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HE LAST HOPE




The Council chamber echoes with my footsteps as I enter, each boot strike against crystalline floor amplifying the hollow feeling in my chest. Fifteen years. Fifteen years since the mutation swept through Vaeloris like silent death, stealing our females and leaving us with nothing but grief and desperation.

I don’t want to be here.

“Draven.” Kyro’s hand lands on my shoulder, warm and steady as always. “You need to hear this.”

“I need to get back to the Voyager,” I mutter, but I don’t pull away. Kyro’s been my anchor since we lost everything—since I watched my mother and sister waste away while our best scientists stood helpless. He’s the only reason I haven’t completely buried myself in engine maintenance and forgotten the world exists beyond my workshop.

“The scientists made a breakthrough.” His golden eyes gleam with something I haven’t seen in years. Hope. Dangerous, foolish hope. “About human compatibility.”

My jaw tightens. I’ve heard the rumors, seen the data floating through secured channels. Earth women. The Human Intergalactic Exchange Program. Genetic compatibility tests showing promise where Vaelorn females can no longer conceive.

It sounds like desperation wrapped in scientific language.

“Draven. Kyro.” Council Member Thessa beckons us forward, her own bioluminescent veins dim with age and sorrow. She lost three daughters to the mutation. If she believes in this human solution, maybe there’s something to it.

Maybe.

We take our positions in the gallery alongside other unmated males—hundreds of us, all wearing the same expression of cautious skepticism. The chamber’s three-moon projection bathes everything in silver light, but it does nothing to warm the cold dread in my gut.

“Brothers,” High Councilor Vex begins, his voice resonating through the space. “Today marks a turning point for our people. After fifteen years of loss, we have found hope among the stars.”

A holographic display springs to life—a rotating image of Earth, that distant blue world in the Sol system. I’ve studied their technology, their primitive but innovative propulsion systems. Never thought I’d be standing here considering their females as potential mates.

“Human women possess a genetic marker we’ve designated as Enzyme X-7,” the Chief Scientist explains, her fingers dancing through data streams. “This enzyme triggers what we’ve begun calling the ‘resonance bond’—a biological and neurological connection that mirrors our ancient mating bonds, thought lost to evolution.”

Murmurs ripple through the crowd. Ancient mating bonds. The kind our ancestors wrote about in historical texts, where males recognized their perfect genetic matches on sight and smell, where bonds formed so deeply that mates could sense each other’s emotions across distances.

Fairy tales. That’s what I always thought they were.

“The bond manifests as immediate, overwhelming attraction,” the scientist continues. “Initial studies show that when a compatible human female encounters her Vaelorn mate or mates, both parties experience intense physiological responses—elevated heart rate, temperature increase, heightened sensory awareness, and an almost painful need for physical proximity.”

“Mates?” someone calls out. “Plural?”

“Yes.” Councilor Vex steps forward again. “Because human females can bond with up to two Vaelorn males simultaneously, we’re implementing a paired-male system for the transport vessels. Bonded brothers or close companions will serve together, increasing the likelihood of successful mate matches.”

My veins pulse brighter before I can control them. Kyro and I have been partners for over a century—in work, in friendship, in everything except this. The idea that we might share a mate, that some human woman might be meant for both of us…

No. I crush that thought immediately. Hope is dangerous. Hope leads to crushing disappointment.

“The Vaelorn Intergalactic Exchange Program launches in three months,” Vex announces. “We’re offering human women free transportation to Vaeloris aboard luxury vessels. They’ll have full autonomy—no contracts binding them to stay, no forced bonding. If the resonance occurs, it occurs naturally.”

“And if the Purists object?” The question comes from somewhere behind me, voiced low but sharp.

The temperature in the room drops.

Everyone knows about the Purists—the extremist faction who believe human integration will contaminate Vaelorn genetics, who see the mutation as natural selection rather than tragedy. They’ve been quiet lately, but that only makes them more dangerous.

“Security measures are in place,” Vex says, but his veins dim slightly. A tell. He’s worried too. “We won’t let fear stop us from saving our people.”

