip of his length softly, before I sucked into my mouth long enough to tease, only to tease. “Open yourself to new things and experiences.”

I sucked at him again, took more of him into my mouth as he made a sound of his own. “That is how you learn to please other people.”

He groaned as I swallowed him, the sound pleasing me unlike any lover before him. I enjoyed pleasing men with my mouth, and I’d been told I was good at it, but I will give him this, he had amazing endurance and I didn’t think I would be able to finish him.

“Stop, Anastasia! Stop!” He growled as he neared the finish line. “I’m losing control and I’m afraid I will hurt you!”

Having him understand what pleased me and what didn’t, and calling a stop so he could collect himself before he lost control of himself, was like throwing gasoline on a fire. I took his lips in a hard kiss. I wanted him to be rough with me, so long as he didn’t hurt me.

“Take me,” I demanded, and he did. He flipped me over onto my back with a growl that made my insides quiver before he slid into me. That thick length, so damn long, slid into my like I was made for him and only him.

When my nails dugs into the round globes of his and I begged him for more he began to pound into me hard and fast as he moved me into different positions on the huge bed and took me from every possible angle.

I had so much pent up need, once wasn’t enough, not nearly enough.

I moaned his name, I screamed for more, I whimpered as I found my bliss again and not for the first time, as I groaned my way through another mind-twisting, brain melting, orgasm, my nails biting hard into Adakan’s back as he fucked into me.

As I cried my pleasure to the world, Adakan groaned and I felt him pulse into me as he held me tight and bit me softly on the neck. The Ormians obviously liked to bite, and I was going to have to remind them that gentle nips were nice, bites were not. I’d had to remind Adakan of that several times, and I knew he was struggling to contain his urges as his hands gripped and released me, gripped and released me yet again. Finally, he collapsed, lying against my chest with his face buried in my neck. After a moment, he looked at me and smiled.

“Those were the sounds of pleasure?” He asked and then kissed me hard.

“Gently!” I reminded him. “Very soft kisses after mating!”

He kissed me again, but softer and slower, and I smiled as he released my lips. “And yes, the sounds of great pleasure.”

God, I loved being twenty again!

Suddenly I flashed hot. “Adakan! What if I become pregnant?”

Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God, what had I done? I hadn’t been on birth control since I left Earth and with my new, young, body, I was probably fertile Myrtle.

He smiled at me. “It would be a glorious day!”

“But...”

He touched my lips gently with his finger then kissed me softly. I couldn’t help but smile. The lessons had sunk in. “Be still. If you don’t wish to be with child, the nanobots will prevent the fertilization of an egg.”

“How?”

He smiled and pulled away from me and crawled across the bed to retrieve his mating dagger. He touched something on the handle, then touched my temple with it. I felt a brief tingle.

“That’s it?” I asked.

He nodded as he sheathed the blade. “That’s it. The nanobots are destroying my essence even as we speak.”

“You have to do that every time?”

“Or before mating, yes. It must be done before the egg is fertilized. Tomorrow you can reset the nanobots and it will be effective until your next mating.”

“I don’t have a blade.”

“I can obtain one for you, or there are other, smaller, devices that do the same thing.”

I flopped back on the bed and smiled, relieved beyond words, then frowned as he left the bed. “Where are you going?” I asked.

“We’re done, are we not?” He must have seen my face. “What?”

“Human and Aquarians like to cuddle after mating.”

“Cuddle?”

“You hold me, and I hold you. We touch each other and kiss slowly and gently and maybe even talk a little.”

He smiled as he returned to the bed. “I see there are still a great many lessons for me to learn.”

I smiled as I took him into my arms. He did have a great deal more to learn, but I didn’t mind teaching him.
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Adakan

I sighed in contentment as I felt sleep pulling at me. Anastasia had been giving me ‘lessons’ every night for the past week. I’d never enjoyed studying so much.

She was a puzzle, one that I was enjoying solving. She was many women rolled into one. Some nights she was Ormian and our mating was hard and fast. Other nights she was as I imagined the Aquarians were, demanding a fine and delicate touch. And most confusing, sometimes she wanted both.

She had shown me how to cuddle and I found I enjoyed it. If I did the cuddling well, she’d often want to mate again in the same evening. That was another new experience, holding something in reserve during our mating so that we could mate again later.

I had developed a selection of touches that she liked. She seemed to particularly enjoy my nursing at her breast. I felt silly, at first, nursing at her like an infant. I was 33 years old, almost 65, using her calendar. But I found listening to her gasps, moans, and murmurs were extremely pleasing so I no longer minded and no longer felt silly.

Having her take my cock, as she called it, into her mouth had been a new experience and an extremely pleasant one. At first, I was surprised by her actions, but she truly seemed to enjoy doing it and after a few times, I’d relaxed. She kept stressing to me that different peoples had different customs and that I had to be open to new ideas. Earlier tonight, I had tried pleasing her with my mouth for the first time. I had to think about it for a while, decide on the best approach, and it took a great many suggestions and corrections, but as she wailed out her pleasure, clutching her hands in my hair as she did, I’d for the first time truly understood her assertion that you could get pleasure from giving it.

“We’re going to introduce the Ormians and Aquarians tomorrow,” she murmured as she kissed me on my chest. She was tucked in tight at my side, an arm and leg thrown over me as if she were claiming me for her own.

I smiled. Her soft strokes and light kisses were extremely enjoyable. I offered my lips and she stretched up for a kiss before falling back to my chest with a sigh.

“Are they ready?”

She smiled. “As ready as I can make them. I’m taking eighty-two Ormians.”

I frowned. “Wasn’t there more than that training?”

She smiled. “Yes, but one bonded with his training partner and no longer wanted to participate, and the others...” she shook her head. “They never could get there and subdue their Ormian ways.”

She must have felt me stiffen in anger.

“It’s okay,” she said, kissing me slowly on my chest. “You can’t expect one hundred percent success.”

I relaxed. She was right. Casualties were always expected in battle.

“And the Aquarians?”

She rolled to her side and propped up on an arm to smile at me. “Nervous, but excited at the prospect of mating and bearing children. They are such a kind and caring people; I think they will make exceptional mothers.”

I smiled. “You’ve done it, Anastasia. I’m ashamed to say I doubted you, but thankfully you’ve proven me wrong.”

“Don’t congratulate me until we have some successful bonding or merging as the Aquarians call it.”

“Merging?”

She nodded. “Merging. Two becoming one.”

“Ah. What do you call bonding on your world?”

She smiled. “Marriage.”

“Do you marriage for life?” I asked, interested in her customs.

“Marriage is what it is, marry is what we do. I know, it’s confusing. Some do, many do not.”

“Have you been married?”

“No.”

“But you’ve mated?”

She giggled. “Yes. Many times.”

I nodded my head. “Why haven’t you bonded... married?”

