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 3013: REMEDY 
 
    Half D’Aire, half Reema, Kylir T’Kari is no stranger to cruel words and mocking stares. Some fear him for his uniqueness, others despise him, but mostly, people just don’t understand him. The way he sees it, that’s their problem, not his. He’s comfortable with who he is. His parents swear he hung the stars, and the ragtag crew of the Storm Rider is like a second family. The only thing missing from his life is someone to call his own. 
 
    Tasked with traveling to Xenthian to find an antidote for the infertility plaguing Earth’s women, Lieutenant Astrid Strong first has to find a way to get there. Recruiting a capable pilot with a reliable ship is easy. Realizing the hybrid brings desires to the surface she would rather keep buried, not so much. 
 
    But fate is a funny thing, and no matter how hard she tries, she can’t outrun it, can’t hide from it. Caught between a painful past and an uncertain future, she’s plagued with doubts and insecurities, and only time will tell if Kylir will be her curse…or her remedy.


 
   
  
 

 PROLOGUE 
 
    The world had changed in the year 3013. 
 
    Earth rebuilt their civilization after the Alien Wars ravaged the planet and an unknown virus nearly wiped out the entire population, but nothing could ever bring back what once was. A new age of mankind was born, but some of the edicts set forth for humans to survive have become obsolete in the ever-changing universe. 
 
    What fate has in store is uncertain, though, one constant is clear. In a cosmos filled with endless possibilities, love is the ultimate prize. Warriors from every species search the stars for love, and they will risk all to fight for those who hold their hearts. But danger is always present when worlds collide. As new challenges arise, all the known races must adapt and learn from their allies. However, not all desire peace, or to live in harmony.  
 
    And as a new year dawns, the battle for the future has only begun… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
    Walking into the Asylum on Alpha Station: X21, Kylir T’Kari paused just beyond the threshold and smirked. “Hi, Shay. Long time, no see.” He’d only been to the Krytos sanctuary twice before, but he never failed to be entertained. “How’s it going?” 
 
    Shay, a pretty Krytos with bushy, black hair, looked up at him and grinned as if she didn’t currently have her fingers tangled in a D’Aire male’s hair. “Kylir!” She tilted her head, trying to look past him. “Where’s Cord?” 
 
    Before he had a chance to answer, the D’Aire grunted and jerked his shoulders. “Let go of me!”  
 
    Shay’s upper lip curled back to reveal sharp fangs, and she growled as she grinded his head against the tabletop. She had one of his arms twisted up between his shoulder blades, and she leaned into him, applying more pressure with the knee pressed into the small of his back.  
 
    The mild-tempered angelic race usually exuded beauty and grace, but every once in a while, one of them would lose his temper and make an ass out of himself. Kylir didn’t know the why, but he had no problem figuring out the what. 
 
    Hands on his hips, he tilted his head back to stare up at the human male hanging by the strap of his boot from the light fixture over the table. The leg not attached to the ceiling stuck out to the side, bent at an odd angle. His eyes watered, and his face had begun to swell. Likely, his skin had turned an interesting shade of red by now, but it was difficult to tell in the crimson lights that glittered across the ceiling.  
 
    “Just because someone pisses you off,” Shay said with exaggerated calm, “it’s not okay to suspend them from the ceiling. Not cool, Nadim. Not cool.” 
 
    “He deserved far worse,” the D’Aire bit out, twisting his head far enough to look up at her with his ethereal blue eyes. “He insulted my brother.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? How’s that?” 
 
    “He called him an asshole.” 
 
    Kylir snorted and shook his head. He’d only met Drakin R’Daa once, but he could say with confidence that the human hadn’t been wrong in his assessment. He’d never had the pleasure of Nadim’s company, but judging by what he was seeing, it wasn’t a leap to assume being a dick ran in the family.  
 
    “Drakin is an asshole.” The Krytos female echoed Kylir’s snort. “You can’t fault people for speaking the truth.”  
 
    “Problem?” 
 
    Kylir followed the female’s gaze when her head snapped toward the bar.  
 
    “No,” she answered, confusion etched into the lines of her face. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    Axton and Zade Tavish stood shoulder to shoulder at the end of the bar, arms crossed, staring at her with identical expressions of amusement tinged with disapproval. Of course, that wasn’t the only thing similar about the brothers. Though separated by a few years, everything about them from their long, ebony hair to their knee-high leather boots was exactly the same. Same square jaws. Same sharp cheekbones. Same thin lips. Same black, leather vests and matching pants.  
 
    “You want to wrap this up?” Axton asked. 
 
    “We have guests,” Zade added, a smirk in his voice. 
 
    Striding deeper into the bar, his tail flicking lazily behind him, Kylir approached the brothers with a genuine smile. “I’m hardly a guest.” 
 
    Zade just arched a dark eyebrow at him. “Who said we were talking about you?” 
 
    Still holding the D’Aire immobile, Shay looked back and forth between Kylir and the brothers. “Huh?” 
 
    “Kylir! Where are you?” 
 
    Damn. He loved the kid, and he loved being an honorary uncle, but Cord had the worst timing. “So, about wrapping this up?” 
 
    Shay nodded once, then leaned in close to the D’Aire male. “Consider this your lucky day. When I let you go, you’re going to stand up, walk away, and you’re not going to come back today. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nadim answered through clenched teeth. “I understand.” 
 
    Considering Cord had been adopted by bounty hunters and spent most of his days with the rough-and-tumble crew of the Storm Rider, one might think he’d be accustomed to violence. However, the entire crew went to great lengths to shield him from their reality. They didn’t even curse around the kid, which usually resulted with some fairly humorous substitutions. Hearing a Krytos growl “flubber,” or a Helios babble nonsense words never failed to make him laugh.  
 
    “Kylir!” Cord called again, sounding all kinds of put out as he trotted into the sanctuary. “You were ’pose to wait.” Stopping in the doorway when he spotted Kylir by the bar, he fisted his little hands on his hips and stuck his right leg out in front of him. “My legs are too little. You gotta wait.” 
 
    Kylir hung his head as if properly chastised, but secretly, he was hiding a grin. “Sorry, kiddo.” 
 
    Of course, he knew Cord would forgive him. Despite being only four, he had the biggest, kindest heart of anyone Kylir had ever met. He was sunshine personified, and without even trying, he spread happiness wherever he went. It was just one of the reasons they all worked so hard to make sure his life was filled with nothing but good things.  
 
    Giving Nadim a steely glare, Shay released him and took a step back, watching him until he stood and started for the exit. Then, she took a deep breath and pasted on a bright smile before spinning toward the doorway.  
 
    “Cord! Come give me a hug.” She dropped into a deep crouch and held her arms open, laughing when he launched himself at her. “Oh, my stars, you’re getting so big. Have you grown?” 
 
    Cord smacked a wet kiss against her cheek and giggled. “Yep.” Leaning back, he held his arms out wide. “I growed this much!” 
 
    “You ‘grew,’ and that might be a bit of an exaggeration, leelan.” Dressed in a pair of green leather pants and a loose-fitting, white blouse, Cord’s mother, Isla, walked toward them, her fiery red hair fanning out behind her. Slowing her strides, she glanced at the human still hanging from the ceiling and arched an eyebrow. “Bad time?” 
 
    “Wow,” Cord breathed, tilting his head back as far as it would go to stare at the male. “Cool!” 
 
    “Uh…” Shay gave Isla a half-hearted shrug. “Just a little misunderstanding.” 
 
    “How’d he get up there?” Cord asked, his burgundy eyes dominating his face as he waved his little hand at the male. “Hi! Can you fly?” 
 
    Kylir started to laugh, and it wasn’t long before Axton and Zade joined in with him. The kid’s obsession with flying was certainly going to keep his parents on their toes.  
 
    “Where are your mates?” Shay asked. “Please tell me they’re not wandering the station unsupervised.” 
 
    She made a fair point. There was no telling what kind of trouble the three Cadell brothers would find if left unattended for too long. Since Kylir liked his job—and his head attached to his shoulders—he didn’t say so out loud. 
 
    Isla laughed and waved a hand. “They’ll be along in a minute. They have a special delivery for the commander.” 
 
    Straightening to her full height, Shay propped Cord up on her hip and grinned. “You found Ursa.” 
 
    Isla nodded, a shit-eating grin stretching her lips. “We did.” 
 
    Kylir smirked as well. 
 
    They’d been searching for the Krytos female who had murdered Isla’s mother for months. Even with Isla’s special gift that allowed her to locate a person after touching something that belonged to them, Ursa had proved just as elusive as her reputation claimed. In the end, they’d finally tracked her to a trading post on Reema, and Isla had single-handedly dragged her unconscious form back to the ship.  
 
    “Personally,” Kylir said, “I wanted to drop her out of an airlock.” If someone had murdered his mother, he didn’t think he’d have been so charitable. In his not-so-humble opinion, life in the Mars penal colony was too good for the mercenary. 
 
    “Believe me, it wasn’t easy to resist.” Isla’s eyes softened as she turned her gaze on Cord. “Some things are more important than revenge, though.” She shimmied a little, as if shaking off unpleasant thoughts. “Leelan, are you hungry?” 
 
    “We have cookies.” Zade grinned wide, showing off his fangs, and winked. “Come on, runt. I’ll race you to the kitchen.” 
 
    The minute Shay set him on his feet, Cord chased after Zade, giggling all the way through the sliding doors that led to the kitchen.  
 
    “Makes sense,” Axton muttered. “Mentally, they’re about the same age.” He laughed, though, taking some sting out of the insult. “Speaking of the commander,” he added, a little more strength to his voice, “she wants to speak with you.” 
 
    “Why?” Isla, Kylir, and Shay all asked at the same time. 
 
    “Kylir. She wants to talk to Kylir.” 
 
    “Me?” He suddenly felt like a child again, waiting to be scolded by his father for one of his many infractions. “Why me?” 
 
    At that moment, the kitchen doors slid open again, and Cord stuck his head out as he waved a cookie in the air. “Axton! I got you a blue cookie, ’cause it’s your favorite.” 
 
    “I’ll let Olivia give you the details.” Clapping him on the shoulder, Axton gave him a nod, then strode away from the bar. “Sorry. Have to run. Very important meeting.” 
 
    Smiling indulgently, Isla waited until he’d disappeared before turning her attention to the human male still swaying from the ceiling. “Hey, Teddy. Bad day?” 
 
    Recognizing the name, Kylir shook off his worry about the commander and took a step closer to get a better look. Sure enough, it was the same Theodore Drummond he’d known for years. He wondered when the male had transferred from X4 to the new space station. 
 
    “Hello, Miss Cadell.” Teddy lifted his head to stare at the boot that held him attached to the light fixture. “I’ve had worse.” 
 
    “I’m sure you have.” Isla tipped her head back and opened her mouth to reveal an impressive set of fangs, courtesy of her life-saving conversion to Krytos. “How about we get you down from there?” 
 
    Teddy bobbed his head as much as his awkward position would allow. “Yeah, I think I’d like that.” 
 
    Centering the table beneath him, Isla started to climb up on it, but Kylir got to her first, catching her around the waist and hauling her back.  
 
    “I’m not doubting your capabilities.” He held his hands up in surrender when she leveled him with a withering glare. “It’ll be quicker if I do it.” 
 
    Her expression turned considering. “Yeah, okay.” Then, she climbed up on the table anyway. “What?” she demanded when he shook his head. “Someone has to catch him.” 
 
    Shay just shrugged and hopped up beside her. “She’s not wrong.”  
 
    Knowing he’d never win an argument with the two headstrong females, he kept his mouth shut, pulled his shirt off, and unsheathed his wings. They were one of the few things he’d inherited from his father, along with his sharp cheekbones and white hair. The tail, he’d gotten from his mother, as well as the slight hiss that sometimes crept into his voice when he was pissed.   
 
    Everything else was a unique mixture of both D’Aire and Reema. 
 
    His wings were sharp and spindly, covered in leathery scales rather than feathery armor. He had the iridescent eyes that marked all D’Aire, but instead of blue, his were an unusual shade of pale green with slitted pupils. He was fair-skinned like his father, but with random patches of sage-green scales on his torso and limbs.  
 
    There wasn’t a specific term for what he was, though he’d been called many names in his life—half-breed, mutt, outcast, freak. The universe mocked him, mocked his parents for falling in love and producing such an abomination. There were plenty of hybrids throughout the galaxies, people who exhibited the perfect blend of different races. He’d never met another of his kind, didn’t know if any even existed, which meant he didn’t really fit anywhere.  
 
    He didn’t feel sorry for himself, though, and he’d long ago stopped caring what others thought or said about him. His parents loved him. The Cadell brothers had taken him in and given him a family among the crew of the Storm Rider. In many ways, he was luckier than most, and he reminded himself of that fact frequently.  
 
    “So, Teddy,” Isla mused, “how did you get yourself into this mess?” 
 
    “A misunderstanding.” 
 
    Shay snorted. “You called Drakin R’Daa an asshole.” 
 
    “Well, he is.” 
 
    “No argument here.” Isla placed a hand on his shoulder, then grabbed his belt with the other, nodding for Shay to do the same. “Okay, Kylir. I think we’re ready.” 
 
    With a gentle flap of his wings, Kylir lifted himself into the air to hover near the ceiling. “Hey there, Teddy.” 
 
    “Mr. Kylir.” The dock worker grinned toothily. “You’re flying.” 
 
    “It would appear so.” He glanced down at Isla. “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready,” she and Shay answered in unison. 
 
    Grabbing Teddy by the calf, Kylir hoisted him up a couple of inches, sliding the strap of his boot off the light fixture. “That should do it.” 
 
    His attempt to gently lower the guy into the waiting arms of the females went straight to hell when the added weight toppled the table. Isla fell first, and with her fingers still looped through Teddy’s belt, she jerked him right out of Kylir’s hands, sending her, Shay, and the dock worker all crashing to the floor.  
 
    Cursing under his breath, Kylir floated back to the ground, shaking his head as he watched Isla sprawl out on the floor and laugh like an idiot. The female might have the heart of a warrior, but her practical application often yielded unpredictable results.  
 
    “Oops,” she giggled, taking Kylir’s offered hand to pull herself to her feet. 
 
    “Fuck,” Shay yelled, shoving the male off her where he’d landed on her shoulder. 
 
    Clearly drunk, the fall didn’t seem to faze Teddy at all. Rolling onto his knees, he paused on all fours for a heartbeat, then staggered to his feet.  
 
    “Much obliged.” He tipped an invisible hat at them. “Ladies. Gentleman.” With a cheery wave, he turned and started toward the exit. “Good day.” 
 
    Shay huffed out a breath and shook her head as she stood. “Idiot.” After righting the table and chairs, she jerked her head toward the bar. “Want a drink?” 
 
    Pulling his shirt back on, Kylir followed behind Isla, noticing the emptiness of the sanctuary for the first time. Considering the number of people he had passed in the corridors and atrium, Asylum should have been just as busy. “It’s kind of dead in here. Where is everyone?” 
 
    “It’s barely after breakfast,” Shay called over her shoulder. “Not a lot of day drinkers, but things will pick up after lunch. By dinner, the place will be packed.”  
 
    “As will the med-bay,” came a sarcastic reply from the entrance. Commander Olivia Tavish looked as polished and put together as ever in her Alliance uniform. “So, I found these guys wandering around the station.” She flicked a hand over her shoulder to indicate the six Krytos males behind her. “I thought you might want them back.” A visible shudder rippled through her. “Please take them back.” 
 
    Slade, Bastian, and Knox Cadell ignored her jibes as they marched across the bar to surround their mate. For her part, Isla took it all in stride, greeting each of them with a smile and a kiss. 
 
    Kylir couldn’t remember the other males’ names, but he recognized them as Shay’s mates. Stars, it felt like everyone he knew was falling in love and living out some fairytale romance. Everyone except him. His mother often reminded him that at twenty-nine, he was still young, but the truth was that no one knew for sure if he’d ever have a true keeper like other D’Aire, or if he’d find and bond with a confrere like the Reema.  
 
    Sometimes, late at night when he was all alone, he prayed fate would intervene and send him a keeper. It was a desire he’d never voiced aloud, not even to his parents, but he doubted any female would be able to look past his oddities otherwise.  
 
    On the other hand, he wanted real love, not some mythical fabrication of the emotion. He couldn’t decide which would be worse—mating someone who was with him because she didn’t have a choice, or finding his keeper, only to have her reject him.   
 
    “Kylir.” Olivia barked his name as if she’d already repeated it a few times. 
 
    “Sorry,” he mumbled, shaking off his melancholy. “What can I do for you, Commander?” 
 
    “Could I speak with you in private for a minute?” 
 
    He glanced at the happy trios by the bar, but no one seemed to be paying any attention to him. “Sure. Is there a problem?” 
 
    “No problem.” She tapped at her wrist unit while she spoke. “Wait for me in that back booth.” Without looking up, she waved her hand in the vague direction of the far corner. “I’ll be right there.”  
 
    He did as he was told without comment, although “right there” turned out to be more like fifteen minutes. Just long enough to spike his anxiety while he flipped through everything he’d ever done wrong in his entire life. Maybe she didn’t want him on the space station anymore. From what he knew about the commander, that didn’t seem likely, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d been kicked out of some public place. 
 
    “Sorry about that.” Appearing beside the booth, Olivia gave him a friendly smile. “Thanks for waiting.” 
 
    Mouth hanging open, he nodded dumbly, all of his attention fixated on the female at the commander’s side. Tall and slender, with luscious curves in all the right places, she was the type of beautiful that races throughout time had written sonnets, poems, and entire books about. 
 
    Long, soft curls cascaded over her shoulders like strands of spun gold, framing a heart-shaped face dominated by the biggest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen. Her flawless skin glowed in the dim lighting, marred only by the twin tattoos at the corner of her eyes.  
 