The meeting continues with logistics, volunteer requests for vessel crews, protocol training requirements. I barely hear it. My mind has already wandered to the Celestial Voyager, my ship, my responsibility. They’ll want engineers on these transports. They’ll want me and Kyro.

“We’re doing it.” Kyro’s voice pulls me back. He’s grinning like he hasn’t grinned since before the mutation, all white teeth and reckless optimism. “We’re signing up.”

“Kyro—”

“Don’t.” He steps closer, lowering his voice. “Don’t tell me you’ve given up completely. Don’t tell me you don’t want this, deep down. A mate. Family. Purpose beyond maintaining engines.”

My throat tightens. “What I want doesn’t matter. The universe already made it clear what I’m meant for. Work. Survival. Nothing more.”

“Bullshit.” His hand grips my shoulder harder. “You’re scared. I get it. I’m scared too. But what if she’s out there, Draven? What if our mate is on Earth right now, looking up at the stars and wondering if there’s something more?”

“Then she deserves better than a male who’s forgotten how to feel anything except loss.”

Kyro’s expression softens. “Maybe she’s exactly what you need to remember.”

I want to argue. Want to walk away, return to my workshop where variables are predictable and outcomes follow logical patterns. But something in his words catches, hooks into that small part of me I thought died with my family.

What if.

“The Voyager needs a senior propulsion engineer,” I finally say. “And you need a navigation specialist.”

His grin returns, brighter than his golden veins. “Is that a yes?”

“It’s a maybe.” I turn toward the exit, away from the hope-drunk crowd and the holographic Earth spinning endlessly. “It’s me not saying no.”

“I’ll take it.”

We leave the Council chamber together, stepping out into Vaeloris’s eternal twilight. The three moons hang low on the horizon, their light reflecting off the crystalline ocean in the distance. Beautiful. Lonely. Like everything else on this dying world.

“Draven.” Kyro stops at the transport platform. “When we find her—and we will find her—promise me you won’t push her away.”

“I can’t promise that.”

“Try.” His eyes hold mine. “For once in your gods-damned stubborn life, try to let someone in.”

I don’t answer. Can’t answer. Because the truth is I’m terrified he’s right. Terrified that somewhere on that distant blue planet, a human woman exists who’ll shatter every wall I’ve built. Who’ll make me feel again.

Who’ll make me hope again.

And hope, as I’ve learned, is the most dangerous thing in the universe.

Three months later, the Celestial Voyager launches on its maiden voyage to Earth with Kyro and me stationed in the engine and navigation decks. The passenger manifest shows forty-three human women signed up for the journey to Vaeloris.

Forty-three chances.

Forty-three potential bonds.

I tell myself it doesn’t matter. That I’m here to do a job, transport civilians safely, maintain the ship’s systems. Nothing more.

But as we enter Earth’s orbit and the boarding shuttles begin their runs, my veins pulse brighter than they have in fifteen years.

And somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice whispers: What if Kyro’s right?
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WORLD-BUILDING: THE VAELORN

Species Overview

The Vaelorn are a sophisticated alien race with deep crimson skin marked by bioluminescent golden veins that pulse with their emotions. They stand 7-8 feet tall with powerful builds, silver-white hair, and eyes that shift from amber to molten gold depending on arousal or emotional intensity. Their most distinctive feature: dual reproductive organs with ridged textures designed for maximum pleasure, and their bodily fluids have a faint golden iridescence.

The Crisis

A genetic mutation swept through Vaelorn society fifteen years ago, rendering 80% of their females infertile. Scientists discovered that human women possess a unique genetic compatibility—specifically, a rare enzyme in human DNA that triggers the Vaelorn “resonance bond,” an irreversible fated mate connection that manifests as overwhelming physical attraction and emotional recognition.

The Program

The Vaelorn Intergalactic Exchange Program offers human women luxury transportation to planet Vaeloris aboard state-of-the-art vessels, with opportunities to explore multiple sectors of the galaxy. Women can return to Earth anytime, but most who experience the resonance bond choose to stay.

Planet Vaeloris

A tropical world with three moons, bioluminescent forests, floating cities suspended by anti-gravity technology, and vast crystalline oceans that glow at night. The Vaelorn live in a merit-based society where engineers, warriors, and scientists hold the highest status.