She smiled, but there was a sadness there. “Never found the right man.”

“You? You must have very high standards. A man would have to be a fool to not want to bond with you.”

She leaned in and kissed me on the lips. “You’re sweet. I just wanted someone who wanted me, someone to be there for me when I needed them.” Her slightly sad smile returned. “It’s not easy finding the right person. I’d found someone once, but...”

“But what?”

“I caught him cheating on me.”

“Cheating? I don’t know this term, at least used like this. He didn’t give you full value? He must be ashamed for his lack of ability.”

She giggled. “Something like that. Cheating is an Earth term to mean that he was mating with another woman while he was mating with me.”

I felt rage bubbling up within me. Had I been there I would have cut his heart out for that. “Did you kill him?”

“No!” She seemed genuinely shocked that I would suggest such a thing.

“A fit punishment. If he wanted to mate with another, he should have stopped mating with you first. On Ormstein, such an action would be dishonorable to both you and your mate, and you would be within your right to kill him.”

She stared at me a moment. “Well, I felt like killing him, but on Earth, that’s not allowed. I’d be punished for doing it.”

“Punished how?”

“I could have been imprisoned.”

“Prison? As held, like a captured enemy?”

“Something like that. I would have been placed in a small cell and lost my freedom.”

I snorted. “You are a strange people.”

The Ormsians didn’t imprison people. Depending on the offense, the two punishments were banning or death. If someone was banned, they were sent off-world and could never return to Ormstein again. To be caught doing so would mean death.

I smiled at her, wanting to talk about something more pleasant. “I have something for you... something to celebrate your introduction of the Ormians to the Aquarians.” I moved to my bedside and retrieved the gift I’d hidden there. I presented her with the box. “For you, Anastasia.”

She took the box from me and held it. “Thank you, Adakan. I hope you’re not putting too much faith in me.”

“That would be difficult to do. Open it.”

She opened the box, her eyes flicking to mine. Inside was an exquisite mating blade. I’d asked Serenity to obtain one for me, and she’d done her job well. The blade was unassuming, with a simple polished wooden handle, but the craftsmanship was beyond reproach. Unlike many blades that were overwrought and gaudy, this one had a simple elegance that matched Anastasia perfectly. The blade had been expensive, but it would have been a bargain at twice the price.

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed. “Is it...?”

I smiled. “It is. Tradition states that your mother should give you this blade when you are ready to mate, but as you have no mother, at least on Ormstein...” I smiled.

Her eyes sparkled as she teared. I’d learned that human women cried when they were both sad and happy. They were a very confusing people. The blade was off, waiting for her activation.

“Pick it up.” She did as she was told. “Now, press the bottom of the hilt in.” When she did, the blade sprang into existence. “The blade is now yours, and yours alone. Only your hand will activate it.”

She ran her finger along the blade. “It’s not a real blade? I can feel it.”

I smiled. “Not a real blade. You only think you can feel it. It’s the nanobots that stimulate the nerves.” She brought the blade down and it passed through the bed.

“But when it touches another blade, I can hear it. I heard Tavis and Getta’s blades as they mated.”

I smiled. “Simply trickery. The handles control the blades. When they sense another blade, they interact with each other with feedback and sound.”

She twisted the handle, watching the blade move. “Amazing.” She turned her blade toward me, intending to draw it across my skin, but I grabbed her wrist and stayed her hand.

“No,” I said softly then released her.

“I’m sorry. I thought—”

I smiled. “The blades are sacred. To use them on another during mating bonds you.”

“Oh! But...”

“Yes, I know. Perhaps I shouldn’t have touched you with my blade, but we weren’t mating and I wanted to put your mind at ease.” I shook my head, my lips tightening with anger and disgust. “There are those that use their blades as toys, using them on any partner they mate with. But I respect the blades and what they represent. I would never use my blade in such a way or allow one to be used on me.”

“So, if we were to use the blades on each other...?”

I nodded. “We would be bonded. Married in your terms. The bonded pair simply acknowledge the bond in front of an official, and it’s done.”

“Can the bond be broken?”

I nodded slowly. “It can, but to break a bond is dishonorable, a shame that will follow you for the rest of your life. To break the bond, one of the bonded pair states they are breaking the bond. The other acknowledges the bond is broken, and it’s done.”

“And if the one refuses to allow the bond to be broken?”

“Then they fight to the death or until one surrenders. Depending on the victor, the bond is broken or remains in place. But that hasn’t happened in hundreds of years. No dishonor follows the mate who didn’t ask for the bond to be broken. Who wants to be bonded to someone that didn’t want to be bonded to them?”

She nodded.

“I sorry. I didn’t understand,” she said as she slid the blade into the matching, highly polished, wooden scabbard. She smiled at me as she returned the blade to the box.

“No harm. You are still learning our customs.”

“I can’t thank you enough, Adakan.”

“You’ve earned more of my gratitude than I can ever repay.”

She crawled across the bed and I watched the way her bottom moved. It was a very attractive sight. She sat her blade on the floor then turned to me and smiled in a way that made my blood run hot and fast while curling her first finger at me.

“Are you ready for another lesson?” she purred.

I smiled as I prepared to be instructed.
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Anastasia

I’d returned to my room about an hour ago. Now that Adakan and I were having private ‘lessons’ every night, we’d changed the routine. Tradition said if it was a short walk to a destination, then you walked. Using the portal to move a short distance was like driving a car to the market around the corner. It was stupid and more trouble than it was worth. But that didn’t mean you couldn’t. To the best of my understanding, the portals had no limitations on distance, and you could use one to travel across the room as easily as across the universe.

The area of the palace that contained Adakan’s private quarters and the working areas of the government were blocked so no portal could open there, for obvious reasons. It would be embarrassing to have your leader killed or kidnapped from under your very nose.

A few select people could override the block for emergencies, or in Adakan’s case, simply because he wanted to. Now he was tunneling to me, opened a portal, and I would return with him to his quarters. The next morning, he would return me to my room, and no one was the wiser. I think Tavis was onto us since he was no longer escorting me, but other than a slight smile and nod when he saw me, he said nothing.

I’d cleaned up and was waiting for my escort to arrive to take me to Aquarius. As I waited, I admired the mating blade, trying to figure out how it worked. It was beautiful, but I would swear the blade was real. I’d dropped the blade on the bed, to see what would happen, and after about a minute, the blade winked out of existence. The moment I touched it again, however, the blade reappeared. I could pass the blade through anything, except my body, without resistance. I pressed the blade against my finger, and I could feel the pleasure of the touch rising, along with the resistance. The harder I pressed, the darker the line appeared on my finger, but most amazing, I could feel the resistance in the handle. I continued to press down, wondering what would happen, until suddenly the blade passed through my finger and I almost gasped as a tingle of pleasure surged from the spot, an angry red line left behind. I rubbed my thumb over the line as the surge of pleasure slowly receded. I drew the blade lightly over the bare skin of my chest on my strong side, the side left partially uncovered and shivered at the feeling. It was like the caress of a lover’s lips. I smiled. Sorry vibrators of Earth, but you were simply outclassed.