    The one on the right designated her as a scroll—a fertile, human female. The other he recognized all too well, and his stomach sank with disappointment, because the tattoo near her left eye meant she’d already been claimed by another. 
 
    “This is Lieutenant Astrid Strong. Astrid, this is Kylir T’Kari.” 
 
    The female graced him with a shy smile that went straight to his dick. “Hi,” she breathed, her voice almost musical. “Thanks for meeting with me.” 
 
    “I’ll do it,” he blurted. 
 
    Olivia laughed. “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.” 
 
    “Is it for her?” He inclined his head toward Astrid. 
 
    “Well…yeah, but—” 
 
    He nodded firmly. “Then, yes. Whatever you want, my answer is yes.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
    Seated in one of the Storm Rider’s eight-person emergency shuttles, Astrid ran her hands up and down her bare arms, trying to warm them. “Thank you again. I know this isn’t convenient for you, but I’m really grateful.” 
 
    It had been more than three months since the Ministry of Nations meeting that was supposed to give her permission to travel to Xenthian to study the curative properties of the water. While no one knew exactly what had happened—other than those in attendance—rumor had it that the Delta Station had been infiltrated, and those on board had been attacked. By whom and why was still the subject of debate, but she’d heard dozens of theories, each one more colorful than the last. 
 
    The Alliance had remained tight-lipped about the incident, which was to be expected, as were the current travel restrictions to certain parts of the galaxies. Still, being shuffled from space station to space station while the bureaucrats worked out what to do with her had been frustrating.  
 
    Technically, she had clearance to land on the planet. She just didn’t have the means. Travel to Xenthian was still banned since the meeting had been interrupted before the Alliance had concluded their negotiations with the race. Commander Tavish had spoken to her contact on Xenthian about an escort, but the Xenon had temporarily grounded their ships as well.   
 
    The only silver lining had been receiving permission from the ruler of the planet to make the journey to conduct her research. She just couldn’t arrive in an Alliance vessel. For weeks, she’d done everything in her power to persuade merchants, mercenaries, and even a few smugglers to take her, but she’d been denied at every turn. Some of the people she’d talked to had been outright terrified at the prospect. 
 
    So, when the commander had mentioned that she might know someone who would be willing to escort her, Astrid hadn’t hesitated. The identity of the person hadn’t mattered. Yet, in all her imaginings, she couldn’t have anticipated the likes of Kylir T’Kari.  
 
    “That’s about the ninth time you’ve thanked me,” the pilot mused. His voice was smooth as bourbon and filled with amusement. “I told you, it’s not a big deal. We just finished up with a job, and the rest of the crew is headed to X4 for a couple of weeks.” 
 
    Yes, he had told her. He’d also refused to accept any form of payment from her, although she’d offered him a small fortune in credits for his service. 
 
    “How will they get there without a pilot?” 
 
    He chuckled. “Autopilot. If something goes wrong, Alpha Cadell can fly the ship. He just doesn’t like to.” 
 
    She frowned. Kylir was obviously a hybrid, but she didn’t think there was any Krytos mixed in with the Reema and D’Aire. “Alpha?” 
 
    “Slade Cadell.” 
 
    “I know of him.” That hadn’t been what she’d meant, though. “Why do you call him ‘Alpha’ if you’re not a Krytos?” 
 
    He shrugged good-naturedly. “The same reason I call Olivia Tavish ‘Commander,’ even though I’m not human. Our crew may not all be Krytos, but we’re still a pack, and Slade is our leader.” 
 
    It made sense, but still, she pressed for more. “He takes care of you?” 
 
    “We all take care of each other.” 
 
    “You love them,” she deduced. “The crew.” 
 
    “We’re family,” Kylir answered simply. He turned to look at her from the pilot’s seat, his brow furrowed over his soft green eyes. “Are you cold?” 
 
    She’d donned her uniform for the trip, but she’d foregone the standard black-and-gray jacket with its off-center zipper. Unfortunately, she hadn’t anticipated how cool the pressurized air would be inside the shuttle.  
 
    “Oh, I’m okay.” According to the readout on the console, they’d be landing on Xenthian’s central island in less than an hour. She could tough it out until then.  
 
    “You’re shivering.” 
 
    She’d shivered once. 
 
    “And you keep rubbing your hands up and down your arms.” 
 
    That, she’d done twice. 
 
    “Here.” Leaning forward in his seat, he peeled off his black, hooded jacket and pushed it into her hands. “It’s nothing fancy, but it’ll keep you warm.” 
 
    “Oh, I really couldn’t.” 
 
    “You really can,” he countered. “Just put it on, Astrid.” 
 
    The way he said her name did all kinds of fun things to her pulse, and she shivered again. Only this time, it wasn’t from the cold.  
 
    “Thank you.” The fabric was still warm from his body heat, and she sighed in deep satisfaction as she pushed her arms through the sleeves. “Stars, it smells amazing.” Pressing her nose against the collar, she inhaled deeply. “What is that?” 
 
    Kylir looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “Uh…soap?” 
 
    The scent was a mixture of sweet and spicy with a hint of musk. Not like any soap she’d ever smelled. 
 
    With one, brief conversation, she’d learned a lot of important things about the pilot. He didn’t just give respect, but once it was earned, he was fiercely loyal. Whether by blood or by choice, family was family, and on his list of priorities, family ranked right at the top. He was open and honest, kind and generous, and he paid attention to the little things that most people either dismissed or overlooked entirely.    
 
    If he said he would protect her, she wouldn’t question him. If he told her he’d die for her, she would believe him. If he told her to leap out of an airlock, but promised her everything would be okay, she’d probably jump, because for fuck-all reason she could explain…she trusted him. She had known him for less than twenty-four hours, and despite the fact that she was suspicious and cynical of everyone, she trusted this stranger.  
 
    It didn’t make any sense, and frankly, it scared the hell out of her.  
 
    She’d spent months locked inside her own head, courtesy of the xili coursing through her veins. Thanks to the plant-based drug, she’d also been forced to bond with a despicable excuse for a human being, to smile and tell everyone who asked that she was madly in love with Henry Atwood.  
 
    The drug had made her into a blank canvas, susceptible to the most minute manipulation. Henry Atwood had made her into a pathetic, simpering fool.  
 
    It had been almost two years since she’d been freed of the compulsion and Henry had been given a one-way ticket to the Mars penal colony. Two years, and she still approached everyone she met with wariness and doubt.  
 
    Everyone, it seemed, except the male sitting beside her. She just didn’t know why. 
 
    Angling toward him in her seat, she leaned back against the armrest and watched him as if she could ferret the secrets from his mind if she stared hard enough. Reclined in his own chair, arms crossed over his broad chest, he looked relaxed and comfortable. He wasn’t as bulky as the Krytos males, or as stocky as the Helios, but his muscles were solid, well-defined, and his biceps strained the integrity of his plain, white T-shirt.  
 
    She imagined he hadn’t been shown much kindness in his life because of the circumstances of his birth. The tail had been unexpected, and she hadn’t known what to make of the patches of scales at first, but he wasn’t unattractive. In fact, he was quite handsome, strikingly so.  
 
    His shiny locks fell to the middle of his back in a silky curtain of pure white, a lovely contrast to his darker eyebrows and thick, envious lashes. The pale green of his eyes was as unique as it was beautiful, and the iridescence shifted the color across a wide spectrum of blue-greens depending on the way the light hit his face. His jaw was too soft to be considered masculine, but too square to be called feminine, and his high cheekbones were sharp enough to cut diamonds.  
 
    His lips, pale pink and slightly fuller on top, quirked into a crooked grin. “Take your time. I’m used to it.” 
 
    Heat crept up her neck and into her cheeks, and she lowered her head, embarrassed at being caught staring so inappropriately. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Like I said, I’m used to it.” He still smiled, but there was an edge to his voice now, a coolness that hadn’t been there before. “Yes, I have wings. Yes, my tail has nerve endings. Yes, it will grow back if you cut it off, but it hurts like hell, so don’t hope for a demonstration.” 
 
    Astrid’s hand flew to her mouth to stifle her gasp. “Someone cut off your tail?” 
 
    Clearly, that wasn’t what he’d expected her to say, because he sat upright and stared again, as if he’d never seen anything like her. “I was twelve, and it was an accident. Caught in a malfunctioning door on a shuttle.” He shrugged. “Just the tip. Hurt like a bitch and bled everywhere. Scared the piss out of my mom, but it grew back.” 
 
    While horrified by the story that he retold so nonchalantly, she marveled at the way he spoke. She’d never heard a D’Aire talk like that—or a Reema for that matter. Then again, she hadn’t encountered many bounty hunters, either. She kind of liked it. At any rate, it was better than the elevated speech most D’Aire employed that always made her feel somehow inadequate.  
 
    Swiveling toward her, he tilted his head to the side, baring his neck. “Yes, I have scales, but just patches here and there. Yes, I can fly, but I don’t much care for it to be honest. No, I don’t eat bugs. Yes, I can see in the dark, and even in ultraviolet.” His tone had turned mocking by the time he finished. “Anything else you want to know?” 
 
    Everything he told her was fascinating, and as a scientist, she had a hundred questions about his eyesight alone. As a human being capable of complex thought and fully functioning emotions, she’d never heard anything more heartbreaking. These were the types of conversations he had. These were the kinds of questions complete strangers thought it was okay to ask him, just because of his appearance.  
 
     Of course, he expected the same from her. He had no reason not to, and in a lot of ways, she understood him. After all, she had the unfortunate habit of always expecting the worst from people as well. 
 
    “I do have one more question.” 
 
    “Let’s have it.” He sounded resigned, but also…disappointed. 
 
    “What’s your mom like?” 
 
    “I—” He stopped abruptly and snapped his mouth closed. His lips parted, and he tried again, only to stop just as suddenly.  
 
    “Come on,” she encouraged. “Tell me. What’s her name?” 
 
    Finally, the steel in his eyes softened, and the tension in his shoulders melted away. “Her name is Soira. She’s smart and funny, and she has the best laugh. She’s a bit of a neat freak, but a terrible cook. She packs too much every time she leaves home, and yet, she always forgets something important. She always sang to me when I was little, and she still makes me soup when I’m sick.” 
 
    Astrid smiled, and her eyes welled with unshed tears. “She sounds amazing.” 
 
    “She is.” 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    “Ah, I thought you said just one more question?” 
 
    She laughed. “It’s more like 1-B.” 
 
    “All right, then,” he allowed. 
 
    It took him much longer to gather his thoughts about his dad, which told her a lot right there. “Start with his name.” 
 
    That got a small smile out of him. “Kasar. He’s smart, like my mom, but more disciplined. He’s fluent in three languages, and he’s embarrassed by the fact that he needs a language converter for the others.” His expression turned thoughtful, indulgent. “He’s competitive, but he always lets my mom win—games, arguments, it doesn’t matter. Every time he contacts me, before he says goodbye, he always tells me he’s proud of me.” 
 
    There was no stopping the tears this time. “You’re very lucky.” 
 
    “I know.” Sitting up straighter in his seat, he cleared his throat. “What about you? Are you close with your parents?” 
 
    Astrid used the sleeves of the borrowed jacket to wipe her eyes as she shook her head. “Not really.”  
 
    She didn’t have memories of her mother singing to her, and she had very few recollections of her fathers at all. They spoke on occasion, and she saw them during holidays. They didn’t even know about the hell she’d been through with Henry, and if she did tell them, they would no doubt blame it on her for being so weak.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    It was nice of him to say, but her reality didn’t sadden her. “We don’t hate each other or anything. They didn’t dump me at the Academy and disappear like a lot of other parents.” That had to count for something. “We’re just not that close.” 
 
    She wasn’t close with anyone. She knew people, worked with them, but she wouldn’t call them friends. Maybe that was why no one had noticed when she’d had a personality transplant while under the influence of the xili drug. No one knew her well enough to tell the difference.  
 
    Either way, dwelling in the past wouldn’t change anything, and she didn’t want to talk about her family anymore. Time to change the subject. 
 
    “Okay, if anyone can engage the autopilot to get from point A to point B, why do I need a pilot to take me to Xenthian?” 
 
    “Well, the most obvious reason is that it’s not your vessel.” He winked at her. “Otherwise, there are a couple of reasons. First, in case something goes wrong or the autopilot fails. Second, because Xenthian doesn’t have automated docking bays, so someone—meaning me—will have to set us down outside of the citadel.” 
 
    “They don’t have docking bays? What about landing pads?” 
 
    “Nah, nothing like that. Well, not yet,” he added. “Just a big, grassy knoll.” 
 
    Astrid frowned. For some reason, she’d expected the Xenon to be much further along in their technological advances. “You know a lot about it. Have you been to Xenthian before?” 
 
    Swiveling back to the console, he dipped his head. “Just once.” 
 
    “Oh, good.” She’d done as much research as she could, but there still wasn’t much information on the race. “What’s the protocol when I meet Vasili Blackthorn?” She inched to the edge of her seat and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Do I offer my hand? Lower my head? Not make eye contact?” 
 
    To her surprise and annoyance, Kylir laughed. “You’re meeting a king, not a stray dog.” 
 
    Oh. Right. Point taken. “So, should I bow?” She’d never met a king before, but that was what people did in those old fairy tales. “Yeah, I should bow.” 
 
    “I think you should probably just take a deep breath and relax. The Vasera is a former elite, and she’ll likely be the one to greet you.” 
 
    Commander Ivy Dalton of the exploration vessel known as the Dreamweaver. Crash landed on Xenthian. Mated to the ruler of the planet. Now, Vasera Ivy Blackthorn. A star—and infertile human female—who had recently given birth to the first Xenon-human hybrid in recorded history after being miraculously healed by something extraordinary on the planet. 
 
    It was a mystery, a puzzle to be solved, and the sole purpose for Astrid’s journey. If she could cure the virus left over from the war with the Zyphir, maybe things would finally start to change on Earth. If she could reverse the disease that still rendered so many women barren, there would be no need for fertility testing. No need to mark little girls as special or lacking before they really even knew who they were.  
 
    If any woman could conceive, the importance placed on fertility would be null. The special few who bore the scroll tattoo wouldn’t have to worry that a pair of elites might claim them against their will. Parents wouldn’t sell off their daughters. People would bond because of love, not duty.  
 
    Eradicating the virus was only the catalyst, though, the start to finding a solution for the real problem. No matter how long it took, she wouldn’t quit. She wouldn’t give up. Failure was not an option.  
 
    “How long until we land?” 
 
    In answer, Kylir pointed through the wide window in front of them. “We’re here.” He didn’t look at her, but the corner of his mouth curled slightly. “Welcome to Xenthian.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
      
 
    The flight to Xenthian had only taken a few hours, but it had felt like years to Kylir.  
 
    Sitting close enough to smell Astrid’s floral perfume. Trying not to react every time she said his name. Holding himself in his seat each time she smiled at him. Not pulling her into his arms to shield her against sad memories.  
 
    It had been fucking exhausting.  
 
    The entire trip had been hell, because despite having the desire to do all those things, he didn’t have the right. Great galaxies, he felt like an ass just for thinking such thoughts. She wasn’t his, and according to the swirling pattern of lines with the initials HA near her left eye, she never would be.  
 
    “Welcome to Sommervail.” Vasera Ivy Blackthorn nodded. She didn’t offer a hand to shake, but that was probably because she had her arms occupied by a squirming infant. “This is Ellora.” 
 
    Astrid’s eyes rounded comically, and her lips moved to form words, but no sound came. Shaking his head, Kylir smiled brightly and lowered his head a fraction in the universal sign of respect.  
 
    “Thank you for the welcome, Vasera, and congratulations. She’s as lovely as her mother.” 
 
    The child was indeed a beauty with raven curls and big, golden eyes that seemed to look right down into his soul. She couldn’t have been more than six months old, but there was something about her energy that felt…ancient. 
 
    He couldn’t hear people’s thoughts or see the future like some D’Aire. He wouldn’t know how to perform a mind scan if his life depended on it, and he wouldn’t want to at any rate. He wasn’t a seeker, nor was he a walking lie detector, but he could sometimes get a read on someone’s energy. Although, that probably wasn’t the best way of describing it.  
 
    What he felt wasn’t necessarily emotions, but not exactly energy, either. It was somewhere in between, something altogether unique. He’d never had much use for it, especially since the ability was inconsistent at best. It was more something that happened to him rather than something he purposely used.  
 
    “My mate is in a meeting at the moment, but he’ll be along a little later. I’m sure you’d like to get settled after your journey.” Turning her back on them, she flicked her fingers toward a set of towering, wooden doors. “Or would you like something to eat first?” 
 
    Intrigued by the way the doors opened of their own accord with barely a sound, Kylir started to follow the Vasera, but paused when he realized Astrid still hadn’t moved. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Her eyes practically sparkled when she looked up at him. “I’ve never seen magic up close before. It’s kind of amazing, isn’t it?” 
 
    Ivy had opened a door. Nothing more. It really hadn’t been much different than the automatic doors on the shuttle.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s amazing,” he answered without a hint of sarcasm. “We should probably follow her, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Oh, right.” Still, she didn’t start walking until Kylir gave her a little push between the shoulder blades. 
 
    Together, they followed Ivy into a cavernous room illuminated by tiny balls of flame that flickered and danced within opaque glass orbs that floated overhead. Now that was impressive, much more so than opening a door.  
 
    “Hello, leelan.” Rising from a long, wooden table situated in the middle of the grand hall, a petite female with golden hair held her hands up in front of her. “Here, let me take her while you entertain your guests.” 
 
    Dressed in a gown made of shimmering blue, she swept toward them with graceful strides, her kind eyes taking them each in before settling on the babe in Ivy’s arms. When she reached them, she stretched her arms out a little farther, laughing when the child cooed and leaned toward her. 
 