CHARACTER PROFILES

SIERRA HAYES (Human Female, 26)


	Background: Former aerospace engineer laid off from NASA’s Mars program; tired of dead-end dating and Earth’s limitations; craves adventure and purpose

	Personality: Curious, pragmatic, sexually confident but romantically guarded after a bad breakup; witty sense of humor; skeptical of “fate” but open-minded

	Motivation: Signed up for the Vaelorn program primarily for the free galaxy tour and professional curiosity about alien technology; doubts she’ll find a mate but wouldn’t mind a hot alien fling

	Physical: Athletic build, warm brown skin, natural curly hair she usually keeps in a bun, hazel eyes, subtle freckles across her nose




DRAVEN (Vaelorn Male, 247 years/early 30s human equivalent)


	Role: Senior Propulsion Engineer on the transport vessel Celestial Voyager

	Personality: Intense, protective, quietly commanding; the more serious and dominant of the pair; values precision and control but becomes possessive when it comes to his mate

	Physical: 7’6”, broad-shouldered with prominent chest ridges, deep crimson skin with bright golden veins, silver-white hair worn long and tied back, amber eyes, several honorific markings (tattoos) on his arms

	Backstory: Lost his parents in the mutation crisis; dedicated his life to his work; never expected to find a mate and resigned himself to loneliness; intensely loyal once bonded




KYRO (Vaelorn Male, 198 years/late 20s human equivalent)


	Role: Junior Navigation Specialist on the Celestial Voyager, Draven’s best friend and work partner

	Personality: Playful, charming, emotionally expressive; balances Draven’s intensity with warmth and humor; more vocal about his desires; uses praise and encouragement during intimacy

	Physical: 7’4”, leaner but still muscular, slightly lighter crimson skin tone, golden veins that pulse more visibly, shorter silver hair with a slight wave, golden eyes with flecks of copper

	Backstory: Comes from a family of explorers; chose engineering to stay close to Draven; optimistic about finding a mate; believes in the power of the resonance bond
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POV: Sierra Hayes




“You’re insane.” Maya crosses her arms, her expression somewhere between concern and disbelief. “You know that, right? Completely, certifiably insane.”

I don’t look up from the tablet in my hands, scrolling through the Vaelorn Intergalactic Exchange Program contract for the third time. The words blur together—terms and conditions, waiver of liability, acknowledgment of risks associated with interstellar travel. Standard legal jargon, except for the part about potential genetic compatibility with an alien species.

That part’s new.

“It’s a free trip across the galaxy,” I say, keeping my voice light. “All expenses paid. Two weeks on an actual alien spacecraft. How many people get an opportunity like this?”

“People who aren’t running away from their problems.”

Now I look up. Maya’s standing in my tiny apartment doorway, backlit by the harsh fluorescent hallway light. She’s been my best friend since college, which means she’s earned the right to call me out on my bullshit.

Doesn’t mean I have to like it.

“I’m not running away.” I set the tablet down on my coffee table—the one piece of furniture I haven’t sold yet. Everything else went last month after the eviction notice. Turns out unemployment doesn’t pay rent. “I’m being practical. This program offers housing assistance, job placement services, and cultural exchange opportunities. Even if I don’t find a—” I stumble over the word, “—mate, I’ll have options I don’t have here.”

“You have options here. You’re a brilliant engineer—”

“Who got laid off from NASA six months ago and hasn’t landed a single interview since.” The bitterness in my voice surprises even me. I soften it, force a smile. “Look, Earth hasn’t exactly been kind lately. Derek cheated, NASA cut the Mars program, and I’m three weeks from being homeless. What do I have to lose?”

Maya’s expression shifts from concerned to pitying, which is somehow worse.

“Your life,” she says quietly. “Women have disappeared on these trips, Sierra. The news won’t report it because they’ve got government gag orders, but I’ve seen the forums. Women who get on those ships and never come back.”

“Or maybe they found what they were looking for and decided to stay.” I stand, grabbing my jacket from the back of the couch. “The orientation starts in twenty minutes. Are you coming with me or not?”

She sighs, that long-suffering sound she makes when she knows I’ve already made up my mind and arguing is pointless. “I’m coming. Someone needs to make sure you don’t sign your life away to sexy aliens without reading the fine print.”

