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Celestial Mates—Romancing the Galaxy...

ONE MOMENT, EVA IS on Earth, helping restore the destroyed planet, and the next, she’s whisked to a far-off galaxy, away from her parents and the other cyborgs and humans. She arrives in the middle of a mating ceremony for the two newest rulers, Vander and Virgo. The gorgeous green men are pure temptation, especially since they seem to believe she’s meant to be their mate, but Eva wants to go home. She controls her own destiny, not a blobby peach alien.

Life on Senufo is strange, and she longs for Earth...until her mates win her over, and she starts to fall in love. Is she truly stranded on Senufo as Freydon Rote, the meddling Celestial Mates agent, claims? Or is there a way back to Earth? Will she even want to find it once she surrenders to the tender seductions offered by her Drakari warlord mates?

This is a story in the Celestial Mates universe and features everyone’s favorite meddlesome agent, Freydon Rote. He made a perfect match for Eva’s parents, Carrie and DVS (from “Mated To The Cyborg General”), so did he get it right again for Eva, or did he make a mistake? Read to find out.

P.S. You don’t need to have read the Cybernetic Hearts series to read Eva’s story.
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Chapter 1
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VANDER MADE A CARELESS swipe to his chest to remove most of the blood oozing from the wound, giving it little thought. He could feel the pain, but it had fueled him on to victory, along with his twin brother, Virgo. It was obvious to everyone he and Virgo had been victorious. They were the only ones to complete the last set of challenges. They had won the trials, and Chief Barta was just about to announce the results formally. They would inherit the chiefdom soon. Before that, they would finally learn the identity of their mate or mates.

A hush fell over the crowd as Barta stood on the dais, lifting her arms. The amphitheater was filled with water that remained from the last challenge against the saard they had vanquished. “By right of trial and victory over the challenges, my successors are Vander and Virgo Skry.”

Now the crowd broke its silence, cheering wildly. Vander was aware several of his fellow Drakari were excited. Vander knew that was a good sign. If there were murmurs of discontent among the crowd, the rulers taking over the chiefdom were sure to have a harder battle to be accepted.

Feltha Nip, the shaman, stepped forward then. “It’s now time to perform the ceremony to find your mates.”

Vander tensed with anticipation, and he could feel Virgo doing the same. They didn’t look alike, but they were still twins and shared many of the same emotions and reactions.

Feltha said some words and moved her hands around in a ceremonial configuration Vander had not seen before. He’d witnessed other mating match ceremonies, but her handwork had been different. Perhaps it was because they were soon-to-be new Chiefs that she had to do something different. With a flash of green, a woman appeared in front of them.

At least he thought she was a woman. She had a pleasing feminine shape, but she was unlike anything he’d ever seen before. Where he and the rest of the Drakari had varying shades of green skin, this woman had a pale golden color. Her hair appeared to be dark brown or black, and it floated around her face in an enticing fashion as she gasped quickly, suggesting she was on the verge of panic.

“What is it?” asked a few voices behind him.

Vander couldn’t explain why that put them on the defensive, but he left his position on the platform to glide to the strange creature who’d appeared among them. He knelt beside her, and Virgo appeared a second later on her other side.

“What’s going on? Where am I? How am I breathing underwater?” Her eyes were wide and darting around in clear panic. She hugged herself and flinched when Vander tried to touch her shoulder. Virgo got the same response when he tried to offer comfort.

“Calm down and breathe.” Vander said the words firmly, trying to get her attention and cut through her anxiety.

“How can I breathe underwater?” She asked the question again, more vehemently this time. Her hand lifted to touch her throat, where she had three discreet slits, which were gills that allowed her to breathe underwater. She looked even more terrified when she felt them. “This is impossible.”

Virgo’s tone was gentle. “Try to calm down so we can determine how you came to be here.”

At first, she didn’t seem to hear him as her vivid blue eyes continued darting around the amphitheater in the fortress, where everyone had gathered for the trials. Slowly, her gaze started to focus on Virgo as he talked slowly and gently to her. Vander was glad his twin was able to get through to her, but he couldn’t help feeling annoyed that she had virtually ignored him. It was an irrational response, but he was used to listening to his emotions and instincts. He had to gnash his teeth together to keep from demanding her attention. He shook his head at the reaction, unaccustomed to being so senseless.

When she finally had calmed down enough that she could speak without that edge of hysteria, she said, “I need land.”

Vander and Virgo exchanged a look of puzzlement, but they both took one of her arms and started swimming up toward the surface. They spent most of their life underwater, but they could breathe on land just as well, though it was strange to step onto solid land again each time they did so, though the fortress was usually kept free of water, except for ceremonies. The ground was rockier and felt different from the construction in the fortress, though he couldn’t explain why.