    “Ava, are you sure?” Ivy asked, her jade eyes weary. “How are you feeling today?” 
 
      A wave of sadness seeped into Kylir, the emotion so powerful he could feel it like a physical punch, and he rubbed absently at his chest as he watched the females. Disoriented by the sudden onslaught of feeling, he took a step back, then another, shaking his head as he did so. Something lingered beneath the sadness, something cold and hollow. 
 
    It felt like…death. 
 
    Dainty fingers touched his elbow, dragging him out of the hell he’d fallen into and chasing away the chill. “Are you okay?” Astrid asked. She took a step closer, pressing right against his side, and stared up at him with obvious concern. “You look really pale.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah.” He paused to clear his throat. “Yeah. Good. Just good. I mean, fine. I’m fine.” His gaze flickered to the female called Ava, and words just tumbled from his mouth without his permission. “You’re dying.” 
 
    Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. He hadn’t meant to say that. Holy fucking nova, he didn’t know why he’d said that. He didn’t even know how he knew.  
 
    “I am,” Ava answered as she took the child from Ivy and cradled her close, nuzzling the top of her tiny head. “Don’t be sad for me.” She smiled, and her warmth settled over him like a living blanket. “I’ve lived a long and wonderful life, warrior. It is simply my time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.”  
 
    Why, he didn’t know exactly. He was sorry she was dying. Sorry that he’d said so out loud. Sorry that there was nothing he could do to help. Sorry for being sorry. Damn, he was a mess. 
 
    “Empathic?” Ivy asked as casually as if they were discussing the weather. 
 
    “Not really.” Taking another step back, he shook his head. “I mean, I get flickers here and there. That’s about it.” 
 
    “But not since you landed on the planet,” she deduced, her smile a little too knowing. “Don’t freak out. It happens a lot here. Abilities are kind of amplified on Xenthian, especially when you’re first acclimating.” Lifting her right hand, she tapped at her temple with her index finger. “Trust me. I know from experience.” 
 
    A soft gasp came from his left side, and Astrid snatched her hand away from his arm as if he’d electrocuted her. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Why are you sorry?” She hadn’t done anything wrong, and he rather liked having her hands on him. 
 
    “Touch usually makes a gift like yours stronger.” Crossing her arms behind her, she moved farther away from him. “I didn’t realize, but I’ll be more careful now. I don’t want to make things more difficult for you.” 
 
    A tinkling laugh came from across the room, and Kylir glanced up in time to see Ava sweeping through a door with the child still tucked into her arms. “What’s funny?” 
 
    Ivy smirked, but her eyes were on Astrid, not him. “I think he probably doesn’t mind you touching him.” One, sculpted eyebrow rose toward her hairline. “Something to think about.” She pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin, looking every bit the queen she was. “My new personal attendant, Darbi, will show you to your rooms.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Hello, sir. Lady.” A female appeared in front of him, literally materializing right out of thin air, and bowed shallowly. “If you’ll please follow me, I’ll show you to your quarters.”  
 
    A thick lock of her midnight hair had come unwound from the knot at her nape, and she ducked her head shyly as she tucked it behind her pointed ear. Stars, but she was tiny, even compared to the other females in the room. Thankfully, he didn’t get a huge rush of emotion from her, but he did detect an undercurrent of excitement.  
 
    “Hello, Darbi.” Astrid greeted the attendant with a smile and a bow of her own. 
 
    That did it. The excitement immediately morphed into panic that flooded Kylir’s veins and left his hands trembling. Grunting, he took Astrid by both shoulders, holding her firmly, and pulled her upright out of her bow.  
 
    “Oh. Am I not supposed to do that?”  
 
    The look Astrid gave him was so full of confusion he couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re fine.” She was trying so damn hard not to offend anyone, to conform to the culture and expectations of the natives, that he couldn’t bring himself to tease her. “Darbi,” he said, “when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Of course. Right this way, sir.”  
 
    Taking Astrid’s hand, he looped it through the crook of his elbow, pulling her along beside him as he followed Darbi out of the great hall. By the time they reached the wide, curving staircase, he realized why he still felt so on edge. Astrid wasn’t the only one who was nervous and trying her damnedest not to show it. The sweet-natured attendant was about to vibrate right out of her skin with anxiety.  
 
    “How long have you been the Vasera’s personal attendant?” 
 
    Darbi’s foot paused on the next step, but she shook her head and kept going. “Only a couple of weeks. I was a kitchen attendant before that.” She shook her head. “You’re the first visitors we’ve had since I changed positions, and I’m still learning my new duties. I’m sorry if I make a mistake.” 
 
    Winging his elbow out to the side, he nudged Astrid to get her attention. When she looked up at him, he tilted his head toward Darbi. It would be easy for him to offer words of encouragement to reassure the attendant, but he wanted Astrid to have a chance to make up for her earlier faux pas. Not because he thought she’d done anything wrong, but because she did.  
 
    Thankfully, she caught on right away. “Did you enjoy working in the kitchens?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, very much, but I enjoy caring for the Vasera as well. She’s very patient with me.” 
 
    At this, Astrid looked up at Kylir and mirrored his frown. “Why would she need to be patient?” 
 
    With her back still to them, Darbi shook her head again. “I often make mistakes. I’m slow, because I can’t use much magic, but Vasera Blackthorn always tells me to just try my best.” 
 
    Astrid’s frown deepened as they neared the landing at the top of the staircase. Just when it appeared she wouldn’t say anything, her expression cleared, and she straightened her spine with a bright—albeit, fake—smile.  
 
    “Then, you must be naturally gifted. I never would have known you hadn’t always been the Vasera’s attendant if you hadn’t told me. I’m sure she feels very fortunate to have someone so capable looking after her.” 
 
    Darbi stopped in front of a large, arched door, and spun toward them. Tears welled along her lower lids, but her smile was bright enough to rival a thousand suns. “Thank you, Lady Astrid. I’m touched and humbled by your kind words.” 
 
    Subtly, so as not to draw attention to himself, Kylir covered the hand that rested on his forearm and squeezed it gently.  It had been precisely the right thing to say, and he was proud of her, but still, the words shouldn’t have affected him the way they did. He shouldn’t have the insane urge to pull her into his arms and kiss her breathless.  
 
    Thankfully, before he could follow that disastrous line of thinking, Darbi spoke again. “Your room, my lady.” Her pale green eyes flickered toward the hand Kylir was still holding. “I’m sorry. I was told you would need two rooms.” 
 
    “Yes.” He dropped Astrid’s hand and took a measured step to the side. “We definitely need two rooms.” 
 
    Without missing a beat, Darbi nodded, her grin never wavering. “This way, Lady Astrid.” She pushed the door open, using her own strength instead of magic, and ushered them inside. “Your belongings are just there.” She pointed to a spot near the empty fireplace. “I hope everything is to your liking, but if you need anything, please ask.” Turning toward the door they’d just entered, she indicated a small panel with three buttons and a speaker. “This intercom will connect you to the kitchens, security, and the attendants.” She pointed to each button as she explained their function. “Is there anything I can do for you now?” 
 
    “I think I’m just going to unpack and shower, if that’s okay.” 
 
    Darbi lowered her head. “Of course, my lady.” Straightening, she looked up at Kylir as she motioned toward the door. “This way, sir. Your quarters are just next door.” 
 
    He followed, waving distractedly to Astrid as he left, his mind a million lightyears away. Before they’d departed X21, Commander Tavish had explained that their wrist units wouldn’t work on Xenthian, but he desperately needed to talk to someone. 
 
    “Darbi, is there any way for me to contact someone off the planet?” 
 
    “Of course, sir.” Inside his room, she led him to a massive mirror hung over a writing desk and encased in ornate gold. “Please know that any communication will be monitored. I’m sorry for the lack of privacy, but—” 
 
    He waved away her apology. “No, that’s okay.” Tightened security was only to be expected, and what he had to say wasn’t really a secret. “I understand.” 
 
    With a nod, she climbed up on the writing desk and pressed a small, black dot in the upper corner of the mirror. The reflective surface shimmered, then melted away, revealing a glowing opaque screen. Jumping back down to the floor, she smoothed her hair back from her face, then folded her hands together in front of her.  
 
    “What is this?” He’d never seen anything like it, but it was pretty damn cool. 
 
    “Comm glass. I understand that it works similar to your wrist unit, but if you need assistance, I’d be happy to help.” 
 
    “I think I’ve got it.” He forced himself to smile, but inwardly, he was eager to be alone. “Thank you for everything, Darbi.” 
 
    She bowed her head, then simply vanished from the room without another word. Poof right out of fucking exitance. Kylir sighed. That was going to take a while to get used to. 
 
    Alone in the room, he took a minute to calm his racing heart, then stepped in front of the comm glass. “Contact Kasar T’Kari on the D’Aire home world.” 
 
    The communication devised beeped twice before a pleasant, feminine voice spoke. “Contact not identified. Failure to initiate communication.” 
 
    He grunted, but really, he should have expected it. Lifting his arm, he brought up his father’s contact information on his wrist unit, then relayed the details to the AI attached to the comm glass. A heartbeat later, his father appeared in the mirror. 
 
    “Kylir, is something wrong?” 
 
    “Hi, Da. Good to see you. How have you been?” 
 
    His father gave him a bland look. “Apologies. It’s good to see you as well, son.” 
 
    Kylir chuckled. “No, nothing’s wrong, but I do have a question.” 
 
    Kasar watched him, his blue eyes narrowed at the corners. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Xenthian.” 
 
    Shock crossed his father’s face, just a minute change in expression that was gone as quickly as it had come. “Okay, ask your question.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, then another, he opened his mouth, but the words he’d meant to speak stuck in his throat. It took three tries, but eventually, he managed to stumble through what he wanted to ask.  
 
    “How did you know Mom was your keeper?” 
 
    If it had been his mother, she’d have squealed for joy, then gone on forever, wanting to know everything about the female who had finally won his heart. His father just blinked once, very slowly.  
 
    “The universe stopped.” 
 
    Well, that wasn’t very helpful. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Kasar gave him one of his rare chuckles. “Just that, son. The universe stood still, and there was just your mother. No one else existed. It was a little like feeling every emotion all at once, and I almost passed out from the intensity of it.” 
 
    “Oh.” Hanging his head, Kylir rubbed the back of his neck, disappointment settling into his heart. “Okay.” 
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    His head snapped up immediately. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “It’s not the same for everyone, son. With your mixed blood, it may not be as intense for you. That doesn’t mean what you feel is wrong. It’s just different.” 
 
    Hope blossomed, then instantly vanished in a wave of pain. “Da?” 
 
    “Yes, son?” 
 
    “If she is my keeper…” 
 
    His father dipped his head encouragingly.  
 
    It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. 
 
    “Da, what do I do if she already belongs to someone else?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR  
 
    It had been months since the dream had woken Astrid in the middle of the night. Three months and four days since she’d bolted upright in bed, gasping for air and shaking so violently it felt like her bones would shatter.  
 
    A hand on her thigh. Lips against hers. A soft breath. A whispered “yes.”  
 
    Revulsion.  
 
    Fear.  
 
    Emotions raged against what her mind told her was right. Her instincts pounded against her consciousness, desperately trying to pull her to the surface. She was scared, but she didn’t know why. Angry for no reason. It felt like dying, like being erased, but she couldn’t fight it. She didn’t want to fight it. All she had to do was listen to Henry, and everything would be okay.  
 
    Listen. Obey. Everything was just as it should be. 
 
    Throwing the blankets back, Astrid launched herself off the bed, rubbing violently at her face as if she could scrub away the memory. The dream haunted her, tormented her, and tore away bits of her sanity. Still, she refused to let it break her. 
 
    She paced for a long time, back and forth in front of the empty fireplace, trying to shake the nervous energy that battered against her. Her black tank top clung to her sweat-dampened skin, but goosebumps broke out over her bare legs.  
 
    “Hydrogen. Helium. Lithium. Beryllium.” Fisting her fingers around the hem of her sleep shorts, she continued pacing. “Boron. Carbon. Nitrogen. Oxygen.” 
 
    Halfway through the periodic table, her pulse had begun to slow, and her breaths came more evenly. Three-quarters finished, and the shaking subsided. By the time she reached Ununoctium, the panic had subsided, and reason had returned. 
 
    She wasn’t on Avox anymore. Henry was in a cell on Mars, unable to hurt her ever again. Her past didn’t make her weak, and she couldn’t let it define her.  
 
    Inhaling deeply, she held the breath for a count of three, then released it slowly before pushing open the double doors and stepping out onto the balcony. The night was cool but not cold, and the breeze that kissed her skin held a hint of the sea. The silence washed over her, calmed her, and she tilted her head back, letting the stillness envelop her.  
 
    “Couldn’t sleep? 
 
    The words were hushed, probably so as not to startle her, but she had no trouble recognizing the voice. “No, but it looks like I’m not the only one.” 
 
    Dressed in nothing but a pair of loose-fitting lounge pants that hung low on his hips, Kylir rested his elbows on the low, stone barrier that separated their balconies. His white hair gleamed in the moonlight, falling down over his shoulders and drawing her eyes to his sculpted chest.  
 
    “Anything you want to talk about?” 
 
    It was on the tip of her tongue to deny him, but something stopped her. Instead of a firm “no,” she found herself saying, “You first.” 
 
    “Just thinking,” he answered evasively. “Trying to work through a problem that I’m not sure has a solution.” 
 
    Concerned by the sadness in his tone, she took a step toward him. “Sometimes, things are a little clearer when you say them out loud. Maybe I can help.” 
 
    His gaze caressed her, heated but cautious. “Aren’t you cold?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    She wouldn’t push, but she wasn’t going to give him an easy out to run from his problems, either. Sure, it made her a hypocrite, but helping him sounded a lot better than dealing with her own baggage. 
 
    “Do you believe in fate?” 
 
    The scientist in her balked at the idea, but she answered honestly. “Yes.” 
 
    Kylir nodded slowly. “Do you think fate can be wrong?” 
 
    “I think that sometimes, fate tests us. I think that while the journey isn’t always easy, and it can feel like we’re just wandering in circles, the destination is always the same.” 
 
    “Do you think fate is testing you now?” His eyes moved to the mating mark on her face. “Is that why your bonded isn’t with you?” He continued to stare, his gaze burning into her. “Sorry,” he muttered when she didn’t answer. “I shouldn’t have asked that. It’s none of my business.” 
 
    “No.” Her mouth felt dry, and her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth, but she forced herself to swallow and continue. “I think fate is testing me, but not the way you mean. This mark?” She fingered the tattoo, picturing it clearly in her mind, seeing Henry Atwood’s initials etched into her skin. “This has nothing to do with who I am.” 
 
    Silence hung between them for a long time, before Kylir pushed away from the barrier and sighed. “I’m sorry. I feel like you’re trying to tell me something, but I don’t understand.” 
 
    It felt like the entirety of the Alliance knew what had happened to her. She’d heard her name whispered with pity on space stations, and her life had become something of a cautionary tale to others. She never talked about it herself, though, and she never let anyone close enough to ask.  
 
    She expected the panic to return, but staring into Kylir’s eyes, she felt…safe. 
 
    “The man that put this here is in prison.” She touched the mark again. “He stalked me. Drugged me. Claimed me against my will. He manipulated me. Used me. He did his best to break me, but here I am.” Taking a step back, she held her arms wide. “Still standing.” 
 
    “Then, why do you still wear his mark?”  
 
    He spoke so quietly, she barely heard him. 
 
    After Henry had been carted off to Mars, the Alliance had given her the choice to have the mating mark removed, but she’d refused. Partly, because it protected her from other elite males. The tattoo was immediately recognizable, and as long as she bore it, she didn’t have to worry about someone else forcing her to bond with them. The other reason was less practical but more important. 
 
    “I wear it to remind myself to be strong, vigilant. I wear it, so I’ll remember that the only person I can trust is myself.” 
 
    “That sounds like a very lonely way to live.” He stared at her for another heartbeat, then sighed. “You should try to sleep. Goodnight, Astrid.” 
 
    Without waiting for a response, he turned away, but not before she saw the single tear that tracked down his cheek glint in the moonlight. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Right hook. Left jab. Uppercut. 
 
    It would take about six weeks to get to Mars, which was far too long. 
 
    Ducking a wild swing from one of the sentries, Kylir responded with a knee to the male’s abdomen.  
 
    He wondered if one of the Xenon could just zap him there. Probably not. Maybe a Dragon Warrior. Too bad he didn’t know any Dragon Warriors. Okay, so six weeks. On the bright side, it would give him plenty of time to plan exactly how to find Astrid’s former bonded and peel the skin from his body, piece by excruciating piece.  
 
    He wouldn’t kill the asshole. Not right away. Oh, he’d make him wish he were dead. He’d make him beg for death. It still wouldn’t be enough. No amount of violence or pain he could inflict would ever be enough. 
 
    Another fist flew toward his face, but he blocked it easily. Tired of the game, he grunted as he drove his elbow into the sentry’s throat, then dispatched him with a hard kick to the chest.  
 
    “Next!” he roared. No one answered. Looking around the training pit, he snorted at the seven sentries sprawled in the sand, all nursing various wounds. “Fine. You can use magic. Now, someone get over here and let me hit you.” 
 
    “Rough day?” Dressed in black tights and a white T-shirt, Ivy stepped into the center of the pit. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Kylir glared at her. “Just working through some shit.” 
 
    She glanced from one side of the room to the other, taking in the wide stares of the sentries. “I can see that.” Bouncing up on her toes, she leaned her head one way, then the other, making the vertebrae in her neck crack. “So, you said I can use magic, right? You sure about that?” 
 
    “I’m not fighting you.” He’d never hit a female, no matter how pissed he was. Besides, throwing a punch at the queen of the entire race would probably be bad for his health. 
 