“The aliens are sexy?” I grin despite everything. “You’ve been researching.”

“Shut up.” But she’s smiling too as we head out.

The Vaelorn Exchange Program orientation takes place in a repurposed convention center downtown. The parking lot is packed—hundreds of women streaming toward the entrance, all ages and backgrounds. Some look excited, practically bouncing on their toes. Others seem nervous, clutching friends’ hands or checking their phones obsessively.

I fall somewhere in the middle. Cautiously optimistic. Desperately hopeful. Trying not to think too hard about what I’m actually considering.

Inside, holographic displays showcase Planet Vaeloris in stunning detail. Crystalline oceans. Bioluminescent forests. Floating cities suspended in twilight skies under three moons. It looks like something out of a fantasy novel, too beautiful to be real.

“Welcome!” A woman in a crisp suit takes the stage, her smile bright and professional. “Thank you all for attending today’s orientation. I’m Dr. Sarah Chen, human liaison for the Vaelorn Exchange Program. Over the next hour, we’ll cover everything you need to know about this incredible opportunity.”

The presentation is slick, polished. They show footage of Vaelorn males—tall, impossibly built, with crimson skin and those mesmerizing golden veins that pulse with light. They’re gorgeous in an otherworldly way that makes my mouth go dry.

“The Vaelorn are an advanced civilization,” Dr. Chen explains. “They’ve achieved interstellar travel, clean energy, and medical technology centuries beyond our own. Fifteen years ago, a genetic mutation devastated their female population. They’ve discovered that human women possess unique compatibility—specifically, an enzyme that triggers what they call a ‘resonance bond.’”

Murmurs ripple through the crowd. I lean forward, focused.

“This bond is rare,” Dr. Chen continues. “Not every woman will experience it. But when it occurs, it’s immediate and unmistakable. You’ll feel an intense physical and emotional attraction to your match. The Vaelorn describe it as recognition—like finding a piece of yourself you didn’t know was missing.”

My chest tightens. That sounds… impossible. Too good to be true. Like every romance novel I’ve ever read crammed into one alien package.

“What about the women who don’t bond?” someone calls out. “What happens to them?”

“Excellent question. Participation is completely voluntary. If you travel to Vaeloris and don’t experience a resonance bond, you’re free to return to Earth at any time. We also offer job placement services—many human women choose to work on Vaeloris even without a mate match. Their technology sector particularly values Earth engineering expertise.”

That catches my attention. Engineering expertise. Maybe this trip isn’t just about finding an alien boyfriend. Maybe it’s about finding a career that doesn’t dead-end in budget cuts and layoffs.

“Are there risks?” Another woman stands, her voice shaking slightly. “I’ve heard rumors about women disappearing.”

Dr. Chen’s smile doesn’t waver, but something flickers in her eyes. “All interstellar travel carries inherent risks. However, the Vaelorn have an exemplary safety record. Every transport vessel is staffed by experienced crew and equipped with state-of-the-art technology. Security protocols are in place to ensure passenger safety.”

Not exactly a denial. Maya catches my eye, her expression screaming I told you so.

I ignore her.

The orientation continues with logistics—departure schedules, packing guidelines, medical screening requirements. They pass around tablets with contract details, and I skim through mine, looking for red flags.

Nothing jumps out. Standard liability waivers. Acknowledgment of potential health risks. Agreement to follow ship protocols. There’s a clause about the resonance bond—something about irreversibility once fully consummated—but it’s buried in legal language I’d need a lawyer to parse.

“Sign here if you’re interested in proceeding to medical screening,” Dr. Chen says as the presentation wraps up. “No commitment yet. Just the next step.”

My finger hovers over the signature line.

This is crazy. Maya’s right—I’m running away. Running from Derek’s betrayal, from NASA’s rejection, from an Earth that suddenly feels too small and too disappointing. I should go home, update my resume, keep trying to rebuild the life I lost.

But what if there’s something more out there?

What if those golden-veined aliens with their impossible beauty and their resonance bonds are real?

What if I’m meant for something bigger than failed relationships and dead-end jobs?

I sign.