She seemed to calm down even further when she was seated on one of the crystalline structures protruding from the ground. At least until she looked into the sky and saw their orange sun and the purple-green sky behind it. She started breathing heavily again, so Vander took her hand and squeezed gently. Her pale golden skin was a strange contrast to the vivid green of his, but a jolt shot through him when he touched her.

“Where am I?” Her voice was trembling, and she seemed on the edge of panic again.

“This is the planet Senufo,” said Vander.

She shook her head, seeming to want to reject the information he’d offered. “How did I get here? How can this be?” Her hand went to a pendant around her neck, and she squeezed it as though it was her lifeline.

Vander gasped. “You have a Drakari mate charm.”

She gave him a blank stare. “I have a what?”

He nodded toward the pendant she held in her hand. “It’s given to all Drakari at birth. When it lights up, it indicates you’ve found your mate. How did you come to have one? You’re clearly not Drakari.” He felt a stirring of suspicion, though he had no justification for it. 

The tribes of Senufo had been peaceful for at least the last hundred years. It was unlikely any of the tribes would try to attack in such a strange fashion, even though word had surely spread that Barta’s twin had died two months ago, and so the chiefdom would be opening to a new set of twins or triplets.

She shook her head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’ve always been told this was a good luck charm. It was a gift from Freydon Rote, when I was born. Do you know Freydon?”

Vander shook his head. “I have no knowledge of that name.”

Virgo reached out to stroke her hand, which clutched the pendant. She trembled slightly before her hand loosened, revealing the pendant. Virgo studied it, as did Vander, and when they looked at each other, they nodded. They were close enough that they often could communicate without words, and they both agreed this was certainly a Drakari mate charm.

“Where are you from?” asked Virgo.

“Earth.” She shuddered. “We have our problems, and terraforming is taking longer than expected, but I’d rather be back on Earth right now. What is this place? And how can I breathe underwater?” As she asked the question, she fingered the gills on the side of her neck again and shuddered. “Where did they come from?”

“Your gills?” asked Vander. “You didn’t have them before?”

She shook her head. “Where I’m from, I can’t breathe underwater, and I certainly don’t have gills. How is any of this possible?” Her eyes narrowed suddenly. “Freydon Rote, if you’re behind this, show yourself.”

Though she clearly wasn’t addressing him, Vander waited for a moment, not sure what she was expecting with her angry demand. Whatever it was, it didn’t happen. He could tell by the way her shoulders slumped, and she shook her head.

“Do you have some way to get me back to Earth?”

Vander shook his head. “I don’t know of a way. Shiraz might be able to help you. He has an affinity with the Sen technology.”

She clearly had no idea what he meant. She just blinked and then shook her head. “What am I supposed to do?”

“For now, you should stay with us at the fortress. We’ll do our best to help you in any way we can.” Virgo made the offer without looking at Vander for confirmation.

Vander wasn’t concerned. He and Virgo were clearly of an accord on this. He wondered if Virgo felt the same pull toward the strange creature as he did? She had appeared at the moment in the ceremony where their mate or mates’ charms would have lit up. Did that mean she was their mate to share? That wasn’t uncommon among the Drakari, but someone like this Earth creature certainly was.

“I don’t know where I am, or who you are. I can’t do that.”

Vander let out an impatient sigh. “The reality is, you can either stay here on the surface alone, or you can come back to the fortress with us and have a comfortable room while we try to help you figure out what’s going on here.” He spoke firmly, and he didn’t soften his tone. She didn’t need to know that he wouldn’t leave her there on the surface alone. She probably knew nothing of their flora and fauna, and she’d die if they abandoned her. If he had to, he would physically take her back to the fortress, but he wanted to avoid that unpleasantness.

She hesitated for another moment, with her eyes still big in her face. “I guess I have no choice.” She winced. “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful, but I’m scared.”

Vander’s slight irritation with her softened, and he put a hand on her shoulder. He was pleased when she didn’t flinch away this time. “We’ll do our best to get to the bottom of this. In the meantime, let us take you somewhere comfortable, and you can tell us more about Earth.”

She nodded, still looking uncertain. He was amused that when they slipped off the land and into the water, she took a big breath and appeared to be holding it when they were under the waves. “Breathe,” he reminded her.

After a moment, she let out a large exhale, and when she breathed in again, she was clearly just fine. She seemed just as stunned as she had earlier, and she shook her head. “How did I just grow gills? None of this makes any sense.”