    She looked around again. “Well, it looks like I’m your only option.” 
 
    Dropping his bleeding hands to his sides, he shook his head and turned his back on her. “Forget it.” 
 
    Quick as lightning, the female appeared in front of him, her fist catching him hard in the jaw and snapping his head to the side. The next jab connected with his mouth, forcing him back a step. His lower lip throbbed, and a familiar coppery taste filled his mouth. Turning his head to the side, he spat the blood into the sand with a low growl.  
 
    “I told you I’m not going to—” His head snapped back again, and this time, he was sure the female had broken his nose. “Fuck! Would you stop hitting me already?” 
 
    The hard sole of her boot collided with the side of his thigh, forcing him down on one knee. “Are you going to fight back, or just sit there and bleed?” 
 
    It was instinct more than anything that had him lifting his hand to stop her next kick, this one aimed at his head. He caught her ankle, intending to topple her off balance, but the next thing he knew, she’d vanished, leaving him grasping at nothing but air. Reappearing on his other side, she swept her foot wide, connecting with his temple and sending him crashing into the sand.  
 
    “Good,” she sang, laughing as she bounced around him. “See? You almost had it that time. Try again.” 
 
    All rage and no skill, all of his training forgotten, he spun in the sand and dove at her. Of course, she sidestepped him easily, and delivered an elbow to the back of his head for good measure.  
 
    “One more time?” 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, he threw a series of sloppy punches that all missed their mark. Frustrated, he jerked to the side, swiping his tail at her, but the female caught the appendage in both hands, using the momentum to propel herself into the air. The punch she landed that time knocked him to the ground again and blurred his vision. 
 
    “You done yet?” 
 
    “Yeah.” She’d effectively beaten all the anger out of him. “I’m done.” 
 
    With a gracefulness he would never be able to imitate, Ivy lowered herself to the sand beside him and pulled her knees up under her chin. “So…want to talk about it now?” 
 
    Sometime during their fight—or more accurately, during his ass-kicking—the sentries had disappeared from the room, leaving him alone with the Vasera. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    “That’s fine. I’ll tell you anyway.” She rolled her head to the side, resting her cheek against the tops of her knees. “Have you ever heard of xili?” 
 
    Kylir nodded. A few of their bounties had involved hunting down people accused of using the drug to alter trade deals. 
 
    “His name is Henry Atwood. He didn’t love her. He was obsessed with her. There’s a difference.” She stared at him pointedly. “Anyway, when she rejected his advances, he drugged her with xili and claimed her as his chosen.” 
 
    “How long?” He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer, but he needed to know. “How long was she like that?” 
 
    “Eight months,” Ivy whispered.  
 
    Kylir was going to vomit. “He did all of that to her, and the worst punishment the Alliance could conceive was to send him to Mars. It’s fucking pathetic.” 
 
    “I agree, but it’s over now.” 
 
    “Not for her.” Astrid Strong was as resilient as her namesake. Of that, he had no doubt, but wounds like those Henry Atwood had inflicted never truly healed. “Maybe for everyone else, but not for Astrid.” 
 
    “Hey,” came a voice from the other side of the room. “Did I hear my name?” 
 
    “Hey,” he echoed flatly, watching Astrid stride toward him. “How’s the research coming?” Sweet mother of the cosmos, she looked adorable in her white lab coat with her hair falling down from her messy bun. “Fuck, I love science.” 
 
    Next to him, Ivy fell into a peel of giggles that rang throughout the training room. “Smooth, big guy. Super smooth.” 
 
    “Oh. My. Stars.” Hurrying her steps, Astrid marched right up to him, then knelt between his legs. “What happened to you?” She traced his jawline with her fingertips. Brushed his hair back from his temple. Smoothed her thumb over his abused lip. “Kylir?” 
 
    He planned to answer her—just as soon as he remembered how to breathe.  
 
    Ivy laughed again. “He was…working through some shit.” Rising to her feet, she brushed the sand off her backside and waved. “Okay, I’ll leave you to it. Later.” 
 
    “I’m never going to get used to that,” Astrid mumbled when Ivy poofed out of the room. “She kicked your ass, didn’t she?” 
 
    Kylir nodded, still working on the whole breathing thing. 
 
    “Did you deserve it?” 
 
    He dipped his head again. 
 
    “Okay,” she said as if he’d given a perfectly reasonable explanation. “Uh…don’t be mad.” 
 
    A little ominous, but he doubted there was anything she could do that would make him angry. “Sure.” 
 
    “Well, since we need to clean you up anyway and treat these wounds, would you mind being my lab rat?” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but he shrugged anyway. “Whatever you want.” 
 
    “Great. Don’t move.” Hopping to her feet, she hurried back across the training center to fill a small ceramic cup with water from the fountain. She held the cup in both hands, walking carefully as if carrying something precious as she made her way back to him. “Here. Drink this. It’s just water. Nothing weird.” 
 
    Still not understanding, but wanting to please her, he took the cup and drank down the water in one gulp. “Thanks.” 
 
    Crouching in front of him again, she stared at him intently, tilting her head from one side to the other as she studied him. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Like I got hit by a freighter.” Not entirely true. He had felt that way before, but now… “Better. I feel a little better.” 
 
    “Remarkable,” she breathed. Leaning in, she took his face in both hands, turning his head to the left, then back to the right. “The bruises are completely gone, and the cut on your lip looks like it’s had days to heals, not minutes.” 
 
    He slid the lip in question out in an exaggerated pout. “Still hurts.” 
 
    “Poor baby.” Slow and easy, she leaned in and pressed her mouth to his. 
 
    So, of course, he reacted like any normal person would by jerking back and staring at her like a lunatic.  
 
    “I’m sorry.” They seemed to be saying that each other a lot. “I shouldn’t have done that. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.” 
 
    “No. I mean, yes. I mean…” Damn, his brain always seemed to malfunction around her. “You didn’t make me uncomfortable.” Ha! A whole sentence. “I just wasn’t expecting it. I’ve never kissed anyone before.” 
 
    For whatever reason, she didn’t look surprised by this. “Never?” 
 
    “No. Never wanted to.” Until he’d met Astrid. Now, he could think about little else.  
 
    “Kylir?” 
 
    Mesmerized by her nearness, he made a spastic movement of his head that might have been a nod.  
 
    “Am I…are we…I mean, I’m your…”  
 
    While she struggled to find the words, his brain finally kicked back online. “You’re mine.”  
 
    His keeper. His mate. His destiny. Whatever label she wanted to use, it all meant the same. She was his. 
 
    “That’s what you were trying to tell me last night.” Her expression turned thoughtful, but she hadn’t moved away from him. “When you asked me if I believed in fate.” 
 
    “Don’t be scared.” More than anything, he wanted her to be happy. Even if that meant letting her go. “It’s your choice.” With a shaking hand, he cupped the side of her face and smoothed his thumb across her cheek. “You can walk away.” It might just kill him, but he’d let her do it. “I have no expectations, onye.” 
 
    Her brow knitted, and her lips turned down at the corners. “I’m not getting a translation for that last word. It sounds Reema, though.” 
 
    Well, damn. Talk about sending mixed signals. Sighing in resignation, he started to pull his hand away, but froze when she leaned into it, nuzzling against his palm. 
 
    “Won’t you tell me?” 
 
    “It’s an old Reema word.” If she kept touching him like that, he’d tell anything she wanted to know. “The literal translation is ‘my heart,’ but that’s not exactly accurate. It’s more like, ‘the one who holds my heart.’” 
 
    Her smile was pure sunlight, and he basked in its glow.  
 
    “Like a keeper.” 
 
    “Yes,” he whispered. “Like a keeper.” 
 
    “Kylir?” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    She moved closer, straddling his thighs, and took his face between her hands again. “You’re about to have your second ever kiss. Are you ready?” 
 
    Although she didn’t wait for an answer, she moved slowly, giving him plenty of time to stop her if he wanted. He didn’t. When their lips met, he groaned, his entire body shaking with the effort to hold himself in check.  
 
    “Don’t think about it,” she murmured against the corner of his mouth. “Just do what feels right.” 
 
    She sounded so confident, he couldn’t help but obey. He stopped thinking. Stopped fighting himself, and let instincts take over. Locking one arm around her waist, he crushed her against his chest. Stars, she was so warm, so soft, and she fit against him like a puzzle piece, their bodies molded together in perfect symmetry.  
 
    Placing his other hand on the side of her neck, he applied pressure under her chin with his thumb, urging her head back to claim her mouth in a slow, tender kiss. When her tongue teased his lips, seeking entrance, he growled deep in his chest and opened for her. It wasn’t a battle. There were no winners, no losers. He had nothing to prove. So, he followed her lead, mimicking the way her tongue swirled lazily around his own until he felt assured enough to take the kiss deeper.  
 
    He didn’t know how long it lasted. It could have been seconds, maybe years, but when he pulled back, he saw the universe through new eyes. The beautiful, spirited, enigmatic creature in his arms was his, and he’d lay waste to whole galaxies to keep her safe.  
 
    “I don’t know if I’m ready for more—” 
 
    “Your choice,” he reminded her. Whatever she wanted, whatever she needed, she had only to ask. “We’ll go as slow or as fast as you want, or not at all. Anything you want.” 
 
    His feisty mate had the audacity to roll her eyes at him. “You’re sweet. Now, shush, so I can finish.” As easy as breathing, she pressed their mouths together again. “What I was going to say is that I don’t know if I’m ready for more right now.” That smile he loved so much returned, and she kissed him again. “However, I’m not going anywhere. So, you can knock it off with all the ‘not at all’ crap. Got it?” 
 
    Gods above, she was perfect in every way. He didn’t deserve her, but selfishly, he didn’t care. “Whatever you say, onye.” He pulled her closer, his lips curving against hers. “Whatever you say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
    “Okay, that’s the last sample.” Kylir adjusted the thermostat, then closed and locked the lid on the silver case. “What now?” 
 
    Every suggestion that flittered through Astrid’s mind was more inappropriate than the last. They’d spent nearly every waking moment together during the past two weeks, but physically, they hadn’t progressed past hand holding and kisses. She understood why, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating when she wanted him with a ferocity that frightened her.  
 
    “You look tired.” Dark circles bruised the skin under his bloodshot eyes, and she lashed herself internally for not realizing it before. “I can finish up here. Why don’t you go back to your room and get some sleep? I’ll wake you when I’m finished.” 
 
    “Nah, I’m fine.” 
 
    He always said the same thing, but he obviously wasn’t fine. It had started shortly after they’d left the Southern Isle, and the wall he seemed to be building around himself had steadily grown, brick by brick, ever since. She just didn’t understand why. 
 
    Nothing particularly interesting had happened on the southmost island of the planet. Vasere Snowden had been charm itself throughout their visit, though they hadn’t seen much of him during the week.  
 
    She had collected her samples and spent some extra time studying the various flora found in the sweltering jungles. Kylir had insisted on accompanying her on her research excursions, and she’d enjoyed watching his changing expression whenever she showed him something interesting.  
 
    Once she had finished her work for the day, they had stayed up late into the night, talking about anything and everything. On the last night there, she’d even fallen asleep in his arms, only to wake up alone in her own bed the next morning.  
 
    The week they’d spent on the Western Isle had been entertaining, to say the least. Vasere Sundale had greeted them upon arrival—well, he’d made an appearance and yelled at them to not get in his way. That had been the first and only time they’d seen him during their stay. Ivy had warned her that Jericho Sundale was rough around the edges, an “acquired taste,” she’d called him.  
 
    Astrid had just called him an asshole. Still nicer than the imaginative named Kylir had come up with for the Vasere.  
 
    Nights on the desert island were bitterly cold, but no attendant came to her room to light a fire. If not for Kylir, she might have frozen to death, because the only type of fireplace she’d ever used had been operated by voice command. Needless to say, standing in front of a blackened hole in the wall, screaming at it to turn on, had produced disappointing results. 
 
    Twice, her research had been halted because of massive windstorms that covered everything standing still in layers of sparkling, purple sand. With Kylir’s help, however, she’d managed to stay on schedule. He was proving to be every bit the angel everyone viewed the D’Aire as.  
 
    Her guardian angel. 
 
    “Why are you smiling like that?” 
 
    Astrid chuckled under her breath and shook her head. “Nothing.” Pushing to her feet, she brushed the sand off her backside—the stuff really was everywhere—and strolled toward the fountain in the center of the room. “Okay, I just want to test the water one more time, and we’ll be finished here.” 
 
    “Completely finished?” He didn’t even try to hide his dislike for the island anymore. 
 
    “Yes, completely finished.” Come morning, they’d load all of her samples into the shuttle and embark for the snowy mountains of the Northern Island. “I wonder if the snow here is different than it is on Earth. What do you think it’s like?” 
 
    Seated on the stone bench near the man-made streams that flowed through the underground temple, Kylir shrugged. “Cold.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, she turned back to the fountain, resting her hands on her hips as she stared up at the sapphire jewel that glowed from the top. Damn, she really wanted to get her hands on that thing but examining the Adderstones hadn’t been part of the deal. In fact, she’d been expressly forbidden from touching them. Still, she’d give just about anything to be able to study them. 
 
    The cavernous room stretched the entire length of the castle atop it with only one way in or out. It was a beautiful space with its marble tiles and ivory columns. Vines of colorful flowers climbed the stone walls, stretching toward the arched ceiling where more orbs of light floated and flickered. Beautiful, but a complete waste since no one was actually allowed to be there.  
 
    Of all the flowers that bloomed in the hall, it was the blue and pink petals that floated in and around the stone fountain that intrigued her the most. It was the same on every island—an Adderstone encased in a fountain, and pretty, delicate flowers floating atop the waters. The blooms came in various shapes and colors, and they were always called something different, but as far as she could see, they all held the same magical healing properties.  
 
    On the center island, the flowers had been called amrita. On the Southern Isle, saona. There on the Western Isle, they referred to them as kiza, literally “to heal,” and they blossomed in perfect little circles that dotted the shimmering green water.  
 
    “Okay, let’s do this.”  
 
    At every site, she started and ended her research by testing to see how quickly the waters and flowers could heal. Pulling a small, serrated knife from her utility belt, she took a deep breath and released it slowly as she pressed the tip to the center of her palm. Before she could pierce her skin with the blade, long fingers looped around her wrist, pulling insistently at her hand. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?” 
 
    She blinked up at Kylir. “I need to test it again. To see if it heals as quickly as it did when I arrived.” 
 
    “Okay.” He took the knife from her hand. “I’ll do it.” 
 
    “It’s okay. Really.” She reached for the blade, but he held it out of reach. “Kylir, it’s no big deal. I’m used to it.” 
 
    “You’re used to it?” The look he gave her was sharper than the dagger. “Blasted female,” he muttered under his breath as he drew the tip of the blade down the middle of his palm. “Good?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, that’s good.” Great galaxies, he’d cut so deep, and he hadn’t even flinched. “Just hold on.” 
 
    Picking up the wooden ladle that sat on the edge of the fountain, she dipped it into the shallow pool, collecting the healing water to pour into his hand. Like magic—which, she guessed it was—the bleeding stopped, and the skin began knitting itself back together.  
 
    “Less than a minute,” she announced, holding up her wrist unit when the wound had completely healed. “Now, I have to test the flowers.” 
 
    Kylir just nodded and pressed the dagger to his hand again. He was so damn calm about the whole thing, but Astrid couldn’t even watch. It wasn’t the blood that bothered her. It wasn’t even the violence of it that had her flinching away from him. It was knowing that the male she was quickly falling in love with had purposely caused himself pain, just for her. 
 
    Hurriedly, she gathered three of the petals from the water, stacked them neatly, and rolled them into a thin tube. “Okay, open up.” He did so at once, and she placed the flowers on his tongue. “I promise they don’t taste bad.” 
 
    “Kind of sweet,” he mused once he’d swallowed. “You’re right. Not bad.” 
 
    It took a little longer for the kiza to work its magic from the inside out, but seven minutes later, his skin was as smooth as if he’d never injured it. Satisfied with the experiment, as well as the fact that he was no longer in pain, she pressed a soft kiss to his palm before inputting the data into her wrist unit.  
 
    “Lady Astrid.” The male’s voice echoed through the temple, a pleasant sound that held a hint of a smile. “My lady, you should break now. It’s been several hours.” 
 
    Sentry Ejan Westwind strode toward her, the bronze inlays on his cream-colored tunic glinting in the overhead lights. He’d been assigned to them on their first day on the Western Isle, and he’d been surprisingly friendly considering everyone else in the castle pretty much ignored them.  
 
    As an unmated Xenon male, he stood only a couple of inches taller than her own five-nine, and he was about half as broad in the shoulders as Kylir. Yet, if he wanted, he could probably wipe the floor with both of them with nothing more than a snap of his fingers.  
 
    “Hey, Ejan,” she greeted with a cheery wave. “We’re just finishing up here.” 
 
    “Very good.” He carried a large, gold patter laden with fruits, vegetables, and meats in an array of sizes and colors. “I noticed you haven’t eaten today, Lady Astrid. I took the liberty of preparing some of our delicacies for you.” Placing the tray on one of the stone benches, he angled toward Kylir and lowered his head a fraction. “Sir.” 
 
    There was a very particular and dependable way of doing things on Xenthian. Never once had she seen or heard of a sentry preparing food for guests. That job always fell to the kitchen attendants. A small thing, but one that instantly put her on alert.  
 
    “Oh, that’s really kind of you, but I’m not that hungry.” 
 
    Ejan’s lips turned down at the corners. “I’ve been informed that humans are quite fragile. You must eat, my lady.” 
 
    Comparatively speaking, he wasn’t wrong. Humans didn’t have magic or claws or fangs. They didn’t have wings made of durable armor. They had no scales to protect them. Still, it felt a little rude to state it so bluntly.  
 