The medical screening happens two days later at a private facility in Houston. They draw blood, run genetic tests, perform a full physical. The Vaelorn doctor—yes, they have actual Vaelorn doctors on Earth now—is female, smaller than the males in the holos but still nearly seven feet tall with deep crimson skin and silver hair.

“You’re compatible,” she says, reading my results with those unsettling amber eyes. “Your Enzyme X-7 levels are quite high, actually. Strong bonding potential.”

My heart hammers. “What does that mean?”

“It means if you encounter a Vaelorn male with matching genetic markers, your resonance bond will be powerful. Immediate. Likely overwhelming.” She hands me a pamphlet. “This covers what to expect during initial bond formation. Read it carefully.”

I take the pamphlet, my hands trembling slightly. The cover shows a human woman and two Vaelorn males, all looking blissfully happy under three moons.

Two males.

“Wait,” I say. “Two?”

“Vaelorn males can bond in pairs,” the doctor explains matter-of-factly. “Shared mates. It’s quite common when the males have strong companionship bonds themselves. The human female experiences resonance with both simultaneously.”

My brain short-circuits. “You’re telling me I might end up with two alien boyfriends?”

“Mates,” she corrects. “The bond is more permanent than human romantic relationships. Once fully consummated, it’s irreversible. But yes—if you bond with paired males, you’ll be in a three-partner relationship.”

I should be freaked out. Should be running for the door. Instead, I’m intrigued. Curious. Maybe even a little excited.

What the hell is wrong with me?

“The Celestial Voyager departs in one week,” the doctor continues. “If you choose to board, your berth is confirmed. Think carefully, Miss Hayes. This decision will change your life.”

Maya comes over the night before departure. We order pizza, drink cheap wine, and pretend this isn’t goodbye.

“You really think you’ll find him out there?” she asks, curled up on my floor since I sold the couch. “Your perfect alien match?”

“Honestly?” I stare at my half-packed suitcase. “I don’t know. Maybe I just need to get away. See something bigger than this apartment and this city and this planet that keeps reminding me of everything I’ve lost.”

“What if you don’t come back?”

The question hangs between us.

“What if I do?” I counter. “What if I come back with stories about floating cities and three moons and aliens who can’t exist but somehow do? What if I come back changed?”

“What if you come back bonded to two giant aliens and I have to be the weird third wheel at brunch?”

I laugh, and it feels good. Real. “Then you’ll deal with it because you love me.”

“I do love you.” She leans her head on my shoulder. “That’s why I’m terrified.”

“I’m terrified too,” I admit. “But I’m also… hopeful? For the first time in months, I feel like maybe there’s something out there worth hoping for.”

She doesn’t argue. Just squeezes my hand and helps me finish packing.

The Houston Spaceport is surreal. Actual spacecraft sit on launch pads—sleek, silver vessels that look like they belong in movies, not reality. The boarding shuttle is smaller, designed for atmospheric flight, but still more advanced than anything NASA ever built.

I show my credentials to the guard, who scans my wristband and waves me through. Around me, women say tearful goodbyes to families and friends. Some look excited. Others look terrified.

I look back once, seeing Earth stretched out beneath the shuttle as we ascend. Blue and green and brown, all the colors I’ve known my entire life. Beautiful. Familiar.

Too small.

The Celestial Voyager looms ahead, massive and impossible. A Vaelorn transport vessel, all crystalline panels and glowing technology. It looks alive somehow, pulsing with light.

My new home for the next two weeks.

Maybe longer, if Maya’s conspiracy theories turn out wrong.

Maybe forever, if I find what I’m looking for.

The shuttle docks. The airlock opens. I take a deep breath and step through into gleaming corridors that smell like ozone and something sweet I can’t identify.

A Vaelorn crew member—male, young, with bright golden veins—smiles at me. “Welcome aboard, Miss Hayes. Your quarters are on Deck Seven. Enjoy your journey.”

I thank him and follow the directional lights, my suitcase hovering on anti-gravity tech beside me. Other women chatter around me, nervous and excited. I tune them out, focused on the ship itself. The technology. The engineering.

This is incredible. This is everything I’ve ever dreamed about.