The doorbell chimed. My escort was here. “Enter!”

Serenity stepped in as I looked around for a place to hide my blade. I didn’t think anyone would steal it, the Ormians were too honorable a people for that, but Adakan kept his blade out of sight, so I assumed that was the custom. Kind of like I kept my vibrator out of sight back home.

“Is that a mating blade?” Serenity asked, her eyes opening wide.

I smiled, slightly embarrassed. “It is. A friend gave it to me last night... since I don’t have an Ormian mother.”

“It’s beautiful. May I see it?”

I held it out to her, and she crossed the room and drew the blade from the scabbard. The blade wasn’t active, but she admired the handle.

“Very nice,” she said as she turned the handle in her hand. “Very well balanced, and made from the Yalunga tree. It must have been very expensive. You said a friend gave you this?”

I smiled. “Yes.”

“Your friend, it was a male?”

I nodded, uncomfortable where this was going. And something was wrong with Serenity. Her voice was decidedly cool.

“He must want to bond with you very much to give you such a beautiful blade. Have you used it?”

I smiled again. “No.”

She gave me a curt nod and slammed the blade into its protective covering and handed it back to me. “We must go.”

“Serenity, is there something wrong?”

She smiled at me, but coolness was still there. “No. Hurry. The males are waiting for you to speak with them.”

She led me down to the hall to the room where we’d been working. I stepped into the room and all the males rose. They looked spectacular in their all black clothes. Ormian clothing fits tightly, a tradition dating back millennia to when they were warriors and loose clothing simply got in the way. That time was past, but the tradition continued and damn, did they look good.

I smiled.

“Everyone ready?” The men nodded. “Remember what we’ve practiced. and you’ll do fine. There are four of you for every Aquarian woman. Most of you won’t be chosen tonight. Do not compete for the attentions of the woman. Let them choose you. If you try to win her, she will probably pull back. I know that seems completely wrong to you but trust me. These are beautiful, sexy, graceful women, but they require delicate handling until they get to know you for the fine men you are. Those that are not chosen, that is no reflection on you, I assure you. If there were enough women, each of you would be selected, and gladly so.” I smiled at them.

“Any questions?” I waited for someone to answer but there was none. “Okay. Let me go prepare the Aquarians for your arrival. I wish each of you the best of luck.”

I looked them over as my heart swelled with pride. These males had worked so hard and come so far. They were each perfect in their own way. On Earth, every man in the room would have women throwing themselves at their feet. Soon, the Aquarians would see these men for who they really were, men that could be gentle when they wanted to be, but fierce and protective when they had to be. I pursed my lips. I was so proud of them I could feel tears threatening. I turned to my escort.

“Let’s go.”

Tavis opened the portal and we stepped through, my two escorts taking positions on opposite sides of the room. The Aquarians rose and gathered in close. There were no males present today, at least not yet.

“Everyone ready?” The murmur I received in response had an undercurrent of nervousness, which was understandable. “I just left the Ormians. They all look stunning and are looking forward to meeting you. You are in charge this evening. So just relax and enjoy yourselves. There are approximately four males for every one of you. I have been working with these Ormians, as I have been with you. They know what to expect, as do you. Despite that, they are going to seem ultra-aggressive to you. They are still Ormians after all. What I expect from you is to remember what I taught you. You are in charge. There are more men than women, so if you don’t like the male that is talking to you, simply move on. I know I don’t have to tell you to be polite, but do not, I repeat, do not feel you have to accept their advances.”

I smiled at them. As hard as it was to get the Ormians to stop being so aggressive, it had been just as hard to teach the Aquarians that what they wanted mattered too and that they didn’t have to accept the first male that expressed an interest in them.

“Nobody is expecting you to merge, or even mate tonight. Well, maybe the Ormian males are…” I paused as a few of the women twittered out a laugh, “so there is no pressure. This is an introduction, okay? If you like none of the males, that’s okay too. Any questions?”

“Are you going to remain here?” Quillo asked.

“For a while, to help you and the Ormians get started.” I gave her a wink. “Maybe I will take one of the leftover Ormians for myself.”

A few of the women giggled. I said that as a joke, to loosen them up, but I had no such intention. I had an Ormian male, I wanted no other, and I wouldn’t dishonor myself or Adakan.

“Anyone else?” I asked.

“What if they don’t approach us?” A voice called from the back.

I laughed softly, as if any of these men would leave a single woman on her own. “Trust me. Each of you looks ravishing, and these are Ormians, not Aquarians. That won’t be a problem. Your biggest problem is going to be selecting only one male. It’s going to be like choosing between a gruuge and a fivrell,” I explained, naming off the Aquarian version of cake and ice cream. “But unlike with gruuge and fivrell, you can’t have both.” That caused another twitter of laughter to pass through the assembled women. “Anyone else?”

There were no more questions, so I turned to Serenity and Tova, another one of my guards. “We’re ready.”

A moment later a portal opened, and the men stepped through. The Ormians preferred bold colors, brilliant reds, golds, oranges, yellows, and blacks, where the Aquarians preferred muted earth tones of blues, browns, greens and blacks. I’d dressed both groups in black since it was the only color they both seemed to agree on, and they all looked stunning. The men were tall and handsome, and the women were lithe and graceful. If this worked, they would produce beautiful children, and prove once again you can’t go wrong with basic black, no matter what world you were on.
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I stood to the side and watched. My sole interaction with the Ormians and Aquarians in past two hours was to smile and nod in encouragement when they looked at me in question. I wanted to cry. This was going to work. Three couples had paired off and were outside, away from the rest of the crowd so they could be alone, and the others were beginning to settle. I could tell by the look on the faces of the males that hadn’t been chosen, they knew they were missing out on something very special and weren’t happy about it. The Ormians were a tough, resilient people, and I knew they would find success the next time.

Hedda approached me with Teg on her arm. She smiled as she looked at Teg with her beautiful eyes. “Teg has asked me to show him Polu Rain.” She smiled at me, recognizing I had no idea what she was talking about. “It’s said to be the most beautiful place on Aquarius. We are going there now.” She paused and smiled at Teg again. “I’ve always wanted to mate at Polu.”

He smiled back at her and touched her face gently, then turned to me and bowed his head low before looking up again. “You have done what I thought impossible. I’d volunteered simply to help my people, but... you’ve taught me so much.” He looked at Hedda again and his face softened. “I’m looking forward to learning a great deal more.”

Hedda looked at his face and smiled. “As am I.”

I smiled at them as a single tear trailed down my cheek that I quickly swiped away.