    “Yes, well, Kylir and I were just headed back to the castle to have dinner.” 
 
    “The food is already here,” Ejan argued. “It’s not much, but it will keep you strong.” 
 
    The more he insisted, the harder it was to fight her growing panic. “I said I don’t want it!” she snapped. “I won’t eat it.” 
 
    Very calmly, Kylir stepped into her personal space, wrapping her up in his arms. “Thank you, Ejan. Just leave it there.” 
 
    “As you wish.”  
 
    With her face buried against Kylir’s chest, Astrid didn’t see the sentry leave, but she breathed a little easier when his footsteps receded, then faded completely. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled like that.” 
 
    “This is about your former bonded, isn’t it?” 
 
    Clinging to him, she nodded. “Henry would bring me coffee while I was working.” 
 
    “That’s how he dosed you.” 
 
    Again, she bobbed her head. “He would always be very insistent, and he’d make me feel guilty if I refused.” A strangled laugh burst through her lips, but it lacked any humor. “I mean, how arrogant was I that I couldn’t even accept a cup of coffee?” 
 
     Kylir was silent for a long time, just holding her against him as he stroked her hair. “When we arrive on the Northern Isle, I want you to ask for a female escort.” 
 
    Astrid blinked and leaned back so that she could look up into his eyes. “Why would I do that?”   
 
    “Because males make you uncomfortable.” It was said with all the exaggerated patience of a mother explaining why her toddler couldn’t have cake before dinner. “Would you have panicked if Ejan was female?” 
 
    Maybe, but she probably wouldn’t have jumped to conclusions so quickly. “Considering half the people in the universe are males, I can’t exactly avoid them for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you should, but that doesn’t mean you have to be alone with them.” 
 
    “But you’ll be there.” Confusion creased her brow. “Won’t you?” 
 
    Leading her to the nearest bench, he sat her down on it, then crouched in front of her, bracketing her knees with his thighs. “I’ll always be there, onye, but I see no reason to cause yourself more distress if it can be avoided.” Gently, he took her hands and pulled her against his chest. “So stubborn.” 
 
    Astrid hummed in contentment and wiggled closer. Pressed against him, her face tucked into the crook of his neck, was her favorite place in all the cosmos. He was comfort and safety, peace and strength. Her rational mind argued that she hadn’t known him long enough to feel that way, but her heart paid no heed, because being with him felt like coming home. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll ask for a female escort on one condition.” Draping an arm over his shoulder, she trailed her fingers down his spine, right between his wing joints, enjoying the way he shivered against her. “Tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Clearly, that hadn’t been what he’d expected, because it took him almost a full minute to respond. “I promise, there’s nothing wrong.” 
 
    “Then, why haven’t you been sleeping?” 
 
    He leaned back, creating just enough distance between them to slip a knuckle under her chin and tilt her head back. “It’s my own fault. I just can’t seem to stop worrying about you. I feel like you’re the one who needs a keeper.” His smiled turned roguish, and he winked. “Someone to watch over you, even when you’re sleeping.” 
 
    “You watch me sleep?” Sliding a hand up with the side of his neck, she pinched his earlobe gently and tugged. “That’s a little creepy.” She grinned to let him know she was kidding. Kind of. “But really sweet. It’s also completely unnecessary. Have you seen the size of the beds on this planet? There’s plenty of room for both of us.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would be a good idea.” The words came out sharp between his tight lips, and his body turned to stone beneath her touch.  
 
    “Why not?” She knew the D’Aire possessed little to no desire when it came to sex, not until they found their keepers, but surely, he’d thought about it.  
 
    “Honestly? I don’t trust myself.” 
 
    Oh, yeah, he’d thought about it. “And I’m trying to tell you that it’s okay. I’m okay with…more.”  
 
    “You don’t know what you’re saying.”  
 
    “I do.” She knew what she was asking, and she wanted all of it. Sex, yes, but more significantly, everything else that came with it. “I want you. I want to be yours.” 
 
    The Helios and Dragon Warriors claimed their mates with a bite. The Tarin, with a transfer of energy. Whatever the method, the reason was the same—to create an unbreakable bond.  
 
    For the D’Aire, their bond was formed through sex. Not the physical act itself exactly, but the intimacy created in that moment when two people laid their hearts, souls, minds, and bodies bare to each other.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    The wall he’d been building between them seemed more solid than ever, and she could help but gasp at the sting of rejection. 
 
    “Oh, onye.” He hugged her tightly again, pulling her into his lap and surrounding her with his massive body. “Don’t ever think that I don’t want you, because I do. I feel like it’s killing me wanting you this much, but you’re not ready.” 
 
    “Who are you to decide that?” she argued.  
 
    “Stop reacting and think. Be honest with yourself. Are you really okay with letting someone else inside your head? Because that’s what you’re asking for.” His fingers combed through her hair, soothing her as he spoke. “Make no mistake, onye, you are mine, but there are still parts of yourself you’re not ready to give.” 
 
    It wasn’t even remotely the same thing. Logically, she knew that, but that didn’t stop the fear and dread from coiling inside her like a living thing. Kylir would never hurt her the way Henry had, but she couldn’t deny his words. She wasn’t ready to open her mind to him, not yet, not when there were secrets trapped in her head that even she couldn’t remember.   
 
    “But…I…” 
 
    “I know.” His tone was gentle, knowing, without any hint of judgment. “As long as your heart is mine, onye, I can wait for the rest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
    Vasere Finn Silveroak made Kylir’s fucking skin crawl.  
 
    They’d arrived on the Northern Isle early that morning, and it had been fun to watch Astrid’s changing expression as she’d taken in everything. Her excitement over the snow had been adorable. The way her eyes had widened, and her mouth had fallen open when she’d caught her first glimpse of the black fortress etched into the side of the mountain had made him laugh. 
 
    The unease that had settled over her when she’d been introduced to the Vasere, however, had made him want to rip someone’s throat out. Anyone would have done. He hadn’t been overly choosy about the target of his brutality. 
 
    It wasn’t just Finn, either. Everything about the mountainous fortress felt…wrong. There was a gloom that hung over the island, a sense of sorrow that seemed to have to source. Even the entrance hall where they currently stood filled him with a melancholy that had nothing to do with the dim lighting or the black stone walls.  
 
    “Welcome to Neverwood.” A petite female with short, ebony locks and small, lavender eyes stepped toward them. “I’m Vasera Cora Silveroak. We’re so glad you could come. We don’t get many visitors these days.” 
 
    Yeah, Kylir could see why. Outwardly, he only nodded.  
 
    “Thank you,” Astrid responded, moving a little closer to his side. “We’ll try not to be an imposition.”  
 
    “Outsiders aren’t welcome here,” Finn blurted with all the inflection of a malfunctioning droid.  
 
    “Now, lieling,” Cora chided, a slight coo to her tone. “Don’t be rude to your guests.” Turning back to them, she lowered her head briefly. “Please forgive my soulmate. There have been a lot of changes recently, and it’s been hard for him. We’re all still adjusting.” 
 
    “Of course.” Astrid shuffled a little closer, watching Finn, her eyes drinking in every subtle change in his expression. “Vasere, would you like to see my research? Perhaps if you understood it, you would feel more at ease with us being here.” 
 
    Finn Silveroak stood at least six and a half feet tall with a wide chest that tapered to a narrow waist. With his height and broadness, he should have been a physically imposing presence, but it looked more like he was masquerading in someone else’s body. A body that didn’t quite fit him. His face was too thin, too angular, and Kylir had seen dead bodies with better coloring than the male. His dark hair hung in dull, limp strands that brushed over his prominent collarbones, and his blue eyes had a glassy appearance, more like a doll’s than any being Kylir had ever encountered.  
 
    “That won’t be necessary.” Cora spoke warmly, but her smile was as cold as the frozen ground. “I’ll have an attendant show you to your quarters. Will you share a room with your pet?” 
 
    As far as insults went, Kylir had been called worse. In fact, it didn’t even faze him. Astrid, however, was having none of it. 
 
    “My what?”  
 
    Cora’s gaze raked over Kylir from sternum to boots, pausing for a couple of heartbeats on his tail. “Your pet. Will he require his own quarters?”  
 
    Astrid moved faster than he could have predicted, advancing on the Vasera with her fist raised. By the time his brain had caught up with what he was seeing, she’d already moved beyond his reach, so he did the only thing he could. He swung his tail out, wrapping it around her waist, and hauled her back against his chest.  
 
    “You stupid, arrogant, vile—” 
 
    He stopped the vitriol that spewed from her lips by placing his hand over her mouth. “A single room will be fine.” He dipped his head. “Thank you, Vasera.”  
 
    The rage and indignation pouring off his mate battered against him like the mother of all galactic storms. Oh, she’d worked herself into a hell of a mad, and while her reaction had tripped all the switches on his libido, knocking Cora on her ass wouldn’t accomplish anything. Well, it would be satisfying to watch, but ultimately, he’d rather Astrid not end up in a prison cell…or worse.  
 
    When she grabbed his wrist and tugged, he didn’t move, reluctant to find out what else she might say. Then, she did it again, a little gentler this time, and he sighed in resignation. He really couldn’t deny her anything. 
 
    “Are you calm?”  
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    “Fine.” He did as she wanted, removing his hand from her mouth, but he kept this tail curled firmly around her midsection.   
 
    “Actually,” she said after clearing her throat to get everyone’s attention, “that won’t be necessary. If you can show me to the fountain, I can be finished before nightfall.” 
 
    “The fountain?” Cora tilted her head. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Astrid waved her hand dismissively. “The Adderstone. Wherever you keep that. Just take me there.” 
 
    “I’ll take them.” A male dressed in a gray tunic who looked remarkably like Finn—only smaller and less like he was dying—stepped through a door at their right and bowed. “Roe Silveroak, Captain of the Northern Guard. If you have what you need, I can escort you there now.” 
 
    “Oh, well, I don’t—” 
 
    “Perfect,” Astrid said, speaking over Cora’s sputtering. “I just need to grab my case from the shuttle.” 
 
    “Should I have an attendant prepare rooms for you and your mate?”  
 
    Years of not reacting to snide comments or threats of bodily harm kept Kylir immobile when the captain’s voice whispered in his ear, despite him still being on the other side of the room. He guessed anything was possible with magic, but like everything else on the island, it was creepy as fuck.  
 
    Without looking at the male, he lowered his head a fraction. Right now, Astrid was angry and not thinking rationally. Once she calmed down and regained her wits, she’d be even more pissed if she had to rush through her research instead of taking the time to do it properly. He didn’t like it any more than she did, but she’d come to do a job, and he wouldn’t let anyone jeopardize that, not even Astrid.  
 
    “One or two?” 
 
    This time, Kylir was prepared. He didn’t react at all, other than to blink once to indicate they would be sharing a room. Sleeping beside her would wreak havoc on his self-control, but there was no way in the universe he was leaving her alone.  
 
    “Kylir?” 
 
    He pushed away his concerns to focus on his mate. “Yes, onye?” 
 
    “You can let me go now.” 
 
    She seemed calmer, and he wasn’t being hammered from all sides by her emotions any longer, but it was probably still better to err on the side of caution. With his tail, he lifted her from the floor and tossed her into the air, catching her in his arms on her descent. He expected her to scream, or at least gasp in surprise. What he got instead was an indulgent grin and a sweet kiss.  
 
    “Neat trick.” She pressed their mouths together again. “Now, put me down so we can get to work. The sooner we’re off this mountain, the better.” Her expression turned stormy, and she began muttering under her breath. “Pet. Of all the fucking nerve. That ignorant, condescending, evil little cu—” 
 
    He cut off her ranting with a hard kiss and sent up a prayer to anyone listening that her words had gone unheard by their hosts. “I like it when you’re feisty, but maybe, try not to get us killed. Yeah?” 
 
    “Oh, fine.” On her feet, she adjusted the hem of her heavy coat, then flipped the hood up over her head. “If you insist.” 
 
    “Have either of you ever transported?” Roe asked, closing the distance to stand at Kylir’s elbow.  
 
    “Nope.” He and Astrid answered in unison. 
 
    “In that case, I apologize in advance. I’ve heard that it can be unsettling for some races, but it’s the only way to reach the cavern.” 
 
    Kylir had about a million questions he never got the opportunity to ask. One minute, he’d been standing in the entrance hall. The next, he’d been sucked into an empty void where all the air had been leached from his lungs. A heavy weight pressed on his chest, and pressure built in his head until his ears rang, and his temples throbbed.  
 
    The sensation lasted only seconds, and when the darkness vanished, he found himself kneeling on the edge of a cliff near the very top of the mountain. Relief at being through the void lasted only a heartbeat, because in the next instant, a loud scream rent the air, and he watched helplessly as his mate tumbled over the edge.  
 
    Not giving himself time to think about it, Kylir took a running start and flung himself off the mountain. Arms pressed close to his side, legs straight, toes pointed, he kept his body as streamline as possible as he plummeted toward his mate—and the ground. Frigid winds stung his eyes, and flecks of ice pelted his skin, but he didn’t slow his descent. 
 
    It took only seconds to catch up with Astrid, but there were the longest seconds of his life. Catching her easily with one hand around her back and the other hooked behind her knees, he righted himself and the air and unsheathed his wings.  
 
    Unfurled and stretched wide, they caught the air, halting their momentum and lifting him several feet upward. Holding Astrid close, he beat his wings against the wind, climbing higher and higher until he reached the ledge. Placing his mate firmly on her feet, he ushered her back toward the mountain face, well out of harm’s way.  
 
    “Apologies,” Roe said easily. “I’m somewhat out of prac—” 
 
    Kylir drove his fist right into the asshole’s face.  
 
    “Out of practice? Are you kidding me? You dropped her off a fucking mountain!”  
 
    “She was in no real danger. I wouldn’t have let her die.”  
 
    Well, that had been the wrong answer. “I’m going to rip your fucking head off and spit down your neck hole.” The only thing that stopped him from following through with the threat was his mate pushing her way in between them. “Move, onye.” 
 
    “Hey, look at me.” A hand landed in the center of his chest. “Look. At. Me.” Pushing the hood of her jacket off her head, she stared up at him with a coy smirk. “I’m fine. Yeah, it was a little scary, but I knew you’d save me, and you did.” 
 
    “I would never let anything happen to you.” 
 
    “See? So, everything is fine. Not a scratch on me.” She drew soothing circles over his sternum. “Breathe, big guy. Just breathe.” 
 
    He tried to do as she asked, but he just couldn’t get the image of her plummeting to her death out of his head. “Nope. I’m going to kill him.” 
 
    “You can try,” Roe taunted, and the bastard even grinned at him. 
 
    “You.” Spinning toward the captain, Astrid jabbed a finger toward his face. “Shut it. You’re not helping.” Refocusing on Kylir, she fisted her hand in his ruined jacket and jerked hard, practically bending him in half to deliver a hard, searching kiss. “Better?” 
 
    Not really, but he wasn’t any worse, either. “I’d rather keep kissing you than stop to murder him, so yeah, I guess I’m better.” 
 
    Her laughter chased away the chill and melted a little more of his anger. “Good answer.” Turning toward Roe once again, she waved her hand almost regally. “Now that we’ve agreed no one is dying, lead the way, Captain.” 
 
    The cavern he’d mentioned turned out to be more of a wide crevice, seemingly unaltered from its natural state. Pitch black and eerily quiet, it felt like time stood still when they stepped through the entrance made of jagged stone.  
 
    There was a quiet huff beside him, then a flicker of warm light as Roe opened his hand to reveal a small, dancing flame in his palm. With a flick of his wrist, he sent the fire sailing upward to ignite the massive, rectangular chandelier that ran the length of the cavern. 
 
    “The Adderstone is there,” he said, pointing to the right.  
 
    Kylir squinted, turning his head one way, then the other. The stone itself was a deep onyx, barely discernable from the blackened wall of rock, and it didn’t glow like the others he’d seen. In fact, he might have missed it altogether if it hadn’t been for the star-shaped rune etched around it.  
 
    There was no fountain, but water trickled from the mountain itself, only to freeze halfway down the wall, the ice shining an unnerving green in the firelight. Cracks on the ground on either side of them showed where the waters had once flowed, but they sat empty now with only a thin layer of frost to coat the edges.  
 
    A few steps ahead of him, Astrid rested her hands on her hips and huffed, her breath billowing from her lips in a thick, white cloud. “I don’t understand. Where are the flowers?” 
 
    “The gya flowers haven’t bloomed here for a long time,” Roe answered, a world of sadness in his voice. “Some say our island is cursed.” 
 
    “Why isn’t anyone doing something about it?” Astrid demanded. 
 
    “The Vasere, my brother, he is…not himself.” 
 
    “Is he ill?” Kylir didn’t want to be offensive, but the guy looked an inch away from death. “I doubt he could lead the way in the dark right now, much less an entire island.”  
 
    “No,” Astrid interjected, drawing the word out slowly. “Not sick, but there’s something. I could see it in his eyes. It’s like he’s not really there.” 
 
    She would know better than most. “You think he’s drugged?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe?” Her head snapped to the side, and she stared up at Roe expectantly. “You have magic. Can’t you fix him?” 
 
    “Do you think I haven’t tried?” Frustration rolled off him as he began pacing the floor in front of the Adderstone. “There’s noth—” He stopped and gagged, as if literally choking on the word. “I’ve tried,” he finished flatly. 
 
    “Have you told anyone?” Kylir asked. 
 
    Roe continued to pace, his movements agitated and jerky. “All communications are monitored, and no one is allowed to leave the island.”  
 
    Kylir frowned. He supposed the captain’s words answered his question, but it wasn’t really an answer.  
 
    “That’s why you offered to escort us here,” Astrid surmised. “You want our help.” 
 
    “You are the first visitors to the fortress in years. Not even the other rulers come here anymore.” 
 