And somewhere on this ship, maybe—just maybe—there are two Vaelorn engineers with crimson skin and golden veins who’ve been waiting for me as desperately as I’ve been waiting for them.

I find my quarters, drop my suitcase, and head straight for the observation deck. I need to see the stars. Need to confirm this is real.

The deck is massive, all transparent panels showing the void beyond. Earth is already shrinking behind us, a blue marble in endless black.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

The voice comes from behind me—deep, accented, sending shivers down my spine.

I turn.

And my world catches fire.
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POV: Sierra Hayes


He’s massive.

That’s my first coherent thought as I stare up—and up—at the Vaelorn male standing three feet away. He has to be at least seven and a half feet tall, broad-shouldered and powerfully built in a way that makes my engineer brain immediately calculate structural integrity and muscle-to-mass ratios.

My second thought is that the holos didn’t do them justice.

His skin is deep crimson, smooth and flawless, with golden veins tracing intricate patterns across his exposed forearms and up his neck. They pulse with light—subtle, rhythmic, hypnotic. His hair is silver-white, pulled back in a way that emphasizes the sharp angles of his face. Strong jaw. High cheekbones. Eyes that shift from amber to molten gold as they lock onto mine.

My third thought disappears entirely because suddenly I can’t think at all.

Heat floods through me. Not the gentle warmth of attraction—this is immediate, overwhelming, a wildfire igniting in my blood. My skin prickles everywhere, hypersensitive. My heart slams against my ribs so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t break through. And low in my belly, an ache blooms—sharp, desperate, demanding.

What the hell is happening to me?

“Are you alright?” He steps closer, and his scent hits me. Something clean and warm with an underlying spice I can’t name. It makes my mouth water and my knees weak. “You look flushed.”

“I’m—” My voice comes out breathless. I clear my throat, try again. “I’m fine. Just… adjusting to the ship’s atmosphere.”

Lie. Complete lie. The ship’s atmosphere is perfectly calibrated. I checked the environmental specs before boarding.

His eyes narrow slightly, studying me with an intensity that makes me want to simultaneously run away and press closer. His golden veins pulse brighter, the light beneath his skin increasing until it’s almost blinding.

“You’re human,” he says, and there’s something strange in his voice. Strained. Like he’s barely controlling himself.

“Last time I checked.” I try for humor, but it falls flat. “Sierra. Sierra Hayes. Aerospace engineer. Former NASA, current unemployed space tourist.”

I’m babbling. Why am I babbling?

“Draven.” He doesn’t offer a hand to shake, which is probably good because I’m not sure I could handle touching him right now. “Senior propulsion engineer on the Voyager.”

Of course he’s an engineer. Of course.

“The propulsion system is incredible,” I say, desperate for anything to distract from the way my body is screaming at me to close the distance between us. “I’ve been studying the specs since boarding. The energy conversion efficiency alone is—”

“Decades beyond Earth technology,” he finishes. His voice is gravel and smoke, accent turning the words into something almost musical. “You studied our systems.”

“I study everything.” Another step closer, drawn by something I don’t understand and can’t fight. “It’s kind of my thing. Understanding how things work, why they work, what makes them beautiful.”

His jaw tightens. Those golden veins flare brighter still, and I realize they’re not just decorative. They’re reactive. Showing something—emotion? Arousal?

Oh god.

“You should return to your quarters,” Draven says abruptly. He takes a step back, putting distance between us. “It’s late. You’ll want to rest before the journey properly begins.”

“I’m not tired.” I’m wired, actually. Every nerve ending buzzing. “I wanted to see the stars. Earth from space. This is my first time off-planet, and I—”

“Sierra.” The way he says my name makes me shiver. “You need to leave. Now.”

There’s an edge to his words. Almost desperate. And that’s when I notice—his hands are clenched into fists at his sides, his breathing slightly elevated, his whole body rigid with tension.

He’s fighting something. Fighting the same inexplicable pull that’s making my skin burn and my heart race and my body ache with need I’ve never experienced before.

The resonance bond.

Holy shit. This is it. This is what they talked about in orientation.

“You feel it too,” I whisper.

His eyes close briefly, and when they open again, they’re pure molten gold. “I feel it.”