“Don’t rush into anything,” I cautioned. “Take your time and enjoy these moments for what they are.”

Hedda smiled at me and pulled me close.

“You have taught me so much,” she whispered into my ear. “I shall always be your friend.”

I whimpered as more tears flowed down my cheeks. “And I, yours.”

“Shall we go?” He asked.

I smiled again. It wasn’t an order, it was a request, and Hedda smiled.

“Please.”

I watched as they moved to a corner of the room and opened a portal, stepped through, and were gone. “Good luck,” I whispered as I wiped my eyes.

Another hour on and the pairings were set. Each of the women had chosen a male. I’d had to intervene once when two of the males became aggressive, each wanting to claim a woman for his own. I’d ordered them down, but then the woman had driven the point home herself when she’d then rejected both and chosen another, one that had gracefully stepped aside earlier.

The two men had looked chagrined, and I knew there would be blood between them tonight, but I could tell they’d both learned their lesson, as not one of the remaining Aquarians approached them the rest of the evening.

“We’re done here,” I said, as Glinta and Tokos slowly walked away after paying their respects to me. The only people left in the room were myself, my two escorts, and the males that hadn’t been chosen.

Serenity opened the portal. As the men prepared to file through, I raised my voice.

“Each of you did spectacularly this evening,” I said, ignoring the one confrontation. Everyone knew, and I didn’t see fit to embarrass them further. “In a few days, we will begin training again. Each of you will be assigned a group of males to pass along your knowledge to.” I smiled. “Next, time, there will be a more equitable balance of men and women and you will find success.”

They all nodded, but they still didn’t look happy. I felt for them. As tough a people as they were, it still hurt to be rejected. I’d set them up to fail, and I knew it, but I had to teach the Aquarians how to make decisions for themselves, and I knew the Ormians could handle the rejection far better than an Aquarian could.

The males went through first, then Serenity closed the portal and opened another to my room. We stepped through into my room. I sighed and collapsed to my bed. I was emotionally exhausted. Tova took her station outside my room, but Serenity remained.

“Tonight was a huge success. Even I could see that. I’d never seen Aquarians so... in charge.” She lowered her head slightly in acknowledgment of what I’d accomplished. “You have done the impossible. Will you want to go to your home now?”

I smiled as I stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know. Maybe. There is still much to do.”

Serenity smiled. “It’s good you wish to stay.”

There was something about her voice that caught my attention and I sat up. “Why do you say that?”

She shook her head, smiling at me. “Only that it will be much easier if you wish to stay.”

“Easier? How?”

She looked at me strangely, as if I were being dense. “Not wanting to leave makes for a much more pleasant stay than not being able to leave.”

“What do you mean? Our lord said I could leave anytime.”

She nodded. “Perhaps, but do you think he will let you leave? You are but one and he has billions, perhaps trillions of people he must protect.”

“You’re saying I’m a prisoner?”

“Not at all. I’m saying that you wanting to stay is a good thing. We need you, Anastasia.” She smiled. “Adakan doesn’t have to make you his prisoner. You have no way to leave.”

“By the portal. The same way I got here.”

“Do you know how to open a portal?”

I felt a chill. She was right. Someone always opened the portals for me. As I always had at least two Ormians in escort, it had never occurred to me that I couldn’t leave without someone helping me.

“Adakan would order it done,” I said with confidence.

Serenity had been in a strange mood all night, and she was simply taking it out on me.

“Perhaps. Good night, Anastasia.”

She left me and I sat on the side of my bed and stared at the door. I shoved the worry aside. Of course, Adakan would send me home if I wished. But the creeping doubt wouldn’t go away. I’d wanted to return twice before, and both times I’d stayed. Both times I thought it was my decision, but was it? Adakan was far from stupid. He was a great man and a great leader. He was probably an expert in having people do what he wanted. Is that what he’d done to me? He always seemed to give me what I needed in order to want to stay.

I felt a cold lump form in my chest. Were the ‘lessons’ just another manipulation? I could ask him about sending me home. I could demand to go. If he didn’t allow it, I’d know, but if he did... I wouldn’t know, not for sure until I stepped through that portal.

Portals could be adjusted to transmit energy, such as light or sound, or matter, or both, but they were a one-way trip. What went through couldn’t use the same portal to return. Using them to communicate required a reverse portal so people could communicate. Once I was through, I would never be able to return, even if I changed my mind the instant I set foot on Earth. Did I really want to leave?

I undressed and crawled into bed. I craved Adakan’s touch, but one didn’t simply ring up the leader of the universe and tell him to come get you because you wanted him between your legs, and you were feeling needy. The Ormians respected strength, and having me come crawling to him, asking if he was telling the truth would not only weaken me in his eyes, but it would be a grievous insult as well.

Even though I was exhausted, sleep was a far-off dream, as I alternated between trying to figure out if I was a prisoner or not and rejecting any thought that Adakan wouldn’t honor his word as simply ludicrous.
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Adakan

I touched my left ear, right ear, then my chin with my right forefinger in the traditional parting gesture of the Kergians. The Kergian leader, Seth, lowered his head, giving his parting in our tradition.

“May your steps be swift and sure, your burden light,” I responded.

The Kergians were almost impossible to say goodbye to because they had so many steps in their farewell. On Ormstein you bowed your head in parting and left the room. Seth and I had been acknowledging my impending departure for fifteen minutes.

Seth smiled. “And to you, Adakan. You have indeed brought joyous news. I’m sure my people will want to take advantage of your generous offer.” He shook his head. “These humans, they are strange people, are they not? Equating mating with a fruit native to Earth. Perhaps this fruit is why they breed like wolves, eh?”

He shook his head as he chuckled. “A dating agency? And you’re sure a date is the name of a fruit and mating?”

“She confirmed it.” My chuckle joined his. “They may be a strange people but this one, at least, also seemed to have an innate understanding of the Aquarians and the Ormians. Perhaps that will extend to your people as well. We look forward to mingling with your people.”

He gripped me on the shoulder. He shouldn’t touch me unless I touch him first, but allowances have to be made for other cultures, and I gripped his shoulder in return. I found it so odd that I could easily adapt to another culture’s ways...except when it came to mating. But now, even that was changing. For the first time, I’d noticed how lovely the Kergian women were, with their skin as dark and beautiful as a Ormstein night.

“Perhaps the Dark Sleep isn’t so near after all. We shall contact this Anastasia Evans and ask for her assistance.”

I nodded and smiled as my escort opened a portal back to the palace receiving room on Ormstein, the only location in the palace a portal tunnel could be created from outside without causing an alarm. An advanced contingent went through to ensure the security of the location. I would follow in moments.

He released my shoulder.

“Anastasia is creating a plan to begin assisting any who ask for her help.” I chuckled again. “There is no official name yet, but she has begun calling it the ‘Dating Agency.’”