    Kylir had no desire to get involved, and he definitely didn’t want his mate in the middle of a potentially dangerous situation. Yet, judging by the expression on her face, she had already decided to do exactly that. 
 
    “Out of curiosity,” he said, moving to stand behind his mate, “who is monitoring communications?” 
 
    Roe’s lips moved soundlessly for a moment before he gave up and shook his head. 
 
    It hadn’t escaped Kylir’s notice that the captain talked in vague terms and generalities. He just didn’t understand what that meant. If someone was watching, even as they spoke, he was more certain than ever that he didn’t want Astrid involved. 
 
    “So, what exactly do you think we can do?” 
 
    Hope, warm and bright, emanated from the captain. “Only to pass a message to Vasili Blackthorn. He must co—”  
 
    Again, he stopped, like his throat had suddenly closed around the word. What the hell was going on? 
 
    “Here. We need—” 
 
    Stars, it was just painful to watch. “You need Vasili Blackthorn to come to Neverwood?” Kylir guessed. “Is that what you’re trying to say?” 
 
    Roe nodded, just once. 
 
    It was a reasonable request, and one which involved minimal risk to either him or his female. He didn’t like it. Roe still hadn’t told them why he couldn’t contact the king himself. He hadn’t explained why he needed someone to come to the island. Obviously, something was very wrong there, but Kylir wanted details. 
 
    “One problem at a time,” Astrid intervened. It was an impressively diplomatic answer that offered no commitment either way. “Let’s see if we can figure out how to get these waters flowing again.” 
 
    Roe sighed, obviously disappointed, but he didn’t argue. “Tell me what I can do.” 
 
    “Well, I need my equipment from the shuttle.” 
 
    The captain vanished, then reappeared almost instantly with all of their belongings. “Anything else?” 
 
    “I guess we’ll be needing those rooms after all. Can you arrange that?” 
 
    Kylir exchanged glances with the male, even as Roe said, “Of course, my lady.” 
 
    Part of him wanted to help the captain, and by extension, Finn Silveroak and the people of the Northern Isle. A bigger, louder part of him wanted to grab Astrid, flee the mountain, and never look back. As the two desires warred within him, he dropped his head and sighed. 
 
    It was going to be a long damn week.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    It had been a long damn week.  
 
    No matter what she tried, Astrid hadn’t been able to melt the ice that covered the wall of the mountain, not permanently anyway. Roe’s magic and her own ingenuity had produced fantastic results at first, but only for a few minutes before the waters would freeze over again. Even the samples she had managed to collect turned solid inside the vials.  
 
    While they had seen neither Finn or Cora again during their six days on the mountain, the situation within the fortress was, in some ways, even more frustrating. The hollowness in Finn’s eyes stayed with her throughout the day, and Roe’s stilted words haunted her when she slept. Experience said not to get involved, but her conscience couldn’t let it go.  
 
    Whether it was drugs or enchantments affecting Finn, all the signs were there. The blank, unfocused stares. The random outbursts. The stiff, stilted inflection, as if words no longer came naturally. The unnatural smiles. That deep, dark emptiness that peered through cold, glassy eyes.  
 
    It didn’t matter that she didn’t know him. She didn’t care that she would likely never see him again. She wanted to help. She wanted to rescue him, because when she’d been the one lost and in need of a savior, she wished there had been someone around to fight for her.  
 
    “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?” 
 
    Rolling her head against the seatback of the shuttle chair, she blinked innocently and gave her mate a lazy grin. “I’m sure I have no idea what you mean.” 
 
    Hands wrapped around the flight controls, Kylir kept his eyes on the nav screen as he chuckled at her. “You know, it’s a good thing I’m not the jealous type.” 
 
    Astrid rolled her eyes. “Right. That’s why you threatened to drop Roe off the top of the mountain for pulling a dead leaf out of my hair.” Everything in the city of Neverwood and the surrounding forest at the base of the mountain seemed to be either dead or dying. “Not jealous at all.” 
 
    “I’m possessive,” he corrected. “There’s a difference.” 
 
    She didn’t really see it, but she let it slide. “I just feel sorry for him, I guess. I wish I could do more to help.” Her gaze fixed to his hands again, and she frowned. “What are you doing anyway?” 
 
    “Uh…flying?” 
 
    Smartass. 
 
    “Obviously. I meant, why?” It was a three-hour flight to the Eastern Isle, and they’d only just begun the journey. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    A frustrated huff blew from his lips. “The autopilot keeps malfunctioning. It’ll operate for a few minutes, then switch to manual controls.” He pointed to the large nav screen in the middle of the flight console. “Navigation is down as well.” 
 
    Anxiety stiffened her spine and knotted her muscles. “But everything is okay? I mean, we’re not going to crash into the ocean or anything, right?” 
 
    “No, we won’t crash into the ocean.” 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Finally, he turned his head to look at her. “I promise we are perfectly safe. I’d never let anything happen to you, onye.” 
 
    It was impossible not to believe him when he spoke with such confidence, but she remained tense. “You’d tell me the truth. You’d tell if something was really wrong?” 
 
    “Probably not.” 
 
    “Kylir!” 
 
    “Astrid!” he mocked, but there was a teasing light in his eyes. “Relax.” He held his hand in front of him, palm up, and lifted it toward his chin. “Breathe.” With another chuckle, he flipped the hand over and pushed it down toward his belly button. “Just breathe. Everything is fine, and I’ll run a system scan when we land. Okay?” 
 
    “Yeah. Good.” Fumbling her fingers together in her lap, she fidgeted in her seat. “Okay. Good. That’s…” 
 
    “Good?” he ventured, unable to contain his laughter. 
 
    Astrid glared at him. “Hilarious. You’re a real riot, Mr. T’Kari.”  
 
    “I aim to please, Miss Strong.” 
 
    For some strange reason, this brought an abrupt end to his amusement. The minutes ticked by, the silence oppressive, stifling, but she just waited for him to work out what he wanted to say. It seemed to take decades for him to find the words, but what came out of his mouth didn’t make much sense. 
 
    “Strong. Is that really your name?” 
 
    “Yes.” She had no reason to lie about it. “Why wouldn’t it be?” 
 
    “No.” His head jerked from side to side, making his long locks sway against his back. “I mean, is that your last name or…his?” His hands turned white-knuckled on the controls, and a string of curses rolled off his tongue. “Never mind. It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    Meaning, he wouldn’t feel any differently about her, regardless of the answer, because to be sure, it mattered to him. He’d been careful during their time together to never bring up her past or speak of Henry. He didn’t ask questions she’d rather avoid. After that first night on the balcony in Sommervail, he’d never mentioned it again, but she knew he thought about it.  
 
    How could he not? 
 
    “Henry Atwood. His name was Henry Atwood.” 
 
    Kylir didn’t say anything, but he visibly relaxed in his seat, the tension melting out of his shoulders.  
 
    “My name was officially reverted back to Strong the day he went to prison.”  
 
    Absently, she stroked the left side of her face from temple to cheek with her index finger. She had told him part of the reason she’d kept that mark, but that had been when she’d barely know him. Now, things had changed, and he deserved the whole truth.  
 
    “Yes, I kept this mark as a reminder, but also as a shield, to protect me from other elites and make sure no one ever got too close.” She didn’t know why that was so hard to admit—maybe because it made her sound weak—but she had to force the words past trembling lips. “It’s not my identity, but name? I wasn’t going to let him take that from me.” 
 
    It was a conversation they should probably be having on solid ground. Face to face, with eye contact, a sad song playing in the background, and enough liquor to send her into a coma.  
 
    This was better.  
 
    Easier.  
 
    Safer. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Vasera Rya Clearwater was unlike any Xenon Astrid had yet to meet. 
 
    Her hair wasn’t black or bronze or gold, but a silvery white that tumbled down her back in shimmering ringlets. When she greeted them, her smile never faltered, and her bright magenta eyes never lingered longer than was appropriate. She didn’t approach them with caution or reluctance, and every word from her bow-shaped lips was spoken with utter sincerity.  
 
    She was kind and welcoming, warm and bubbly, and pure joy seemed to radiate from her very pores. Her smile lit up a room, and her laughter was infectious. Within ten minutes of meeting her, Astrid wasn’t embarrassed at all to admit she had a total girl-crush on the female.  
 
    The Vasera’s mate, on the other hand, was an intimidating Helios with dark whiskey eyes and a brutal-looking scar that ran the length of his face. Despite his appearance, he’d also welcomed them with kindness, and it was clear to anyone watching how much he adored his female and their daughter.    
 
    The dining hall was smaller than others she’d seen, more intimate, with crystal chandeliers overhead, and flickering candles on the table. The table itself appeared to be a tree trunk that had been sawed in half vertically, then sanded and polished to a shine. More interesting and far less pretentious than anywhere else she had dined since arriving on the planet.  
 
    “Da!” Seated between her parents, the child took a piece of bread from the table and attempted to shove the entire thing into her father’s mouth. “Da!” 
 
    Astrid bit her bottom lip to muffle her giggle. She couldn’t say who was cuter—the little girl or her doting father. 
 
    “Well, she clearly knows who her dad is.” 
 
    Across the table from her, Captain Garrik Clearwater snorted. “It’s her first word, and she uses it for everything.” He looked very much like his sister, only with inky black hair and slightly sharper features. “Sion gets carried away.” 
 
    The Helios glared at him. “I do not. She’s obviously saying ‘dad.’ Even Astrid heard her.” 
 
    Garrik snickered against the rim of his wine goblet. “Sure, if you ignore the fact that ‘da’ is interchangeable with everything from ‘yes’ to ‘purple,” it’s definitely obvious.” He looked over to Astrid and winked. “Seriously, don’t encourage him. He’s already impossible to live with.” 
 
    “Don’t let him fool you,” Rya said from the head of the table. “My dear brother has become considerably less temperamental since becoming an uncle.” 
 
    “What she’s trying to say,” Sion added, “is that he’s not quite such an asshole anymore.” 
 
    “Language!” Rya and Garrik snapped at the same time.  
 
    Astrid couldn’t help it. One giggle turned into another, then another, and eventually she was laughing so hard her belly ached and her cheeks felt flushed. The trio might push each other’s buttons, but it was clear how much they all loved one another. It was the way she’d always imagined a normal family to be, and exactly what she’d always wanted. 
 
    As if sensing her longing, Kylir’s hand covered hers on the table, and he squeezed her fingers gently. He hadn’t said much since they’d arrived on the Eastern Isle, but he hadn’t seemed angry or on edge, just thoughtful. Thinking back to their conversation on the shuttle, she guessed it was to be expected.  
 
    “So, what do you think of our island so far?” Garrik asked. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” she answered honestly. She’d only seen a bit from the air as they’d flown over, but it had been breathtaking, especially after leaving the gloom of the mountains up north. “I’m looking forward to exploring more of it this week.” 
 
    “Just don’t wander too deep into the forests,” Rya warned, her expression unusually serious. “Not everything in there is friendly.” 
 
    “She’s right.” Garrik nodded solemnly. “We wouldn’t have anything to happen to someone so lovely.” 
 
    Without warning, he was jerked backward, like an invisible rope had been lassoed around his chest. His chair toppled over with a loud crash, sending the captain sprawling across the wooden floor with a painfilled grunt.  
 
    Still shocked by what she’d seen, Astrid nearly jumped out of her skin when something brushed against her lower leg. Leaning back in her seat, she glanced down, just in time to see Kylir’s tail slink out from under the table.  
 
    “Who did that?” Garrik roared, bounding to his feet and pinning everyone at the table with a furious glare. 
 
    Calmly, Kylir crossed his arms over his chest and tilted his head to the side. “Stop flirting with her.” His tone was amicable enough, but there was steel in his eyes. “She’s mine.” 
 
    Astrid forgot how to breathe.  
 
    Reaching over, she fisted her hand in the collar of his T-shirt and pulled him toward her. “I should probably be pissed, but that was hot.” Mindful of their audience, she kept the kiss short and chaste, even as her heart pounded against her sternum. “Thank you.” 
 
    Cradling one side of her face, he drew her closer, rubbing his cheek against the other. “I’m going to go do a system check on the shuttle. Are you okay here alone?” 
 
    “Garrik.” Rya didn’t speak loudly, but everyone in the room quieted.  
 
    The captain stared at her for a moment, then turned to Kylir. “I apologize.” No sarcasm. No excuses. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Kylir gave him a curt nod, then turned back to Astrid. “Your choice, onye.” 
 
    It was clear that he didn’t just mean staying in the manor without him. From the very start, he’d been all in, unwavering. He’d given her time and space, and he’d been more patient than anyone had any right to ask of him, including her.  
 
    “I’ll be okay here.” She needed time away from him to think, and it dawned on her that he probably already knew that. 
 
    “Okay.” He kissed her again before rising from the table. “I’ll find you when I’m finished.” 
 
    He wasn’t the only one to leave, either. Not long after his exit, Garrik disappeared from the room, there one minute and gone the next. An attendant who had been introduced as Fawkes came and took the baby away. Sion excused himself, and Astrid thought the Vasera would as well, but she just smiled at her mate and waved him away.  
 
    “Come join me.” Rya motioned to the seat next to her, opposite where Sion had just been sitting.  
 
    It wasn’t an order, but not exactly an invitation. Regardless, there didn’t seem to be a reason to refuse, so Astrid placed her napkin neatly across her empty plate, then moved around the table to the indicated chair. 
 
    “I mean no offense, Miss Astrid, but you look like you could use a friend.” 
 
    “And a drink.” Strolling back into the room, Sion held up a deep blue bottle and three glasses.  
 
    He placed the short glasses on the table and filled them one-by-one without further comment. As he poured, Astrid realized it wasn’t the glass of the bottle that was such a dark blue, it was the liquid itself. 
 
    “What is it?” she asked, holding up the glass he passed to her as if staring at it might reveal its secrets. 
 
    “Cairbora Sapphire Ale,” Rya answered. 
 
    Sion snorted. “It’s beer.” Moving behind Rya, he paused to drop a kiss to the top of her head before resuming his seat. “My princess has a flair for the dramatic.” 
 
    “It sounds prettier.” 
 
    He snorted again. “Like I said, dramatic.” Finishing his drink in two long swallows, he dropped the glass to the table with a thud and reached for the bottle to refill it. “Me? I like to cut straight to the point.” 
 
    At his pointed looked toward her own drink, Astrid lifted the glass to her lips and drank obediently. They might call it beer, but it tasted nothing like the disgusting stuff she’d had on Earth or various space stations. The ale was a little sweet, a little sour, but overall, not bad.  
 
    She took another long draft. 
 
    Sion remained silent, waiting for her to finish every drop, then reached across the table to pour her another drink. 
 
    It had been a long time since she’d allowed herself to indulge, too afraid of what might happen if she ever crossed the line from happily tipsy to outright drunk. Kylir trusted their hosts, though. He would have never let her out of his sight if he didn’t. And she trusted him. So, while she had no intentions of getting hammered in front of these strangers, one more drink wouldn’t hurt her. 
 
    “Better?” Sion asked when she brought the glass to her lips again. 
 
    She did feel better. Not inebriated, but warm and tranquil, like a massive weight had been lifted from her chest, and for the first time in a long time, she could really breathe.   
 
    “This stuff is amazing.” 
 
    “It’s very calming,” Rya agreed easily. Placing her hands on the table, she leaned forward, her eyes bright with curiosity. “If it’s not too rude to ask, what is the treaty with you and Kylir?” 
 
    Astrid blinked. “Treaty?” 
 
    “I think she meant to ask what the deal is with you and Kylir,” Sion clarified, throwing his mate an indulgent grin. “She wants to know if you two are mated.” 
 
    “No.” Astrid shook her head. “Yes? I mean, yes, he’s my mate.” Her brow furrowed, and she waved her hand. “I’m his keeper?” Finally, she just gave up and slumped back in her seat. “I have no idea.” 
 
    Rya, however, was all kinds of intrigued. “A keeper? Is that like a soulmate?” 
 
    “Yeah, I guess you could say that.” 
 
    “But you’re not bonded,” Sion stated confidently. “He hasn’t claimed you.” 
 
    Astrid sighed and slid even deeper into her seat. “No.” She only had herself to blame. He wanted to claim her. She could see it every time he looked at her. If she searched past her own fear, she wanted that, too. She wanted it more than anything. “I love him.” 
 
    The words were quiet, spoken more to herself than to anyone else, and the sudden epiphany nearly stopped her heart.  
 
    “Have you told him?” 
 
    Still reeling from her own admission, she looked at the Helios and shook her head. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Partly, because she’d only confessed it to herself five seconds ago. Mostly, because the knowledge terrified her. “It’s complicated.” 
 
    “Because of that nifty little tattoo?” He tapped a spot near his left eye to indicate which tattoo he meant.  
 
    “In a way.” Not the mark itself, but more the reminders it carried with it. “It’s not what you think.” 
 
    “So, you’re not bonded to someone else?” 
 
    The way he spoke, it felt more like he was trying to make a point rather than ferret information from her. “Why do I get the feeling you already know the whole story?” 
 
    Sion tipped his glass toward her. “Because you’re smart.” 
 
    “Ivy,” she guessed. 
 
    “Right in one.” 
 
    Rya watched them silently, her head turning from one to the other as she followed the conversation. Since she didn’t seem inclined to add anything to the proceedings, Astrid kept her focus on the Helios. 
 
    “Then, what is it that you’re really trying to say?” 
 
    “One of my best friends is mated to a former elite. The other one is a former elite.” 
 
    She still didn’t get it. “Your point?” 
 
    “One is a scroll, the other a star, but neither female ever hid behind those marks. They damn sure wouldn’t hide behind another male’s brand.” 
 
    Astrid recoiled as if he’d physically struck her. “You have no right to say that to me.” 
 