“What do we—”

“Nothing.” His voice is harsh now. “We do nothing. You’re a passenger. I’m crew. There are protocols, regulations. This is inappropriate.”

“Inappropriate?” A laugh bubbles out of me, slightly hysterical. “I’m literally on a ship designed to facilitate alien-human bonding, and you’re talking about protocols?”

“You don’t understand—”

“Then explain it to me.” I move closer, watching those golden veins pulse faster. Watching his control crack at the edges. “Because right now, all I understand is that every cell in my body is screaming at me to touch you, and I’ve never felt anything like this before, and it’s terrifying and exhilarating and—”

“Sierra.” My name is a growl. “If you don’t leave right now, I won’t be able to let you go.”

The promise in those words sends heat straight to my core.

“Maybe I don’t want to leave,” I breathe.

For a moment, we stand frozen. Two feet of space between us that feels like miles and inches simultaneously. His eyes burn into mine, and I can see the war happening behind them—duty versus desire, control versus instinct.

Then a door opens somewhere behind us, voices echoing down the corridor, and the spell breaks.

Draven steps back sharply. “Go.”

This time, I listen. Not because I want to, but because the intensity in his gaze makes it clear that if I stay, something will happen that neither of us is ready for. Not yet.

I turn and walk away on shaking legs, feeling his eyes on me the entire way. When I reach the corridor junction, I glance back.

He’s still standing there, silhouetted against the stars, hands clenched and golden veins blazing like a star about to go supernova.

And I know—absolutely know—that this is only the beginning.

I don’t sleep.

How can I sleep when my entire body is on fire?

I lie in my quarters—small but comfortable, with a viewport showing the stars streaking past—and stare at the ceiling. My skin feels too tight. My heart won’t slow down. And between my thighs, an ache pulses with every breath, demanding attention I’m too overwhelmed to give it.

The pamphlet. The doctor gave me a pamphlet about resonance bonds.

I dig through my bag until I find it, then scan the contents with trembling hands.

Initial Contact: When a compatible human female first encounters her Vaelorn mate, both parties will experience immediate physiological responses. Elevated heart rate, increased body temperature, heightened sensory awareness, and intense attraction are normal. The bond recognizes genetic compatibility before conscious awareness.

Normal. Right. Nothing about this feels normal.

Physical Symptoms: Human females often report tingling sensations, flushed skin, and increased arousal. These symptoms intensify with proximity to the mate and will not fully subside until the bond is consummated. Vaelorn males experience similar effects, indicated by brightening bioluminescent veins and possessive behavior.

Possessive behavior. The way Draven looked at me—like he wanted to devour me and protect me and claim me all at once.

I keep reading.

Paired Bonds: Approximately 40% of resonance bonds involve two Vaelorn males sharing a single human mate. In these cases, the female will experience attraction to both males simultaneously. Paired bonds are considered sacred among Vaelorn culture and result in extremely stable, protective relationships.

Two males. I might bond with two.

The thought should terrify me. Instead, it sends a fresh wave of heat through my body.

Consummation: The resonance bond reaches full strength through sexual intimacy. Once consummated, the bond becomes permanent and irreversible. Bonded mates can sense each other’s emotions, locations, and physical states. Separation causes discomfort for all parties.

Permanent. Irreversible.

I set the pamphlet down, my hands shaking.

Twenty-four hours ago, I was a broke, unemployed engineer signing up for a free trip to an alien planet. Now I’m apparently cosmically matched to a seven-foot-tall alien with liquid gold in his veins and a voice that makes me want to do very inappropriate things in very inappropriate places.

My tablet chimes—a ship-wide message. I grab it, grateful for the distraction.

Welcome aboard the Celestial Voyager. Passenger orientation begins at 0900 ship-time in the main assembly hall. Attendance is mandatory. We look forward to making your journey comfortable and memorable.

Nine in the morning. I check the chronometer—it’s currently 0300. Six hours until I have to face other people and pretend I’m not coming apart at the seams.

Six hours to get myself under control.

I pull up the ship’s directory, telling myself I’m just curious about the layout. Definitely not searching for specific crew member listings. Definitely not looking for—

Draven. Senior Propulsion Engineer. Deck 12, Engineering
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