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      An alien scientist desperate for answers

      Cyle is the only Albyan alive who knows who was responsible for their females succumbing to the Sleep: his father. Ever since he discovered the truth, he’s been trying to find a way to wake the females.

      He vowed to himself that he’d never accept a mate until he succeeded. But that’s easier said than done when he meets the female of his dreams and his mating instincts kick in.

      The only way to stop himself from getting distracted is to push her away – but she has no intentions of leaving.

      A human woman strong enough to match him

      Before her accident, Beth had everything she’d ever wanted: a doting husband, the house of her dreams, a promising career. Now she’s a widow scarred inside and out, jobless and on the verge of being kicked out of her home.

      She only registered at a dating agency because her therapist thought it was a good idea. She didn’t expect to be matched to a kilt-wearing Highlander – especially not an alien. He embodies the chance of a new life, but he doesn’t seem to be interested in her.

      It’s time to cheat fate and take her life into her own hands. He will become her mate – even if she has to resort to unusual measures.
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        This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).
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        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:

        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter
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        Eron is part of the Intergalactic Dating Agency multi-author project:

        http://romancingthealien.com/
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      Many of the alien words are taken from Scottish Gaelic (yes, including the flying vagina). Some of them have been slightly changed, while others are exact translations.

      

      Albya – planet of the Albyans (from Alba = Scotland)

      Bainnse – wedding

      Bawbag – scrotum (Scots insult)

      Click – minute (30 Earth minutes are 20 intergalactic clicks)

      C-suit – camouflage suit that helps aliens blend in with humans

      Fraoch – a shrub plant similar to heather

      Hogmanay – the Scottish New Year's Eve

      Lady Beyra – Albyan Goddess (based on the Scottish/Celtic Beira myth)

      Leannan – sweetheart, my love

      Migges – midges (tiny mosquitos aka miniature demons who love to torment this particular author in her garden)

      Pit air iteig – for fuck’s sake (literally: flying vagina)

      Rotation – Albyan year

      Quantnet – intergalactic internet

      Sgid/sgidding – fuck/fucking

      Taigeis – a fluffy round animal based on the Scottish haggis

      Ton air eigh dhut – fuck you (literally: may your arse hit the ice)

      Uisge beatha – whisky (literally: water of life)
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      Cyle

      For the first time in a rotational decade, I felt a spark of hope that this wasn’t the end of my species. Seeing my brother with his new mate fed my drive to find a solution. They were mates even though she was an alien. Nobody had thought it possible, yet here they were, handfasted and utterly in love.

      Ever since returning from Peritus, or Earth, as the natives called their planet, I’d spent all my waking hours in my lab. After sleeping on my chair for several nights, a bed magically appeared in my office. On one of my many to-do lists was a note to increase my assistant’s rise. He always knew what I needed before I did. Without him, I’d probably forget to eat and sleep altogether.

      The weight of responsibility weighed heavily on my shoulders. I was Albya’s First Scientist, and it was therefore my task to find a solution to our extinction problem. There were two strands to the issue: finding new female mates on other planets and curing the Sleep that had affected our own females. For almost a generation, our females had been comatose. No cause or cure had ever been found. Many had perished since, but there were still enough left to restart our population.

      Some people preferred finding a cure. They didn’t want to mix our species with another.

      They didn’t know what I knew. My father had burdened me with the terrible secret before he’d killed himself out of guilt, taking my mother with him. Not even my brother knew. I was the only Albyan who was aware of what had really happened. How the Sleep had swept over our females.

      Yet even that knowledge hadn’t helped me in finding a cure. I’d spent all my adult life trying to find a solution. If I didn’t find one, we’d go extinct. Already, males outnumbered females twenty-to-one. Some of the females slumbering in their deep Sleep were no longer fertile. And even before the Sleep, fertility rates had gone down.

      That’s why a few years ago, I’d shifted the priority of my research to finding mates among the stars. I’d sent out probes, traded genetic samples with other species, travelled to all the space stations in the galactic region. All in the hope of discovering a species compatible with Albyans.

      And then I’d found them. Peritans. A primitive species on a backwater planet that had only just begun taking its first steps into space. If the Intergalactic University hadn’t provided me with copious samples to replicate my results, I would have discarded them as an option. I’d been looking for species that had travelled the stars for aeons, who may have had contact with Albyans and carried part of our genetic code.