    “Maybe not, but too fucking bad,” he countered without a hint of remorse or sympathy, “because you need to hear it, and I seem to be the only one willing to speak the truth.” 
 
    Fury flooded her veins, making it difficult to think straight, and tempered only by a small voice in the back of her mind that whispered he was right. She did hide behind the mating mark. She had as much as said so to Kylir on the journey there. She hid from strangers and acquaintances, commanders, and fellow officers. She hid from her family, would-be friends, and even Kylir. 
 
    Yet, the person she most hid from…was herself. 
 
    “Sion,” Rya chastised. “You shouldn’t speak so harshly.” 
 
    “I’m not being harsh. I’m being honest.” His whiskey-colored eyes bored into Astrid’s. “So, when you think about it, maybe things aren’t really that complicated after all.” 
 
    Rya sighed. “I think what my mate is trying to say, in his own way, is that if you love Kylir, that’s all that should matter.” 
 
    “What is it that you’re really afraid of?” Sion asked, proving he really did prefer to cut straight to the point. 
 
    Her ire cooled, replaced by shame and uncertainty. “I am scared. Terrified, really.” 
 
    “Because of what happened?” His gaze went to her mating mark again. 
 
    “Yes and no.” Grabbing her glass, she downed the contents before continuing. “He already knows what happened. It doesn’t matter to him.” It didn’t. Never once had he looked at her differently. She didn’t know if she would survive it if that ever changed. “But there are things he doesn’t know, because I don’t know them.” 
 
    The male’s smile looked a little too triumphant given the current topic of conversation. “Which are you more afraid of, Astrid? That Kylir will see those lost memories once you bond with him? Or that you will?”  
 
    She opened her mouth, intending to refute both claims, but what came out was, “Damn you.” 
 
    And damn his smug expression. 
 
    “You see this?” He traced the crescent-shaped scar that ran the length of his face. “I got it when my best friend tried to murder me while under the influence of the xili drug.” He smirked at her audible gasp. “I doubt you have anything hiding in your head worse than that.” 
 
    Suddenly, she saw him in a completely different light, a comrade of sorts. They’d both been through hell, and they’d both come out on the other side, scarred, but still breathing.  
 
    “And you’re still friends?” she asked, her voice controlled, measured. “You forgave him, even though he did that to you?” 
 
    “Yes,” he answered immediately, confidently, his eyes never leaving hers. “I forgave him, because I know it wasn’t his fault.” 
 
    “Do you trust your mate?” Rya asked, her voice soft and her gaze filled with compassion. 
 
    “Unconditionally.” No doubt. No hesitation. “I trust Kylir more than anyone, including myself.” 
 
    Reaching across the table, the female covered Astrid’s hand with her own. “Then, trust him to share this burden.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    It had taken Kylir nearly two hours to run the system check on the shuttle and repair the damage to the navigation controls. He’d been surprised when the captain had arrived to help him, and even more astonished when he’d actually ended up liking the guy.  
 
    Neither of them had mentioned what had transpired at breakfast, but there was an unspoken understanding there. Garrik wouldn’t flirt with Astrid, and Kylir wouldn’t try to kill him. 
 
    “Miss Astrid has asked to begin her research.” Falling into step beside him, Garrik cupped his hand around his left ear, shielding the small device there from the wind. “Would you like me to take you to her?” 
 
    It was still early in the day with several hours of sunlight remaining. Knowing Astrid, she was already elbows-deep in test samples and calculations. She didn’t need his help, and he’d probably just get in the way, but he’d already been away from her for too long. 
 
    “Yes.” He jerked away from the captain and held up both hands. “We can walk there, right? No transporting?” 
 
    Garrik chuckled. “Transporting would be faster and more efficient, but yes, we can walk there.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, after navigating a vast, complex system of torchlit tunnels, they arrived in a circular room in the very center of the underground catacombs. Their footfalls echoed off the domed ceiling, and candlelight from the chandeliers illuminated the thousands of tiny jewels encased in the clay walls.  
 
    It was a magnificent room, but its beauty paled in comparison to the smile on Astrid’s face when she saw him. “You’re here!” 
 
    He caught her when she leapt at him, lifting her off her feet and spinning her in a circle. “Hello, my onye.” Lowering his head, he claimed her lips in a slow, tender kiss. “You missed me.” 
 
    Not a question. He didn’t know what had happened or what had been said after he’d left the dining hall, but something had changed. For starters, she was wide open to him—her expression, her reactions, her emotions. There was no guardedness, no resistance when he carefully probed at the energy surrounding her.  
 
    “Mmm,” she hummed, kissing him again. “I did miss you. Did you fix the shuttle?” 
 
    Damn, his female appeared almost giddy. Whatever had changed, he was willing to simply accept it as the gift that it was with no explanation. “Of course. Did you doubt me?” 
 
    Her expression turned serious, and her voice lowered an octave. “Never.” 
 
    Just like that, they seemed to be talking about something entirely different. If his instincts could be trusted, it was a discussion he’d wanted to have for weeks, but he pulled away and reluctantly lowered her to the ground. They would talk, and soon, but it was neither the time nor the place for such things.  
 
    “Do you need help with anything?” 
 
    If she was disappointed, she didn’t show it. “Actually, yes, and I need your help specifically.” 
 
    “I’m all yours.” 
 
    “Yes,” she answered pointedly, heat in her gaze, “you are.” She blinked, and the expression cleared. “So, I’ve been thinking.” 
 
    “Always dangerous.” 
 
    She elbowed him in the ribs but didn’t miss a beat in the conversation. “We know something is ten kinds of wrong in Neverwood. I think it’s the Adderstone.” 
 
    Okay, not where he thought she was headed, but he could adapt. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “Well, all four of the other stones glowed for starters. The one on the Northern Isle just looked like a chunk of coal.” 
 
    “What’s coal?” 
 
    “Never mind that.” Walking away from him, she approached the white, porcelain fountain, placed her hands on her hips, and stared up at the amber stone glowing brightly at the top. “Now, your mojo has been on overdrive since we arrived on the planet, but it seems even more sensitive when we’re near one of the Adderstones.” 
 
    “My mojo,” he repeated slowly, rubbing the back of his neck. “I think my language converter is fried.” 
 
    “Your ability, gift, empath thing.” She flicked her fingers at him dismissively. “Whatever. You know what I’m trying to say.” 
 
    He really didn’t, but he nodded anyway. “Continue.” 
 
    “It was different in Neverwood, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Thinking back on it, he had to agree. “Really strong emotions, I could sense.” Like when his mate had been enraged at the slight against him. “But yeah, everything else was sort of muted.” 
 
    Turning, she grinned up at him with obvious satisfaction. “I think the Adderstone on the Northern Isle is missing.” 
 
    She hadn’t bothered to keep her voice down, and her declaration drew the attention of all four sentries in the room.  
 
    “What?” Garrik stomped toward the fountain to join them. “What do you mean the stone is missing?” 
 
    Ignoring him, she continued speaking to Kylir. “What’s more, I don’t think it’s just Finn that’s being affected. Did you notice how no one spoke to us? None of the sentries. Not any of the attendants. Even Roe sounded like he was choking every time he tried to tell us anything.” 
 
    “What the hell is going on?” Garrik demanded. “What’s wrong with Finn? What happened in Neverwood?” 
 
    Kylir had finally caught on, and he mirrored his mate’s smile. They’d been reluctant to get involved, because there hadn’t been any proof of wrongdoing. They couldn’t very well march into the citadel on Sommervail and announce that they thought Finn Silveroak had been cursed, drugged, or whatever. That would have led to a load of questions they had no way of answering. It also had the potential to turn suspicion on them if the inquiry became a he-said-she-said game. 
 
    Telling the king that one of his precious stones was missing, however, would certainly get results. Even better, they didn’t have to tell him themselves. Sure, someone could blame him and his mate for tampering with the stone, but he didn’t think it would happen. Not only had Astrid taken a million photographs with her wrist unit, but they had a witness and an ally in Roe Silveroak.  
 
    “Garrik, my friend.” Still smiling, he placed a hand on the captain’s shoulder. “How quickly can you get a message to Sommervail?” 
 
    “Communications are monitored,” Astrid reminded him before turning her attention to Garrik. “You’ll have to go there personally. You have to tell your king that the stone is missing.” 
 
    Garrik gaped at them. “It can’t be missing.” 
 
    Apparently, Astrid had been prepared for such a reaction. Tapping at her wrist unit, she brought up the pictures she’d taken in the mountain cave. 
 
    “Does this look normal to you?” She swiped her finger across the screen until she found a photo of the stone in question. “What about this?” 
 
    The poor captain looked a little green, but he nodded curtly. “I’ll need to speak to my sister.” 
 
    With a light rush of wind, he vanished from the room.  
 
    “You did it.”  
 
    “Not really, but we did what we could.” Stepping closer, she wound her arms around his waist and rested her head against his chest. “It’s out of our hands now.” 
 
    What she’d said about his ability being stronger near the stones had been accurate enough, and this time was no different. Astrid was practically screaming at him without saying a word. She vibrated, though she stood perfectly still. There was a restlessness to her energy, a low thrum of disquiet that sank right into his bones. 
 
    “Do you have something to say, onye?” 
 
    Raising her head, she looked at the sentry to their right. “Not here.” 
 
    Kylir looked to the same sentry as well, a curvy female with inky hair and ivory skin. “Can you take us back to our room?” 
 
    The sentry nodded, then everything went black. A heartbeat later, his vision returned, and he stumbled sideways as he landed next to the canopy bed in their guest room. Clearly, he should have chosen his words more carefully. 
 
    “Damn it,” he groaned as he turned, checking to be sure his mate had made the trip with him. “I really hate that.” 
 
    Astrid only lowered her head. 
 
    Falling into the oversized chair near the window, he closed his eyes and waited for his stomach to stop rolling and his head to quit spinning. By the time he felt mostly normal again, Astrid still hadn’t spoken. 
 
    Whatever she had wanted to say, it seemed very likely that she was trying to talk herself out of it. “Out with it.” 
 
    His tone came out sharper than he’d intended, but it had the desired effect. Her head snapped up, her eyes widened, and the breath caught in her throat.  
 
    “I love you.” The words tumbled from her lips in a rush and hung on the air between them. 
 
    He dipped his head to show he’d heard her.  
 
    Her hands trembled at her sides, and a vein in her neck pulsed rapidly with her heartbeat. Her lips moved wordlessly, and her eyes darted around the room, looking at everything except him. She was obviously spiraling, drowning in her distress, and it would be so easy to step in and save her.  
 
    He said nothing.  
 
    From the moment she’d approached his table on X21, he’d been lost in her. Of course, he loved her. He didn’t even know if words existed to express how much he loved her. He also had no problem playing the hero, whether it be protecting her from physical threat or the inner workings of her own mind.  
 
    He could pull her into his arms and tell her all those things. When she stumbled, he could catch her. He could promise her everything would be okay, then coax promises from her as well. When fear staid her tongue, he could give voice to the words that had abandoned her. 
 
    He said nothing. 
 
    If he had been clear about nothing else, it was that whatever happened between them would always be her choice. So, while every fiber of his being demanded he rescue her from the panic he could sense building, he wouldn’t do it, not with something so important. He wouldn’t speak for her, wouldn’t put words in her mouth. If confessing his own feelings might persuade or guilt her, it was better to say nothing.  
 
    There could be no possibility for miscommunication, and when they left that room, there would be no doubts about what either of them wanted.  
 
    Silent and unmoving, he waited.  
 
    When several minutes passed and she still hadn’t spoken, he couldn’t stand it anymore. Maybe just a little help, just a nudge. “Keep going.” 
 
    All at once, she seemed to breathe again. He could see the switch flip, could feel her grasping at his words like a lifeline.  
 
    Another deep breath steadied her, and a crooked smile graced her lips. “I know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Good, then she wouldn’t hate him for it.  
 
    He nodded, nothing more. 
 
    “Kylir T’Kari, I love you.” Assured. Controlled. “I know you love me, too.” 
 
    He couldn’t help it. He smiled at her, and muttered, “I do.” 
 
    She pulled her shoulders back and lifted her head a little higher, appearing much more confident than when they’d first landed in the room. “You were right to think I wasn’t ready. I was scared.” Meeting his stare unflinchingly, she took a step toward him. “Not of you, but of myself.” 
 
    He didn’t speak, but he did raise an eyebrow in question.  
 
    “I’m still scared,” she admitted, “but I’m done hiding behind that fear. I want to be yours, Kylir. I want you to be mine. Before that can happen, though, I need you to know that once you see inside my head, you might not like what you find.” 
 
    He hated to break it to her, but she was pretty easy to read, even without his extra abilities. Her eyes always gave away her emotions, and most of her thoughts ended up written across her face. In other words, she wasn’t exactly well-suited to keeping secrets, especially big ones.  
 
    Instead of confessing that, he asked a question. “Why would you think that?” 
 
    She inhaled deeply again, releasing it slowly through her lips. “Because I don’t know what you’ll find. There are big blocks of time missing from those eight months I was drugged. They’re just gone. I have no idea what I was doing.” 
 
    “Is that the only reason you didn’t want me to claim you?” He needed to be sure about that. He needed to hear her say it. 
 
    “Of course. What else would it be?” Hands fisted on her hips, she rolled her eyes and added under her breath, “Idiot.” 
 
    Instantly, Kylir was on his feet, closing the distance between them and dragging her into his arms. “It doesn’t matter. I don’t care about any of that.” He’d made plenty of bad decisions in his life, all on his own, without anyone else controlling him. “If you were off somewhere, gleefully slaughtering puppies, it wouldn’t matter. It wouldn’t make me stop loving you.” 
 
    He doubted it was anything so tragic. More probable, she’d been forced to falsify records, steal supplies, and synthesize drugs. Even if that wasn’t the case, even if she had done something truly heinous, he meant what he’d said. It wouldn’t change anything, not for him. It would be devastating for Astrid, of course, but he’d be right there with her, guiding her through the darkness and loving her through the pain. 
 
    “Are you sure?” they both asked at the same time, then laughed. 
 
    “I know what I want,” Kylir answered first. 
 
    Astrid nodded. “I’m sure. No more hiding.” Reaching into the pocket of her black pants, she retrieved a small, purple jar with a silver lid. “A new beginning. A fresh start.” She pressed the container into his hand. “A clean slate.” 
 
    Confused, but willing to play along, he removed the lid and stared down into the contents of the jar. Pale blue with shimmering flecks of silver, the gel-like substance was pretty, but he didn’t understand its purpose. 
 
    Pressing her index and middle fingers together, Astrid dipped them into the concoction, collecting a sizeable amount. Then, without looking away from him, she lifted her hand to the left side of her face and swiped the goo over the claiming mark there. The tattoo shimmered briefly, the edges glowing brightly, then the inky black faded away until only smooth, creamy skin remained. 
 
    “Now,” she said, taking his free hand and pulling him toward the bed, “I’m ready. I’m ready to be yours.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
    Now that everything was out in the open, it seemed impossible, that only moments ago, her secret had felt like such a big, scary thing. Astrid had to laugh at her own foolishness. 
 
    Kylir loved her. When he said her past didn’t matter to him, he wasn’t just cajoling her with platitudes. He meant every word, and she was embarrassed to have ever doubted him.  
 
    When he wound his tail around her waist and slid her up his body, she smiled and held on just as tight, locking her legs around his hips and her arms around his neck. Their lips met in a slow kiss, tentative at first, then harder, deeper, more demanding. When she pulled away, dragging her teeth over his bottom lip, the groan she got in response was pure perfection. 
 
    “You don’t mind?” 
 
    It took a second for her to work out what he was asking, but when she did, she kissed him again.  
 
    “I love you.” Unhooking one arm from his neck, she lowered her hand to the sleek appendage still curled around her midsection. “All of you.”  
 
    She smoothed her fingers back and forth along his tail, surprised by the texture. She’d expected the scales to be rough and bumpy, with hard lines and jagged edges. Instead, she found the flesh soft and supple, as smooth as the finest leather. 
 
    Having a tail, or being with someone who did, obviously wasn’t something she’d ever considered before, but it wasn’t weird or gross. It was simply another part of him. Besides, it was kind of hot when he used it to pull her close and hold her there like he couldn’t bear to let her go.  
 
    “Don’t ever hide from me,” she added, catching a strand of his hair and tugging his head down to claim his lips once more. 
 
    No more words were spoken, because none were needed. They’d said everything that needed saying, all the things that mattered.  
 
    Walking them to the bed, Kylir lowered her gently to the mattress. He took his time undressing her, pausing after every piece he tossed aside to kiss and lick at the bare skin he revealed. The care and reverence he showed wouldn’t have seemed out of place if he’d been unveiling a priceless work of art, and by the time he’d finished, she felt like the slightest touch might shatter her.  
 
    He didn’t show his own clothing the same consideration, tugging it off in hurried, jerky motions. Once, she thought she heard fabric tearing, but then, he was naked, and there was no more room for any other thoughts.  
 
    Stars, he was gorgeous, like a living statue encased in soft, pale skin. Broad in the shoulders with well-developed pectorals and sharply-defined abs, he had the long, lean build of an athlete rather than the substantial bulk of a warrior. Deep indentions started at his hipbones, drawing a delectable V toward his long, thick erection.  
 
    Astrid’s eyes widened, and she swallowed convulsively. His cock jutted proudly from a nest of trimmed curls, the crown a deep purple and glistening with precum. Holy nova, he was big. Rock hard, the length flexed with every move he made, and a deep blue vein ran from base to crown along the top, throbbing visibly with his pulse.  
 
    The time would come for slow and gentle, for teasing touches and leisurely explorations. This wasn’t that time. She’d waited long enough. For weeks, she’d ignored her instincts and buried her desires in work. For weeks, she’d suffered silently, convinced she couldn’t have the things she wanted, all because of a problem that had never existed in the first place. 
 