Seth chuckled again. “Perhaps we could solve our problems by simply consuming some of this fruit they seem so fond of. Then maybe we’d breed like wolves too.”

I smiled. “Perhaps. If only their world wasn’t forbidden.” I touched my ears and chin again, acknowledged his bow, then stepped through the portal.

“Welcome home, my lord,” Tavis said. “How was your tour of the universe?”

I smiled as I took his shoulder. “Tiring. What’s the date and time?”

Tavis snickered. “Eighth-day, just before the evening meal.”

I nodded. “Good. I wanted to arrive before First-day.”

I was exhausted and my time sense was completely askew. A thousand worlds in thirty days. I had been on a whirlwind tour of the people of the universes, spreading the news of what Anastasia had accomplished. Worlds were lining up to take advantage of what she could do. I was returning home for a few days rest and recovery, then I would leave again.

I’d just received word that one of the Aquarian women was already with child. I’d declared that First-day was a day of rest in celebration. Twelve of twenty women had rejected their initial selection after a few days. While many expressed shock and dismay, Anastasia had expressed a calm confidence and simply allowed the women to choose again. Six of the twelve had chosen a third time, but all had been quiet the past ten days. In our nightly talks, she’d expressed confidence we would be hearing that another Aquarian was with child soon.

I was anxious to see Anastasia. I longed to return to her each night, but it would have been an insult to my hosts, implying that I didn’t wish to be there or was not satisfied with their hospitality. I’d asked her to accompany me on my travels, but she’d declined, stating this was a delicate time and she needed to remain on Ormstein in case of trouble. In hindsight, she was correct again. Thirty days was a long time to go without mating, but I hadn’t availed myself of any of my escorts as I normally would have. I wouldn’t dishonor myself or Anastasia in that way.

I would see her tonight. All through my meeting with Seth, I’d had to force myself to concentrate, for if I didn’t, I found my mind wandering to Anastasia and the time we’d be spending together.

“I will take my meal in my quarters. Please ask Anastasia to join me.”

Tavis smiled. “It is already arranged. Your meal will be ready in an hour.”

“Tavis, tell me something. Is everything satisfactory with Anastasia? She has seemed distant these days I’ve been gone.”

“I’ve noticed it too, but she says all is well. Perhaps she misses her favorite pupil?”

I chuckled. “Perhaps that’s all it is. I’ve certainly been missing my instruction. She is talking of returning home again. I’d asked her to wait until my return so that we could discuss it in person.”

Tavis smiled. “To have her leave now would be... disappointing.”

I smiled. Tavis could say so much with only his tone. “That much is certain, my friend.”

<><>
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“Enter!” I called.

Anastasia entered, resplendent in her gown. Every time I saw her, she was even lovelier than the time before. The only tarnish on her beauty was the slightly sad look on her face. Humans wore their emotion where all could see.

I took her into my arms before she could kneel. I wanted to ravish her, as I would an Ormian woman, but I remembered my lessons and caressed her face softly before kissing her gently on the lips. She smiled back up at me, but there was a sadness there.

“I’m so very glad to be able to hold you again,” I murmured as I took her lips again. Normally she responded to my kiss, but tonight she was withdrawn.

“My lord,” she said softly, looking down, unable to meet my gaze.

I tipped her head up. “Anastasia, what’s wrong? Have I displeased you in some way?”

“No, my lord.”

“Then tell me what’s wrong. Why are you upset?”

“You said I could leave, that I could return to Earth at any time.”

I nodded. “As we agreed.”

“Yet you held me here while you were gone.”

I blinked. “I simply asked that you wait until I returned so that we may discuss your leaving in person.”

“Right!” She bit out, her voice becoming hard. “As you said to give it a week when I first arrived. As you distracted me the second time. Now, this! I ask to leave and again you ask me to wait. I feel like a prisoner. I don’t think you’re ever going to let me leave!”

I took a step back, my anger rising within me. Was she questioning my word?

“You forget your place,” I said, my voice low and hard with a warning.

“My place? My... place?” She cried, her voice becoming loud and harsh. “My place was on Earth, where you kidnapped me from! That was my fucking place!”

Had she been anyone else, I would have pulled my blade and we would have dueled to the death for how she was addressing me. I reined in my anger. “Return to your room. We will speak again tomorrow.”

“No! I want to go home! Now! Tonight!”

I glared at her. “Very well. If that’s what you wish. Return to your room. I will send for you when I have your payment ready.”

She whirled on her toe and stomped out of the room. I stood and watched, then grabbed the table and flipped it over, the food, plates and serving dishes flying about. I stood, breathing hard until I had my rage under control. I didn’t want her to leave. Not only would the universe be losing a valuable asset, but I had been looking forward to learning a great many more things from her.

Once my rage died, a creeping sadness began to settle into my heart. Anastasia was like no woman that I’d mated with. She’d shown me so many things. She’d shown me how there can be strength and softness together, how you can open yourself to another without displaying weakness. And most importantly, she’d shown me how to appreciate our differences and how our combined strength was greater than the sum of our parts. She’d made me stronger by showing me how to be gentle.

I opened a portal. “Tavis!”

“Yes, my lord?” Tavis’s voice returned.

“Prepare a cubit of the industrial grindstones and deliver them to the receiving room as soon as possible. Anastasia is returning home.”

There was a short pause and I knew Tavis was considering asking questions. “Yes, my lord,” he finally said.

He always was a wise man.
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Anastasia’s cubit of stones was sitting on the floor when Serenity escorted her into the receiving room. It appeared Anastasia had been crying and she was wearing a simple disposable garment, used by technicians working in dirty places, that would dissolve the moment she removed it.

“Your diamonds, as agreed,” I said as I held her gaze. I looked at the technician. “Open the portal. Find a place she can arrive unseen.” I motioned another technician forward to deactivate her nanobots. None of our technology could be allowed to arrive at earth.

I stepped back my face hard. The only person in the room that didn’t seem upset was Serenity, her face a blank. Anastasia stepped forward and handed me the mating blade, then ducked her head in submission. She stepped back and the technician placed a deactivator against her neck. It took only a moment, then the technician stepped back and nodded.

It was the same device used to allow a person to die with grace and honor. The nanobots would begin to shut down, allowing her body to return to its natural state, remaining in her brain until the very last. As the machines shutdown, they would be flushed from her system through her sweat and waste. Within a couple of days, they would all be out of her system. All the repairs they’d made to her body would remain, but she would begin to age normally again. I smiled. My final gift to her. She would live a long and healthy life.

Almost immediately she began to breath harder and beads of sweat began to appear on her skin. Without the nanobots constantly helping her body adjust, she struggled to cope with the heat and atmosphere.

“Tunnel ready,” the portal control technician said. “She will arrive in one of the parks in the city where we found her. It is night and raining, there. No one will see her arrive.”