      After seeing just how similar Peritans were to us – although they lacked mating antennae and a second set of arms – I’d come up with various theories. I couldn’t prove it, but I was convinced that Albyans may have landed on their planet long ago, adding to their gene pool, making the mating bond possible.

      I looked at the image of my brother and his mate that I had flung onto the screen opposite my desk. It was for motivation. The way they looked at each other with adoration, the way Thorrn held her in his arms, it was all I needed to put all my energy into my research. One day, I might find a mate myself. But not until I had found a cure. I’d sworn that to myself at the very beginning. And I never broke a promise. Never.

      My commstick beeped, reminding me that it was time to head to the spaceport. The first batch of alien females was about to arrive. The Peritan dating agency I cooperated with had sent me the genetic code of about a hundred of their candidates. It had been a moment of true joy when I’d discovered ten clear matches. There were more potential matches, but I didn’t have enough data yet to verify those connections. Once the ten females arrived and met their males, I’d be able to study them. The males had all agreed to various tests. I couldn’t wait for the data to come in. After not a single positive result in years, this was almost overwhelming.

      I’d calculated that we’d need at least 250 breeding couples to keep our species alive. If all ten matches worked as well as that of Thorrn and Jenny, that left only 239 to go. The unsurmountable task that had loomed over me for so long now seemed almost achievable. Of course, I wanted more than just 250 males to find their mates. If only such a small number of Albyans got a female, there was a danger of jealousy, violence, even civil war. The Council of Elders had warned me about publicising the magic number, so I’d kept it to myself.

      The commstick vibrated again, but I stayed seated. Something made me want to stay here. As a scientist, I felt the need to analyse my emotions and motivations. I was a logical person. I rarely got emotional. But now, some strange feeling made my stomach clench. I closed my eyes and examined my emotions before they got too overwhelming.

      Worry. Sadness. Anticipation. Fear.

      I delved further into my heart, separating the individual feelings to analyse them. It was an exercise I’d done since my childhood. My mother had taught me. Sometimes, my emotions had taken control and I’d acted without thinking. This was my strategy to prevent that from happening.

      I was worried that not all ten matches would happen.

      I was sad that I wasn’t one of the males at the spaceport waiting for their Peritan female to arrive.

      I was excited that this was finally happening. That a solution may be in sight.

      And I was scared that I would never get a mate. That I’d stay alone forever. That I’d have to watch my brother and his mate be happy together, have offspring, have the kind of life every Albyan dreamed about.

      This last emotion worried me. This fear could easily lead to jealousy. Both would distract me from my work. I had to stay cool-headed and use pure logic to fulfil my mission.

      I breathed in deep, held my breath for a click until I could no longer, then breathed out, pushing all those unruly feelings out of my mind.

      When I opened my eyes again, I was calm. And I knew that going to the spaceport wasn’t a good idea. It was better if I stayed in my lab and worked on determining the next batch of potential mates. Now that all Albyans knew of Thorrn and Jenny, they were eager to get their own female. I hadn’t thought the pressure on me to succeed could get any greater, but I’d been wrong. An entire planet was putting its faith in my team and me.

      I couldn’t fail.

      If I did, Albya would cease to exist.
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      Vhom, my assistant, didn’t seem surprised in the slightest to find me hunched over the holobase, swirling DNA fragments around like puzzle pieces. I’d found three more matches already. The algorithms were starting to learn and I no longer had to do as much manual searching. In maybe another ten matches, they should be extensive enough to do this on their own.

      “Three matches!” Vhom exclaimed, leaning over the holobase. “That’s excellent. Anyone we know?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t look at the names, just their database number. Names don’t matter.”

      Vhom tsked. “Maybe not for you, but for the three males you just found a mate for, it will matter more than all the stars in the universe. May I look?”

      I knew he secretly hoped that one of those males was him. It was a microscopically small chance, but I decided to indulge him.

      “Go ahead. Why aren’t you at the greeting ceremony at the spaceport? I assumed everyone would go.”

      My assistant sighed. “I don’t think I could stand it. I’m not a jealous male, but…”

      “I understand,” I admitted, surprising myself. “Would you like to watch it from here?”

      “I’d rather not. Is there anything I can help you with instead?”

      I mentally went through the list of tasks that I’d paid no attention to since we’d returned from Peritus. I’d been too elated to think of all the things I did routinely.