    Hooking her foot behind his knee, she bent her leg, tugging at him, urging him closer. He didn’t take much coaxing, sliding between her thighs and easing into the cradle of her hips as he lowered himself over her. 
 
    “Hey,” she whispered, pressing a hand to the side of his throat and stroking the patch of smooth scales there with her thumb.  
 
    Even in her lust-addled mind, it didn’t escape her that this would be his first time. Not just with her, but with anyone. If he was nervous, he didn’t show it. Still, a little encouragement couldn’t hurt. 
 
    “Remember our second kiss?” Their first kiss hadn’t gone so well, but the second had been borderline life-changing.  
 
    He nodded, his breaths coming in short, choppy pants. “Do what feels right,” he recited. “No winners or losers. Nothing to prove.” 
 
    She didn’t know where the last part had come from, but she liked it. “Exactly.” 
 
    “I want to take my time…” His voice was tight, thin, and the cords in his neck strained as he stared down at her. 
 
    She wasn’t a hundred perfect sure if there was an unspoken ‘but’ attached to the end of that sentence, but it didn’t matter. “Do what feels right.” 
 
    Taking her wrists, he stretched her arms over her head and brought her hands together. Then, his tail arched above him, the tip coming down to loop around her wrists, binding them together and pinning them to the mattress. 
 
    “Kylir?” 
 
    “Shh, onye.” With his hands now free to do as he pleased, he stroked his fingertips down her sides, pulling little gasps and shivers from her. “Trust me.” 
 
    There was no fear, no uncertainty. The panic she’d expected from being restrained never came. “Always.” 
 
    His erection pulsed hot and heavy against the crease of her thigh, but he remained unhurried, caressing her in featherlight touches. “Your skin is so soft.” He drew a line with his index finger from sternum to navel. “So beautiful.” Dipping his head, he traced a wet circle around her belly button with his tongue. “So perfect.” 
 
    “Kylir!” A plea this time, not a question.  
 
    “Am I going too fast?” 
 
    She shook her head frantically. God, he’d barely touched her, and she was already about to unravel. “No, that’s not it.” 
 
    “Am I hurting you?” 
 
    Tilting her head back, she looked up at her bound hands. “No. It feels good.” 
 
    “Then, no.” He chuckled as he dipped his head again, catching one of her nipples between his lips. “No, I won’t hurry the hell up.” 
 
    She’d created a monster. 
 
    He teased and tormented, sucking hard at her nipple until the pleasure-pain made her dizzy. When she thought she couldn’t take another second, he stopped, only to start again on her other nipple.  
 
    Every hard pull of his mouth sent electricity zipping through her body and straight to her slick core. Her heart thundered wildly, perspiration dampened her skin, and she thanked the stars that breathing was something her body did on its own.  
 
    She was bound and helpless, stretched out before him and completely at his mercy, but she wasn’t afraid. Kylir didn’t want to own her. He wasn’t interested in controlling anything other than her pleasure. When their mouths came together in a hungry, frantic kiss, it seared her right down to her soul, branding her more fully than any superficial mark every could. 
 
    “Now,” she breathed. “Please. Now.” 
 
    Keeping her arms stretched over her head, he gripped the backs of her knees and jerked her toward the edge of the mattress. “What do you want, onye?” Leaning back, he insinuated a hand between her thighs and skimmed his knuckles along the outside of her folds. “Tell me what you want.” 
 
    “You. More.” Incapable of more than monosyllabic answers, she arched up from the bed, desperate to feel him. “Now.” 
 
    He parted her gently, brushing his thumb over the sensitive nub at the apex of her cleft. Astrid cried out as her back bowed and her legs began to shake. He did it again, and again, drawing tight circles that pulled a series of strangled moans from her lips. When she swore she couldn’t take any more, two, long fingers breached her, stroking inside her slowly, almost lazily.  
 
    Her heart pounded too fast, too hard, and it sounded excessively loud in her ears. Nerve endings sparked, igniting tiny eruptions throughout her body. Her skin felt too tight, too sensitive, and goosebumps broke out along her arms and legs when cool wind from the open patio doors floated over her. The breeze brought with it the familiar scent of rain, and it was only then that she realized it wasn’t just her pulse she heard in her ears, but the roar of the storm as it battered against the windows.  
 
    Over and over, Kylir pushed her to the edge, only to pull her back at the last moment, until she thought she’d go mad from the pleasure. Prying her eyes open, she stared up at him, surprised and overwhelmed by the depth of emotion shining back at her. Needing to touch him, she pulled at the hold he had on her hands, gasping when his tail uncurled from her wrists and slid away. 
 
    Free from the restraint, she reached out, running her fingers across his shoulders and up the sides of his throat to cradle his face in her palms. When he turned his head, nuzzling against her, the breath caught in her throat. So sweet. So vulnerable. So much need. 
 
    Pulling him toward her, she brushed their lips together, whisper soft. “Make me yours.” 
 
    Whether he’d reached the end of his self-control, or simply didn’t want to deny either of them any longer, mercifully, he needed no further invitation. He pulled his fingers free, and repositioned himself, the thick crown of his erection pushing at her entrance. With one hand behind her left knee, and the other massaging the flesh on her right hip, he rocked forward, sinking into her in one, torturously slow plunge. 
 
    Time stood still. Silence descended. Colors blended together, and the world blurred around the edges. If the rain still fell, she didn’t hear it. There was only Kylir. He filled her senses—his taste, his scent, the sounds he made when he retreated, then thrust back into her.  
 
    With his chest pressed against hers, she could feel every beat of his heart, and her own pulse slowed, keeping time with his. She inhaled when he exhaled. Exhaled when he inhaled. They didn’t race to completion, but let it find them instead, tumbling beneath a tidal wave of emotion, the perfect blend of love and lust.  
 
    Wrapping her arms around his neck, Astrid held him tightly, crying out with the force of her orgasm. In perfect synchronicity, Kylir clutched her to him, burying his face in the side of her neck and shuddering violently as he spilled himself inside her.  
 
    She didn’t know how long they stayed like that, wrapped together, clinging to each other in the quiet of the room. Despite being so much bigger than her, his body was a welcome weight atop her, warm and comforting, and she basked in the way his arms wrapped around her protectively, possessively.  
 
    “Mine,” his voice whispered inside her head. “My mate. My keeper. I love you, onye. So much.” 
 
    “Mine,” she whispered back. She’d worried she wouldn’t know how to use the connection between them, but there was no learning curve. Speaking to him this way was as instinctual as breathing. “I love you, too. I’m just sorry I made you wait so long.” 
 
    Lifting his head, he looked down at her, his expression serious. “You were worth the wait.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It wasn’t until their last night on the Eastern Isle that Garrik finally returned from Sommervail. He didn’t come alone, either. 
 
    Gathered in the massive office of Clearwater Manor, it felt like everyone held their breath as they waited for the newcomer to speak. Captain Tira Meadowlark was an imposing figure despite her diminutive size. She was also the stuffiest Xenon Astrid had seen since arriving. Yet, there was something familiar about her, like they’d met before, but Astrid couldn’t place the female. 
 
    She kept her dark hair tucked into a tight bun at her crown, not a single strand out of place. Her eyebrows were sculpted, her lips a natural rosy pink, and the pale marking that covered her skin in splotches and swirls shimmered with translucent light. Standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, she kept her shoulders squared and her spine rigid as she watched the rain fall beyond the glass.  
 
    It had rained every day since Astrid had arrived at the manor, but everyone she complained to had just shrugged and told her, “It’s the rainy season.” 
 
    “Thank you for being here,” Tira said, turning away from the windows to address them. 
 
    From the cushion next to Astrid on the oversized sofa, Kylir snorted. They should have already been halfway back to X21 by now, but she had refused to leave when Garrik had sent word of his return. Her dear mate had been less than pleased with her decision.  
 
    Really, she understood, and she didn’t blame him. He was eager to get back to his duties and his family on the Storm Rider. Truth be told, she was looking forward to meeting the crew as well, especially since she had every intention of being on the ship when it departed from X4.   
 
    This was important, though. Maybe it had nothing to do with them. Maybe they’d never step foot on Xenthian again, but Roe had come to them for help. Sure, they’d been his only option at the time, but they’d set in motion a chain of events, and she was anxious to learn how the story ended. 
 
    “I apologize for the delay,” Tira continued. “Vasili Blackthorn wanted confirmation that the other Adderstones were still protected.” She inclined her head toward Garrik. “Captain Clearwater and I have just come from the Northern Isle.” 
 
    “Are the other stones safe?” Astrid rushed to ask. “What about Neverwood? What did you find?” 
 
    As was habit with him now, Kylir curled his tail around her waist and pulled her closer. Then, he tilted her head up with a finger under her chin, quieting her with a kiss.  
 
    “You’re cute when you get excited, but maybe we should let the captain speak.” 
 
    Astrid sighed. Okay, maybe she’d gotten a bit carried away. “Well, she should speak faster.” 
 
    His only response was quiet laughter and another brush of lips. 
 
    “The other stones are right where they should be.” One side of her Tira’s mouth twitched, almost a smile but not quite. “The wards protecting them have been reinforced to ensure they stay that way.” Any amusement she had at Astrid’s questioning vanished as a mask of icy rage slid into place. “The Neverwood fortress had been…compromised.” 
 
    Astrid clearly wasn’t the only one frustrated with the female’s cryptic language, because Garrik huffed from his place near the big, wooden desk. “The stone on the Northern Island is missing. The one in the mountain is fake.” 
 
    She’d already suspected as much, so that didn’t really tell her anything new. “What about Finn? Did you speak to him? Do you know what’s wrong?” 
 
    Apparently, Kylir had given up trying to keep her from blurting out everything in her head, because he just leaned back into the cushions and shook his head.  
 
    Softly, almost too quiet to be heard, Rya asked, “Did you see your sister?” 
 
    Snapping her head up, Astrid stared at the female captain through narrowed eyes, suddenly realizing why she’d seemed so familiar. “Cora is your sister?” 
 
    Tira nodded once. “My sister and Vasere Silveroak were escorted to Sommervail yesterday.” 
 
    “They both insist they know nothing about the missing stone,” Garrik added. 
 
    “And Finn? What about him?” 
 
    Astrid looked back and forth between the captains, but when Tira met her gaze, calm and unflinching, she knew she wasn’t going to like what the female had to say next. 
 
    “You shouldn’t concern yourself in these matters.” 
 
    Nope, she didn’t like it one bit. It also didn’t tell her a damn thing. Did they know what was wrong with the male? Were they trying to help him, or just holding him a cell somewhere? If they’d taken him to the center island, that had to mean something, but there were too many possibilities to consider. 
 
    “We have to do something,” she muttered, unaware that she’d spoken out loud until Kylir’s hand came to rest on her thigh, drawing her attention. 
 
    He shook his head. “There’s nothing more we can do.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “He’s right,” Sion interrupted. “It’s too dangerous for you to be any more involved than you already are.” He moved to the edge of the sofa opposite her, his gaze shifting to Kylir. “You’re packed, right?” 
 
    His meaning was clear. It was time for them to leave, and it wasn’t a request. 
 
    Before Astrid could argue, Kylir stood, lifted her from her seat with his tail, and flipped her over his shoulder. “We’re already behind schedule, so I think we really should be going. Thank you for your hospitality. We know the way out.” 
 
    “It would be prudent,” Tira called after them, “that you not tell anyone what you heard here.” 
 
    At the office doors, Kylir paused. “We didn’t hear anything. Right, onye?” 
 
    As much as she hated it, she really didn’t have much choice other than to agree. “We didn’t hear anything.” 
 
    Twenty minutes later, they were loaded in the shuttle with all of her research and climbing higher toward the planet’s upper atmosphere.  
 
    “I don’t like it.” 
 
    Seated at the control panel, Kylir smirked. “I know, but really, what more could we do? We don’t have magic.” 
 
    “Stop being so logical.”  
 
    Knowing they’d done everything they could safely do to help Finn didn’t make her feel better. She barely even knew the guy, and he hadn’t been the most likable person. So, why the hell did she feel like she was abandoning him? 
 
    Reaching across the distance, Kylir covered her hand where it rested on the arm of her seat. “Hey, it’s going to be okay. People know something’s wrong. They’re going to help him. You aren’t abandoning him, onye.” 
 
    “Stay out of my head,” she chastised lightly, even as she turned her hand over and linked their fingers. 
 
    “Sorry.” He didn’t sound it in the least. “You were thinking very loudly.” 
 
    “We can stay in touch with Ivy, right? Get updates?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    He was probably just humoring her, but right then, she’d take it. Either way, she had more pressing matters that required her attention. The first of which was contacting the Alliance with an update on her research and her new mated status. 
 
    “Is that why you kept the scroll tattoo?” 
 
    It would be pointless to pretend she didn’t understand the question. “Well, as an elite, it’s kind of required.”  
 
    “So, you plan to stay with the Alliance?” 
 
    “I do. I enjoy my research, and it’s important.” She just needed to work out a few details now that she was mated. “Why? Do you want me to leave?” 
 
    “I want you to have what you want,” he answered, each word spoken with careful consideration. “I just don’t know if I’m cut out to be in a lab every day.” 
 
    He would, though. It was written all over his face. If that was what she wanted, what she needed to be happy, he’d do it without hesitation. 
 
    “I’m pretty confident that I won’t have to choose—” 
 
    “Choose what’s best for you.” 
 
    “If I do have to choose,” she repeated with a smirk, “I choose you.” Bringing their joined hands to her face, she rubbed her cheek against his knuckles. “I’ll always choose you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 EPILOGUE 
 
    “Get back here, you little runt!” 
 
    “No! I didn’t do it!” 
 
    “Oh.” Astrid came to a halt in the middle of the corridor on the lower deck of the Storm Rider when Cord ducked behind her and wrapped his arms around her leg. “Well, hello to you, too.” 
 
    The giggling four-year-old grinned up at her before turning back to his pursuer and sticking out his tongue. “You’re gonna be in trouble now.” 
 
    Stopping a few feet away, Kylir crossed his arms over his chest and arched a dark eyebrow. “Jokes on you, kid. She’s mine. She has to take my side.” 
 
    “Nuh uh! She likes me better.” 
 
    Biting her bottom lip to keep from laughing, Astrid looked up at her mate, mirroring his expression. “What did he do this time?” 
 
    “The punk hid my clothes all over the ship,” he answered aloud, his eyes never leaving the little boy.  
 
    Quite snorts escaped her, but she managed to smother them with a cough. “All by himself? That seems unlikely.” 
 
    “Rakesh helped,” Cord blurted, fully unaware of his admission of guilt. 
 
    “Traitor,” Rakesh muttered as he strolled down the hallway to join them, hands shoved deep into his pants’ pockets. “Kylir. Astrid.” 
 
    “Where are my clothes?” Kylir returned in lieu of an actual greeting. 
 
    “How should I know?” 
 
    Rounding on the Krytos, Kylir poked a finger at the male’s chest. “Listen here, a—” 
 
    Astrid cleared her throat loudly. “Language, love.” 
 
    He acknowledged her with a grunt. “Just tell me where my stuff is.” 
 
    It was a scene she’d become well-acquainted with during the three weeks since she’d boarded the ship. Not that exact scenario, but the crew was always causing mischief, always pulling pranks on each other. More often than not, they enlisted Cord’s help, mostly because no one could stay mad at the adorable munchkin.  
 
    “Didn’t you and Cord deactivate the gravity controls in Rakesh’s room last week, so you could weld his bed to the ceiling?” 
 
    “I have no idea what you’re talking about, onye.” 
 
    At the same time, Cord giggled and announced, “That was funny.” 
 
    Bless his pure, little heart. “So, how about you guys return Kylir’s stuff, and we’ll call it even? Hmm?” When neither male answered, she sighed, reaching out to poke Kylir in the shoulder. “Yes?” 
 
    “Fine,” he relented. 
 
    Laughing, Rakesh pushed past him and scooped Cord into his arms. “Come on, kid. Do you remember where we hid everything?” 
 
    “Pro’ly.” 
 
    “Good enough.” 
 
    Once they’d disappeared into one of the lifts, Astrid finally released the laughter that had been building since Cord had wrapped himself around her leg. “Just what did you plan to do if you actually caught him?” 
 
    Kylir shrugged. “Tickle him until he told me what they did with my clothes.” 
 
    Closing the distance between them, she wound her arms around his waist and rubbed her cheek over his chest. “Your family is absolutely nuts.” She grinned and snuggled even closer. “Thank you for sharing them with me.” 
 
    Enveloping her in his arms, he held her tight and kissed the top of her head. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    After turning over her research and samples to the Alliance, it hadn’t been hard to negotiate a slight alteration to her current position. Technically, she was still a member of the Alliance, still a researcher, but slightly more…mobile. She could stay on the Storm Rider with her mate, and travel to all parts of the known universe, collecting samples and research data from every planet, planetoid, moon, and deserted crag along the way.  
 
    With time and a little luck, there was no telling what she might discover out in the vastness of space. 
 
    Medical trials were already underway on Earth to test the effectiveness of Xenthian’s healing waters on infertile females. It would take time, and diplomatic negotiations with the Xenon, but for the first time, many women could look to the future with hope.   
 
    Standing there, wrapped in Kylir’s arms, surrounded by his love, the importance wasn’t lost on her. She’d gone to Xenthian to find the antidote for infertility, and in the process, she’d found the missing piece of herself, a cure for the darkness that had followed her for too long.  
 
    “It’s you.” 
 
    Sliding a knuckle under her chin, he tilted her head back until she was forced to meet his gaze. “What’s me, onye?”  
 
    Caressing his cheek, she chuckled, amazed that she hadn’t seen it sooner, especially when she could see it so clearly now. “You are my remedy.” 
 
    THE END 
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