I nodded. “You are free to leave.”

“You’d let me go?” She panted, her eyebrows up in surprise.

“I gave you my word,” I said my voice firm.

She bent and picked up the box, grunting and staggering under the weight. My hands went out to steady her, but she recovered and took two steps toward the portal, stopping just at the opening.

“You won’t ask me to stay?”

“No. I would like it very much if you would remain here, but if you wish to leave, then you may. I won’t try to change your mind.”

Anastasia looked past me to Serenity, and I saw Serenity’s faint smile disappear the instant I looked at her. Something was wrong. The sense I’d learned to trust, the one that spoke of dangers unseen, tickled my mind. I felt my eyes narrow. Anastasia was one step from disappearing, but something about this was not right.

“Anastasia, wait! Clear the room!” I ordered. She made like she was going to step through.

“Hold!” I roared as if giving battle orders. “Leave the portal open! Clear the room, now!”

Everyone scrambled to obey, and Serenity had a stricken look on her face as she followed everyone out.

“Anastasia,” I said softly. “You have to only take one step and you will be back home. I cannot possibly reach you in time to stop you. But before you go, tell me why. Why are you leaving?”

She stared at me for a long moment. “I don’t want to be your prisoner.”

I returned her stare, not understanding. “You were never my prisoner.”

“Why didn’t you let me leave when you first brought me here? You manipulated me into staying.”

She was sweating profusely now, and her breath was coming in ragged gasps. The average temperature on Ormstein was approximately that of her world’s hottest deserts, and she wasn’t well adapted to our atmosphere.

“I only asked that you stay.”

“You sent Hedda to convince me to stay.”

“No. I sent you a companion so that you could explore our worlds and meet our people. There was no hidden agenda. Had you decided to leave after the week, I would have sent you home as we agreed.”

“When I wanted to leave the second time, you seduced me so that I would stay.”

That was a harder thing to deny.

“Yes,” I finally replied, my voice soft. “I wanted you to stay. You had shown me so much... I wanted to learn much more.”

Her back was beginning to bow under the weight of her stones. I drew myself up and spoke with authority. I wouldn’t deny my desire for her any longer. “Yes. I wanted you to stay. You are a great benefit to the universe... and I wanted you in my bed.”

“And while you were gone... I asked to... leave. You said... I had to... wait... until you returned,” she said, gasping for breath between her words.

“I didn’t realize you thought you were being held against your will. I wanted a chance to talk to you, to change your mind. I... don’t want you to leave, Anastasia.”

“Serenity said... you couldn’t... allow me to... leave. That I... was too... important. That’s why... you wouldn’t... allow me... to... use a portal... myself. So, I... couldn’t escape.”

“Serenity...” I snarled. “When did she tell you this?”

“The day... you gave me... the... mating blade.”

I stared at her as my rage grew to a towering height. “Anastasia, I want you to listen to me very carefully. I have mated with Serenity in the past but that ended when our lessons began. She wanted to bond with me, but I refused. I asked her to purchase the mating blade on my behalf because I knew she would choose something simple and elegant, something I thought you would like, and it wouldn’t be publicly known that I was making the purchase. She didn’t know why I wanted it, or who I was giving it to.” I paused to let her work out the rest for herself.

She stared at me then staggered again before steadying. “You’re saying... she said... those things... so I would... leave?” She stared at me a moment longer.

“Because she... was jealous... of me?” She paused again. “That... fucking bitch!”

I moved to the control panel and slapped the control, closing the portal. “Lockdown!” I snarled and the blue warning light began to flash. “Injury in the receiving room!”

I hurried to Anastasia’s side as she wavered, took her cubit of stones, and placed it aside. Relieved of its weight, she steadied, but she was still gasping and sweat was pouring off her in rivulets. She was in no immediate danger of dying, but she had to be terribly uncomfortable, and I eased her down to sit on the floor.

“Nanobots,” I ordered and stepped aside so the technician could inject the machines. The newly injected nanobots would take over the regulation of her body and purge it of those deactivating. It would take several minutes for the nanobots to stabilize Anastasia’s blood gasses and adjust her body to the higher temperatures. As she recovered, I had other business to attend to.

“Where’s Serenity?” I demanded.

The technicians looked at each other in confusion. “She left for her station when the lockdown was announced.”

I gave a firm nod and opened a portal directly to the palace garrison commander. “Commander Harth!”

“My Lord! The lockdown order has been given! We are moving to situation blue! I repeat, situation blue! My troops are…”

“Stand down, Commander, there is no attack. I ordered the lockdown. Find Serenity and detain her immediately!”

“Yes, my lord!”

I turned my attention back to Anastasia. She was still sitting on the floor, her face was damp and pale, but she was no longer gasping for breath. She would recover much faster this time as the nanobots didn’t have as much damage to repair as when she first arrived. She smiled up at me.

“I’m sorry I doubted you.”

I smiled. “You need to rest while the nanobots finish their work.”

She nodded. “I’m feeling much better already. I didn’t think Ormians could lie.”

I snorted. “Of course, we can lie. How could we possibly win a war if we always told our enemy the truth about what we were going to do? It’s considered dishonorable to lie for personal gain or to avoid the consequences of your actions.”

She nodded, then reached up. I took her hand and pulled her to her feet. Her color was returning and she was breathing easy again. She toed the cubit of diamonds.

“I don’t guess I’ll need those... just yet.”

I smiled. “Take them to your room. Keep them for when you’re ready to return to Earth. Tomorrow, Tavos will show you how to open a personal portal. When you’ve mastered that, he will instruct you on the use of this large portal, so you may return to Earth any time you wish.”

She smiled. “I can’t get there using a personal portal?”

I gave my head a small shake. “It would be too dangerous. Do you remember when you first came here, how the portal opened, then closed again?”

She nodded.

“Earth is at the very end of the range of the personal portals. I thought I was going to be trapped there. If you decide to leave, use this fixed portal. Its range is much, much, farther.”

She smiled and looked down, her face twisting with sadness, but with a slight smile underneath. “Adakan... may I have my mating blade back? Please?”

I handed her the blade and then gazed into her eyes a moment before I pulled her into my arms and kissed her as I knew she liked. It was highly inappropriate for the Ormstein Lord to show such affection in public, but, as Anastasia said, ‘fuck it.’ Who was going to reprimand me?
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Anastasia

I was working in my office. It had been two days since I’d almost returned to Earth. I’d delayed my instruction on portal use because I had other things to worry about and I no longer felt like I was being held against my will. I’d learn to use a portal eventually, to give myself some personal freedom, but I was no longer in such a hurry to return to Earth.

While Adakan had been off-world, I had been putting into place what I needed to help the rest of the people of the universes. It had been slow going... until Adakan had ordered that I be given any resources I needed. Within hours, I had an entire building dedicated to my use, and Ormians were arriving to help.