      “You could check on our control group of sleeping females,” I suggested. “I’ve not done that in a while. I doubt anything has changed, but we need to keep adding to our data.”

      Vhom nodded. "I will."

      I remembered that one of the females we'd been observing since the beginning of the Sleep was his mother. Vhom was still young; he’d been a boy when the Sleep had come, so it was no surprise she was still alive. As long as Vhom's father lived, she'd survive for many more rotational decades. 

      It was one of the strange things about the Sleep that females died when their mates perished. They simply stopped breathing as if they were somehow bound to the fate of their males. Females who'd been mated to other females stayed alive, both of them trapped in the Sleep. 

      My assistant left the lab and I focused on my task once more, finding matches among Peritans and Albyans, all the while wishing that one of those females was meant for me.
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      Beth

      After a month spent on a spaceship, it felt good to have solid ground beneath my feet once again. After the first few days, I’d no longer noticed the slight vibrations, but now that we stood on a planet – a freaking alien planet! – I realised just how much I’d got used to the movement. My legs tingled, although that may have been due to the different gravity. Or the atmosphere.

      Everything here was new. And that was exactly what I wanted.

      "Laura, you're matched to Khran." 

      I watched as one of the younger women, a punk with bright blue hair and a temper to match, stepped away from our group and towards the human woman who was organising the welcome ceremony. She'd introduced herself as Jenny and told us she'd been matched to an Albyan male before she'd even realised that he was an alien.

      By now, I was used to their appearance. In fact, I couldn't imagine them without their second pair of arms, their bare chests, their kilts and dainty antennae. I'd used my four-week stay on the Starlight to learn as much about them as possible. The captain, Ghorr, had taken me under his wing after learning that I was an engineer and showed me the workings of the ship. I knew he'd hoped his mating antennae would activate to prove that I was his mate, but they never did. I liked him as a friend, nothing more. Just before I'd disembarked, Ghorr had invited me to stay at his estate in the foothills of the Daor Mountains. He'd made it sound like paradise on Earth - well, Albya - so I was definitely going to take him up on that offer at some point. But first, it was time to meet my mate.

      "Beth, you're matched to Obi."

      I knew that. I'd looked at his photograph every day since I'd been given his sparse file. Obi. A giant of a man. About forty years old in Earth time. An architect who specialised in building offices. Silver rings around his antennae stalks. A stubbly beard. And not a smile in sight. Not on the picture and not now that he stepped away from the other males. 

      Maybe he had a physical problem that prevented him from smiling. I grabbed my handbag a little tighter and walked towards him.

      Khran had tried to hug Laura. Obi didn’t do such a thing. Maybe he didn’t want to touch me. My scars tended to have that effect on people. They either turned away in revulsion or treated me as if their touch could break me. Or ignored me as if I wasn’t even there.

      Obi looked at me with bright green eyes – the same colour as his kilt – and held out all four of his hands. I had to suppress a grin. He looked ridiculous. I shook his lower two. His grip was weak as if he didn’t want to hurt me. His lips finally curved into a semblance of a smile, but it looked forced.

      “Welcome to Albya,” he said, his small smile already disappearing.

      His voice did nothing for me. I was all about voices. I’d listened to more audiobooks than I could count during our voyage across the stars. My phone was stuffed full of podcasts and yet more audiobooks. Deep, velvety male voices made me melt. Obi did not have such a voice.

      I looked him up and down and felt nothing.

      A slight commotion made me swirl around to see my friend June being kissed by her mate. He had all four arms wrapped around her and it didn’t look like he had any intention of letting her go. And she was kissing him back. I grinned. June had been one of the more sceptical women who wouldn’t have boarded the Starlight if she’d known just where it was headed. I, on the other hand, had been delighted to find out that we were travelling to an alien planet. The further away from my old life, the better.

      “Do you want me to kiss you?” Obi asked. He didn’t sound as if he wanted to.

      “No,” I said and realised it was the first word I’d spoken to him. This wasn’t going like I’d planned. For the past month, I’d imagined what our first meeting would be like. The Albyan crew had told us that we’d feel the mating bond right away. For both Laura and Khran, and June and her alien, it looked like it had been an instant attraction. People didn’t just kiss the first time they met without a certain pull towards each other.

      I felt no such pull. Obi was no different than any of the other males in the room.

      Maybe the mating bond needed physical touch to be triggered. Our handshake may not have been enough.