“I’m sure there’s a reason you’re here,” said Virgo. He sounded optimistic, and Vander could guess his brother had already decided this woman was to be their mate. Vander could hardly fault him for the conclusion, since he was leaning in that direction as well.

“It doesn’t do any good to give in to the fear when you have no answers. Come with us, and we’ll take care of you. I’m Vander, and this is Virgo.”

“Eva,” she said in a shaky voice. “Though my cyborg name would be E-V-A.”

“What is a cyborg?” asked Vander as they swam toward the fortress, he and his brother both keeping a hand on her arms to guide her.

“They’re enhanced humans, modified with technology to live practically forever. My father is a cyborg, and my mother technically is. She has cybernetic parts anyway.”

Vander couldn’t help a hiss of disgust. “You must be of Sen descent.”

She frowned. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sen used to own this planet. They are monstrous hybrids of organic flesh and shining metal. They had modified themselves to be able to live almost forever as well. They were a cruel and evil race.”

She blinked. “Well that’s not me or my family. We’re not cruel.”

Virgo glared at him, and Vander realized he should have been less intense in his reaction. He managed a small smile. “That’s good to know then.” He couldn’t imagine a worse fate than being paired with a Sen for a mate, though the Sen hadn’t lived on Senufo for seven hundred years.

She seemed mollified by his acceptance, and she started looking around with wide-eyed wonder as they reached the fortress, opting to walk down the rock bridge that led inside, through the virtually impenetrable walls. “How is any of this possible?” She giggled suddenly, though there was slight edge of hysteria to it. “How am able to talk underwater without every sound being blub, blub, blub?”

He wasn’t certain what she meant, so he just shrugged. “We talk intelligibly underwater.”

She nodded her agreement as they passed through the shield. She had a noticeable response by the way she tensed, and he knew she must have felt the hum of power that Drakari felt when they breached the barrier. He and Virgo led her through the lower floor of the fortress, which had been drained of water. She seemed to relax as soon as they were past the shield that kept out the water when it wasn’t wanted, clearly more comfortable out of water.

They paused to greet Barta, who stood in the Chiefs’ Chamber. They approached her, though Eva seemed uncertain. Vander knew Barta had to give permission for Eva to stay. Since she’d been there when Eva appeared, he couldn’t imagine she would deny her sanctuary, but he was tense at the thought. He didn’t know what he’d do if Barta told him Eva had to leave the fortress.

“You seem much calmer now,” said Barta directly to Eva.

Eva shuddered a little, but she firmed her shoulders. “I suppose.”

“How did you come to be here?” asked Barta.

“I don’t know. One moment, I was tending the garden and talking to my best friend Nyandra, and then my pendant lit up. It had never done that before. It was so bright it almost hurt my eyes.” Her fingers danced lightly over the pendant as she spoke. “Then I was just here, and with gills.” She sounded bewildered again. “How can this happen?”

“I have no answers for you,” said Barta. “My nephew, Shiraz, might be of assistance. He has a good grasp on the Sen technology.”

She nodded, still looking overwhelmed.

“I’ve invited her to stay with us at the fortress. Is that acceptable, Chief?” With the death of Barta’s twin, Botham, two months ago, she was no longer First Chief or Second Chief. She was simply Chief.

Barta nodded. “I would like to speak more with you, but rest now and settle in. We’ll find a way to help you if we can.”

Eva’s eyes blinked rapidly. “Thank you.”

With a nod from Barta, he and Virgo directed her away from the Chief’s Chamber and up a set of stairs. Many of the Drakari in their tribe lived inside the fortress, because it was safe and fortified. Just because they hadn’t been to war with the fellow tribes for the last hundred planetary cycles didn’t mean the peace would last.

By unspoken agreement, he and Virgo took her to the fourth floor, finding a free room just across the hall from the Chief’s quarters, which would soon be theirs. It made him nervous to think of her out of his sight, though the reaction was illogical.

Virgo opened the door for her, showing her how to use the panel in the rocks to do so. Then they led her in. It was a modest chamber, but she still seemed to find it interesting. She glanced around with wonder. “I don’t know why, but I expected this room to have water.” She gave a laugh that sounded self-conscious. 

Vander walked closer to her. “The fortress is contained within the water, but protected by a shield the water doesn’t pass through unless programmed to do so. Our ceremonies are done underwater, but we usually keep the fortress free of the ocean for daily living.” He hoped she didn’t ask why they held ceremonies in water, because he didn’t know. It was just the way the tribes had always done things, at least after the Sen.
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