It was total chaos, but I had put the bulk of the men and women to work spreading out through the universe to perform basic interviews so that we could begin to compile some rudimentary facts on each of the peoples mating habits and rituals. It was amazing to me that there was so little information readily available.

The recording cubes were beginning to come back in, and I would use the information they contained to begin working out who might like to mate with whom, and what difficulties that might present. I smiled and shook my head. It was beginning to appear that humans were the most sex-obsessed race in the known universe. Maybe that’s what we would contribute to the universal good... the desire to mate like rabbits, and the half a dozen other things I’d heard us compared to.

It was going to take some time to get the agency up and running, but requests were already pouring in for my help. LoveBeats, with its twenty-five employees and couple hundred clients... eat your heart out. I had a thousand people helping me and my client list numbered in the trillions. I wasn’t sure how I was going to manage it all, and it was going to be slow going at first, but every mighty river began with a trickle.

“Anastasia? Is everything to your satisfaction?” Tavis asked as he gave a quick bow of his head in respect.

“I’m overwhelmed, Tavis,” I said with a grimace. “I don’t know how to begin.”

“Don’t worry yourself, Anastasia. As I told you before, this problem has been thousands of years in the making, and it will take thousands more to solve. The people of the universe are behind you. You only need direct, not perform every task yourself.”

“I know. I’ve asked that the Aquarian and Ormian pairs be assigned to me to help, but...” I waved my hand over the cubits of recording cubes. “So many asking for help, and so much I have to learn.”

He nodded. “You have an innate ability. I have every confidence you will prevail once again.”

I gave him a sideways grin. “Well, that makes one of us. Maybe if we brought a few more from Earth, that—”

“No. You need to put that out of your mind. That is forbidden.”

“But you brought me here.”

“Against our most sacred law. So much so, there is a movement underway among the people to have you returned to Earth and Adakan removed from his position. The movement is small but growing.”

“Then why did he do it?”

“I offered to go in his stead so that I could take the dishonor and blame, and be killed for my act, but Adakan is a good man. He wouldn’t allow me to do what he would not.”

“So, again, why did he do it? If the law is that important?”

“There is a saying, ‘great battles are only won with great risk.’ This is the greatest battle of them all, the fight for the very survival of all the peoples of the universes. Adakan was willing to risk everything, his Lordship, his life, perhaps the lives of everyone on Ormstein, to save the peoples of the universes.”

I looked at him, trying to understand his meaning. “What do you mean, ‘the lives of everyone on Ormstein?’”

“We could be banished from the peoples, our world blocked from interacting with others. We would face the Dark Sleep alone.”

I felt a chill of fear run down by back. “Would they do that?”

“It has never been done before, but it is the ultimate punishment.” He smiled. “Fear not. The people are rallying around you. But to bring more humans...” He shook his head and his smile faded. “No, that wouldn’t be wise.”

I shook my head, a leaden feeling in the pit of my stomach. I could understand their non-interference position. It seemed like a wise precaution, but the thought of billions being condemned to isolation because of me made me feel sick.

“Fear not, Anastasia. Adakan, with you at his side, is seen as the savior of the universe. Nothing will come of these malcontents. But now, we must go.”

I nodded. Tavis had explained to me what was going to happen to Serenity, and I was to be there. He and I had spoken at length, and without Adakan’s knowledge, we’d worked out plan. The fix was in. I couldn’t stand by and allow Serenity to be killed for something as simple as a lie. I would gladly kick her ass for what she tried to do, except I knew she’d mop the floor with me, but her death would haunt me.

He opened a portal and we stepped into my room. A spectacular gown was lying on my bed left under the order of Tavis. Sentencing would take place in the Grand Hall, and I had to look the part.

When I was ready, he transported me directly to the Grand Hall, using his override code. Adakan was already there and I took my place beside him, as was my right as the aggrieved.

He was dressed in a dazzling cloak of red and gold, with a high neck. Both our right arms were covered along with our left, in a show of power. By covering his sword arm, Adakan was demonstrating that he was confident no one would dare rise against him. I smiled. Seeing new customs for the first time was always interesting and made me wonder how they’d come to be.

“You look lovely, as always,” Adakan said quietly as I took my place to his left.

“And you, my lord, are even more devastatingly handsome than normal.”

He leaned in close and whispered into my ear. “Have you considered my request?”

I flushed. I couldn’t believe he was asking me this, here, and now. But he was the Lord of the Ormians and he deserved an answer.

“Yes, my lord. My belongings will be moved to your quarters on your order.”

Adakan grinned. “Then there shall be no delay. Tavis!”

“Yes, my lord?”

“Anastasia has agreed to my request.”

Tavis bowed and smiled. “She is a wise and noble woman. It shall be done immediately.”

I felt completely squirmy inside. Adakan had asked me to share his bed the moment we were alone after I’d nearly left for Earth. He’d jokingly said it was to prevent any future misunderstandings, but his kiss had said something else.

“Have you heard the news?” He asked, not looking at me as the palace guard filed in and sat up in ranks their spears and swords drawn and held at attention. Serenity would be arriving soon.

“No. What news.”

“Your friend, Hedda, is with child.”

I didn’t know whether to cry or smile, so I did both. “That’s wonderful news!”

He nodded. “She and Teg are to be merged, according to her traditions, on the seventh-day, third week, of next month. We have been asked to attend.”

“Can we go?”

“I have already sent our confirmations.” He smiled at me then stiffened.

“Attention,” he said softly as he held himself very stiffly on his throne.

The room was filled with noise for a moment, until everyone settled down.

“Bring the accused before me,” he said, his voice full of command.

Serenity was brought in and walked between the two rows of guards, their spears across her path, rising and lowering as she passed, creating a small bubble of space around her and her two escorts. She was wearing her parade dress uniform and looked resplendent.

“Serenity Vagus, do you have anything to say before I pass sentence?”

“I do, my lord.”

“Speak.”

“I do not repudiate the actions I took. Anastasia Evans is beneath you, my lord. She is not even of the Ormians, and yet you follow her blindly! I took my actions, thinking only of the best for my lord and the Ormian people.”

I could sense Adakan going hard. “You dare presume to speak for me?”

“You broke our most sacred law, my Lord. I presume to speak for those that believe our lord should not be above the law.”

“I am not above the law, Serenity Vagus, and the peoples will decide what will be done with me, not you. Have you anything else to say?”

“No, my lord.”

“Very well. You, Serenity Vagus, have been found guilty of...” 

He made a sound that was a cross between growl and rumble. “You will be stripped of your rank and discharged from the palace guard with no possibility of reinstatement.”

I said nothing. I held no say on this matter. The dishonoring of herself and her position occurred by lying to me. It was the next matter that I could influence. There were only two possible punishments for the charge, death, and banishment. I didn’t know what sentence Adakan would hand down, but I couldn’t bear the thought of her being killed because of me.