      “Alright, kiss me,” I said.

      In my dreams, Obi had wrapped his arms around me to pull me close before kissing me passionately. In reality, he simply leaned down and pressed his lips on mine. And didn’t move more than that. This had to be the most awkward kiss in the history of Albya. He simply stood there as if he didn’t know what to do next. Had he never kissed before?

      I cupped his face and opened my lips, hoping he’d get the hint.

      He stayed frozen. No reaction at all.

      I wanted to cry. This wasn’t at all what I’d imagined. The Beth of the past, before the accident, would have cried. But I didn’t. I’d not cried since my husband’s funeral. The last two years had made me a hard woman, erasing all softness and vulnerability. My heart was locked inside a steel bunker. I’d hoped that my Albyan mate might find a key to it. Now, I suspected it might never be released from the chains I’d wrapped around it.

      I stepped away from the male I was matched to. He licked his lips, then also took a step back, putting even more space between us.

      We stood there awkwardly. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t want to do small talk with my mate. We’d been told our connection would be instant. We’d feel like we’d known each other forever. Like childhood friends, finally reunited.

      I felt nothing.

      “Your attention, please!” Jenny called out. I was glad for the distraction. It gave me a reason to turn away from Obi. “We’ve prepared some nibbles for you all, so you can stay here for as long as you want. Ladies, you can decide whether you want to stay in a hotel in town or accompany your match to their home. No pressure. We want you to feel comfortable. Albyans, please give your females as much space as they need. If they prefer to sleep in a hotel, don’t make them feel bad about it. I know you’re all very keen to get to know your mates, but trust me, this will take time.”

      I let my gaze wander across the room. Most males looked disappointed at Jenny’s words. It would be interesting to see who would go with their alien and who would stay at a hotel. I definitely knew what I was going to do.

      I turned back to Obi. He wasn’t looking at me. Yes, I most certainly wasn’t going to stay with him tonight. We needed more time to get to know each other.

      Watching the other couples made me realise how different Obi and I were. The other pairs all stood close to each other, leaning into their mate’s personal space seemingly without being aware of it. You could almost see the pull between them. Some had given up resisting it and openly held hands already. None were as passionate as June and her mate, though. I looked for them, but they’d left the room. I smirked, imagining what they might be up to. I had no doubts that they’d end up in bed by tomorrow at the latest.

      “Shall we leave?” Obi asked me. “I have a shuttle parked nearby.”

      “Leave? Go to your home, you mean?”

      “Of course. Why stay here? We can talk at home. Say your goodbyes.”

      He still didn’t smile. And he expected me to go to his house without even having any kind of connection? No way.

      “I’m going to stay at a hotel,” I said firmly. “We can meet up tomorrow.”

      He frowned. I was almost glad to see that his expression could change and wasn’t always passive. “But you’re my mate. You should stay with me.”

      “Right now, we’re not mates. We were matched by the agency. If I understand correctly, we only become mates once we’ve done the handfasting ceremony, right?”

      “Or until the male claims his female,” he said in his monotonous voice. “I intend to claim you tonight.”

      I took a step back. What the fuck was he talking about? Was he in some other reality where we already knew each other, loved each other? There was no way on Earth - or Albya - I was going to jump into bed with him. I’d not had sex since my husband had passed away. The next time I let a man touch me, it had to be meaningful and precious. No one-night-stands for me.

      “No, I’m going to a hotel.”

      I turned away, but he grabbed my arm and swirled me around until I was facing him again.

      “You’re my female,” he said with a soft growl. “You’re going to stay with me. It will look bad if you don’t.”

      Look bad. I almost laughed. He was concerned about appearances. I supposed Albya wasn’t all that different from Earth.

      “I don’t care what people think,” I hissed, now properly angry. “Look at my face. I’ve learned to ignore their stares, their whispered comments. I’m not going to your house just because you’re worried about what others will say. Tomorrow, we can meet and start over. For now, I’m going to bed.”

      I extracted myself from his grip and hurried off. I wanted to talk to Jenny, but I couldn’t see her anywhere. The other women were all busy talking to their matches - or kissing them, in at least two cases. A sour feeling was settling in my stomach. I was jealous of how easy they took to their aliens. The thought of kissing Obi made me want to puke. Maybe it would change once I’d actually had a chance to get to know him. He was a stranger. And an arse.
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