“On the charge of,” he made another sound, this one between a cough and clearing of his throat, words that English had no equivalent to I heard them in their true Ormian pronunciation, “you have been sentenced…”

“My Lord!” I said, standing at his side. “I request Aggrievance!”

He looked at me, surprised by my actions. As the one aggrieved, I had a right by law and tradition to have my wishes considered in punishment. Serenity was being charged with what amounted to treason against her lord for scheming to have me returned home to the detriment of the Ormians, for personal gain.

“Very well. Continue.”

“My lord, while I acknowledge Serenity acted in a dishonorable way, I also believe she was doing what she thought was best for her people.”

That was a total load of shit. I knew it, Serenity knew it, and Adakan knew it. She’d tried to shove me out of the way so she could have Adakan for herself, but I could be merciful in my victory... and I wouldn’t have her death weighing heavily on my conscience. I had been counting on her to use the defense she had, the only one available to her, and she hadn’t disappointed me. That had given me the crack I could use to, perhaps, stay her execution. Being banished was no picnic, but it was better than death.

“I ask that her punishment be banishment.” I bowed my head low and stood there.

“Be seated,” Adakan said, and I took my seat. He leaned forward and glared at Serenity. “It seems you have convinced one person of your honorable intentions. That does not, however, excuse your actions.” He held her gaze for a long moment.

“As the aggrieved has asked that your punishment be banishment, I will grant the request. Serenity Vagus, on the charge of,” he made the coughing, throat-clearing sound again, “you have been sentenced to banishment from Ormstein with no possibility of return. Sentence to be carried out immediately. Guards! Her presence offends me. Remove her.”

Serenity pivoted with military precision and marched out, the spears rising and falling to mark her passage. As the assembled guard filed out, Adakan looked at me.

“You’ve been studying. It was Tavis, wasn’t it?”

I started to say no, to cover him but realized what that would mean, especially considering what I’d just seen. “Yes, my lord, at my request.”

He smiled and shook his head in mock disappointment. “Do you always get what you want?”

I smiled, relieved Tavis wasn’t going to be punished. “I got you, didn’t I?”

He chuckled. “You know, Serenity would have rather been put to death than banished? Now her dishonor will follow her wherever she goes.”

“I’m sorry for her, then. I couldn’t bear the thought of her being killed because of me.”

“It wasn’t because of you, Anastasia. It was because she was putting herself above my wishes, which had been made clear to her, and the good of the people. You were simply the catalyst that put it in motion.”

I nodded and looked down, unable to meet his gaze. It was basically the same thing Tavis had said, but I still felt responsible. If only I’d had faith in Adakan. If only I hadn’t bitten when she dangled the bait. If only I had acted any way but the way I had, none of this would have happened.

He took my hand. “Come. Let us return to our quarters and not speak of this unpleasantness any further. I want to get out of these clothes. The cape drags on my neck.” He smiled at me and took my chin. “Perhaps we can find something else to occupy our minds once we are more comfortable.”

I smiled. “Perhaps so.”
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“Anastasia?” I called as I entered my quarters.

“In here, Adakan!” she called from the bedchamber.

I smiled. “I just returned from a meeting. You’ve done it again! All five hundred of the Ormstein have been paired with an Aquarian!”

I paused as I entered the bedchamber. Anastasia was lying on our bed, wearing nothing at all, with the look on her face that said great pleasures were in my future. I felt myself beginning to harden immediately.

“To what do I owe this pleasure?” I asked as I disrobed. Starting this early, she would almost certainly want to mate twice, possibly three times, this evening.

“I’ve been thinking.”

“Uh-oh,” I said then smiled. “That usually means trouble.”

I smiled and joined her on the bed, rolling her to her back and settling into her arms as I kissed her softly.

“Do you remember last month, when we talked about the word love?”

She’d found out then that there was no single word for love on Ormstein. They had words that meant dedication, and duty, and willingness to give their life for another. But no word for love. Bonding, or being bonded, was as close as a single word came. It meant to spend their lives together.

I smiled. “I remember. It means to be dedicated to another and the willingness to sacrifice for them, correct?”

She nodded. They’d talked at length about the meaning of the word. I’d expressed confusion, and understandably so, when every definition she could give me seemed to end with, “but it’s more than that.”

She’d given up trying to pronounce Ormian words. She’d once said an Icelandic male, whose voice was used to saying fifteen letter words full of Ks, hard Cs, Gs and Zs, might be able to pronounce my language but a five-foot-five-inch American woman simply couldn’t do it. So, by mutual agreement, when the nanite translator broke down and couldn’t find a matching word, we would find an English equivalent or the nearest word to it. It had saved her a lot of sore throats.

I could her tears starting and smiled. “I’ve fallen in love with you, Adakan.”

I wiped at her tears. “I will be crushed with disappointment if these are tears of sorrow.”

She giggled wetly. “No. They are tears of happiness and joy.”

I kissed her tears away. In the past eight months, since she’d almost returned home, I had become much more adept at reading her and knowing what to do.

“Can I tell you something?” I whispered.

She nodded.

“If I understand the meaning of the word, I fell in love with you a long time ago.”

She whimpered as tears leaked out of her eyes. “What does the word mean to you?” she asked softly.

“It means I want to bond with you, that I will fight the Dark Sleep itself for you. I will follow your path, wherever it leads, and carry you when you can no longer walk. I will take your burdens and give you my sword so you may defend yourself to the last.” I paused and held her gaze. “I want you, Anastasia. I want you like no other woman in the universe.”

She sobbed and fell into my arms, holding me as she cried. The Ormians were a ferocious people, but they could be surprisingly giving and poetic if you listened to the meaning behind their words.

She gathered herself. “I love you,” she tried, she really tried to say my name, but giggled at the utter failure of it, “even if I can’t say your name. You are my everything. You are the food I eat, the water I drink, and the air I breathe. You keep me alive and sustain me. I will take your burdens and carry you when you become tired. I will give you my last breath so that you may live one more. I love you Adakan,” she said, shortening my name to something she could pronounce. “I love you with all my heart.”

I smiled at her, touched by her words. “Will you bond with me?”

She sniffed and pulled her mating blade from under the fur covering where she’d tucked it in case I asked. I smiled and retrieved my own blade then returned to her side. She slowly pulled her blade as I did mine. She couldn’t hope to compete against me, but it was ritualistic and perhaps I would let her touch me with her blade to claim me for herself.

I pulled her to her feet, then tipped my head back, my eyes closed with arms flung wide. I was giving myself to her, allowing myself to be vulnerable before her. She whimpered at what I was saying, though no words were spoken, and lightly drew her blade down my chest and across my heart.

I was hers forever, now. I might even show her my dragon form, soon.
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